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What does it mean to "lx-gin" a work of
literature, philosophy, or criticism? How
is it possible to think of "beginnings" at
all when, after centuries of human experi-
ence, surely everything that can be has
been thought and said? How does one
even contemplate "beginning" yet again
-as every thinker and writer must?

It is to these beguiling, troublesome
questions that Edward Said, one of
America's most widely respected younger
critics, addresses himself in Beginnings,
a work of extraordinary erudition and
profundity.

The quest for an understanding of what
it means to "begin" takes Edward Said
through the masterworks of Western lit-
erature, to the cyclical philosophy of
Vico (whose thought has never before
been so tellingly linked to contemporary
consciousness) and on to what is certain-
ly the most brilliant explication of post-
war French criticism and philosophy yet
written, offering illuminating explica-
tions of Levi-Strauss's structuralism,
Foucault's archaeology, and Derrida's
philosophy of writing.

To read Edward Said is to experience at
first hand the excitement of a fine mind
freely and fully engaged in the definitive-
ly human adventure, that of intellectual _///
WOJ ider and discovery. /
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\\{II\'i' is a bcg;nnh'g? What must one do ;0 order to begin?
\\'11.11 I.', special about beginning as an activity or a moment or a
1,1" I (:an OIlC begin whenever one pleases? What kind of attitude,

11,1I11l' of mind is necessary for beginning? Historically, is there
',I.1l of moment most propitious for beginning, one sort of

"'III\'lIll1al for whom beginning is the most important of activities?
I "I III!' work of literature, how important is the beginning? Are

II questions about beginning worth raising? And if so, can they
I" 111·.lled or answered concretely, intelligibly, informatively?

1:111 this book these are the beginning questions. Yet once they
i .rk cn up a process of delimitation occurs-mercifully, since

,oJ 1"'1 wise they are almost impossibly complex questions to
.h-, IISS. 1 have concentrated on beginnings both as something one
,I,"", and as something one thinks about. The two sometimes go
I, 'f',I'1 1.('1", but they are always necessarily connected when language
I, IlI'inp; used. Thus there is a particular vocabulary employed-
I, IIII~ like beginning and starting out, origins and originality,
,,,III,,lioll, inauguration, revolution, authority, point of departure,
,,,,Ii •. ilism, and so on-when a beginning is being either described

pointed out. Similarly, when one actually begins to write, a
"oIlIplcx set of circumstances obtains that characterizes the
IIIT.lllning enterprise. In language, therefore, writing or thinking
"/,,,,,1 beginning is tied to writing or thinking a beginning. A verbal
l"'I~lnning is consequently both a creative and a critical activity,
1"',1 as at the moment one begins to use language in a disciplined
1\'.1 y. the orthodox distinction between critical and creative
II"Hight begins to break down.

Beginning is not only a kind of action; it is also a frame of
II II lid, a kind of work, an attitude, a consciousness. It is
l'I.lgmatic-as when we read a difficult text and wonder where to
Iu :gin in order to understand it, or where the author began the
"'I irk and why. And it is theoretic-as when we ask whether there
I', any peculiar epistemological trait or performance unique to
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11<'.',111111111',"1111',"11"1..1 hll .IIIY WIII"I III hq', III 1',1" rmh.u k "1"'11
\111111'111IIIf', ",1111",11"11 I" .1 ,I''''II~II,III',1 11IIilli ,.I dl'l',IIIIII(·. 1':Vl'1I
wlu-n II 1.\ 1l'11I('.\~'I'd, 111(' j,l'!~lllllillg 1.\ ,dw,ly~.1 Ilrsl SII'P [roru
which (excepi till 1.11'1'III (;I~illll~) ~IlIlIl'1hill!!, Illliows, So hegillilillgs
playa roll', if not alw;IYs a very dearly Ulldl'f"Slllod one. Certainly
they are formally useful: Illiddles and cuds, cout inu itv , develop-
ment-all these imply beginnings before them. A complex form,
however, has a logic of its own. Docs a begillning?

If we assume the presence of beginnings here and there for the
reflective artist, reflective critic, philosopher, politician, historian,
and psychoanalytic investigator, a study of beginnings can all too
easily become a catalog of infinite cases. My task in this book is
precisely to avoid compiling such a catalog (even while being
aware of its possibility) and to take up instead the question of
beginnings in an interesting, fairly detailed, practical, and theoreti-
cal way. I not only try to show what sort of language is used and
what sort of thought takes place either as onc begins or as one
thinks and writes about beginning, but also I wish to show how
forms like the novel and how concepts like text are forms of
beginning and being in the world. Moreover, those changes that
occur from one cultural period to the next can be studied as shifts
in the notion of what a beginning is or ought to be. When one
practices criticism today, for example, a highly circumstantial
awareness of beginning to write criticism is in operation; we are
less likely now than before to think that a writer's life has an
absolute prior privilege when it comes to understanding his work.
Why is this so, and what should we now begin with as we study a
writer's work? What are the privileged terms and the principal
aspects of critical awareness today?

Any work that pretends to deal with such questions risks being
embarrassed not only by its beginning but also by its continuity,
its choice of subjects, its vocabulary. Thc potential for such
embarrassment with this particular book is something I have not
underestimated. My own critical terms (transitive and intransitive
beginnings, authority, intention, method, beginning-as distin-
guished from origin-text, structure) are built upon associations of
ideas which, as will become fairly evident, gather in a rather wide
range of interests. Each of the hook's six chapters, or episodes, has
an internal coherence that depends on some aspect of beginning;
each covers a historical pattern (the development of the novel, for
example) that docs not stray very far from the core subject of
beginnings, although paradoxically I find it possible in one chapter
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II 11.'1111'1I) III d'~'1 II·.·. hili II 1111',·.Idy .uu] rill' 10111'ph;I~I'~ of rill'
1111"111'.1111I.,vl·l. 1\1111~1'lhl'l, 11.1",1' ',IX ('I'I~lIdl'~ ro ust.it un- a
,1111,11111'1111~llIdyllll-\ hl'giIlIIlIlM~' 11111111-\"11111ill a line ar fashion.
I', "I.II'~ Illy dl'cisilln III qU1I11'Vu» in rill' I'pi~raph and to make
1,1 W'II k IhI' slIbjl'CI Ilr Illy C(JIH"IIISion makes my (circular) point
'".1 u.um-lv , that bc~illnill~s art' first .md important but not
dl\',IV~ cvidcut , that b('~inning is basically an activity which
1I111111,lit'lyimplies return and repetition rather than simple linear
" , '"lIplishlllcllt, that beginning and beginning-again are historical
."III'II';IS lII'igins are divine, that a beginning not only creates but is
II "WII method because it has intention. In short, beginning is
OI,.,hl/g or producing difference; but-and here is the great
II'., 111.11ion in the subject-difference which is the result of
"'llIhllling the already-familiar with the fertile novelty of human
"'"1 k in language. Each of my chapters builds on this interplay
I" IWI'l'n the new and the customary without which (ex nihilo nihil
/11) " heginning cannot really take place. The underlying interest
"I .111l'ssay such as this book is its true theme: the community of
11I11'.lIagc and history-from the beginning, despite anyone
'''I'.lIlIling. To say this at the beginning is hopefully thereafter to
1I'IIId Ihe conservative safety of language without history, and vice
\"",.1, Thus beginnings confirm, rather than discourage, a radical
" V"Iil Y and verify evidence of at least some innovation-of having
I"~g"lI.
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I),,1< INt; some of the time I hove 'pent wmking on this book I
11.11'1' 1H'llcfited from the generosity of the John Simon Guggen-
III 1111Memorial Foundation. In other ways, chiefly intellectual, I
1111'1' incurred a great debt to my colleagues and students in the
III 1',IIIIIIcnt of English and Comparative Literature at Columbia
I ,,11"g('; it would be difficult to describe, or for that matter to
rll.lllk, the extraordinary ambience of intelligence and friendship

"lll'lI present on the fourth floor of Hamilton Hall. For the
'\ rup.rtlictic reception of ideas, for the readiness to grant learning
111.1 speculation a high place, for the seriousness and wit of
1Illl,lll·ctual discussion there, I have found the collegiate at mos-
1"1"1(' of Columbia inimitable. Friends and colleagues in other
111.11 "s have been kind in similar, and similarly valuable, ways: it is
I "Ill'cial pleasure to mention Sadek el-Azm , Monroe Engel, Angus
l h-t chcr , and Richard Macksey. For help in the preparation of the
m.uiuscript I am grateful to Louise Yelin, Lydia Dittler and
M.I·,si1110 Bacigalupo. J amelia Saied of Basic Books helped immeas-
1I1.lilly in putting the manuscript through the travail of editorial
1""!"l'SS and production. I was the undeserving beneficiary of
11('(·lygiven typing aid from Joan Ramos, Mona Iskandar, and
M,lriam Said. My wife's affectionate understanding, in particular,
'oIl',i;linedme during this very long beginning.
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I N ALL CASES any wack from which I quote whose original
111I1',II.I~l'is not English is cited in an English translation. Although
I ,I" Ihis both for the sake of consistency and because Iwould like
II" 11';ldlT to have direct access to everything in this book, Imust
, 'Id.lill Illy policy on translation. Every text not in English (with
IiII <,\l'l'ption of those in Russian) I have studied in the original
1,1I1',II.'gC.Wherever possible, however, I quote from an already
l'IIIIII\lrcd English translation, which I have checked against the
"1'1','11;11.In instances where there is no translation available or
wi,,'''' lire translation in my opinion is inadequate, I have made my
"WII (sometimes mainly literal) translation. The reader is therefore
I" uudcrstand that unless otherwise indicated translations are my
"W II: bad as some of these may be. I have preferred at least to
111.11.(,do with translations, done amateurishly, that render exactly
11111\('notions from the original in a way I can control, than to use
.rlurr.mt versions done by someone else. Doubtless my translations
.11 t: not especially elegant. Nevertheless, I have often parentheti-
,.,jly included short passages in the original language for the
11.lIln's benefit; also, I have always indicated sources for my trans-
1.,1 j. III in the original, non-English texts.
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,I'
III,: problem of beginnings is one of those problems that, if

,II, ,\\'1'.1 (II, will confront one with equal intensity on a practical
111,1,III ;) theoretical level. Every writer knows that the choice of a
I" 1',11111111).(for what he will write is crucial not only because it
,I'I,'llllilll'S much of what follows but also because a work's
I" ,'.11111i11).(is, practically speaking, the main entrance to what it
,011"1'"Moreover, in retrospect we can regard a beginnning as the
I"11111,II which, in a given work, the writer departs from all other
""1 kv: ;) beginning immediately establishes relationships with
," II k\ already existing, relationships of either continuity or
1111.11',lIlIislllor some mixture of both. But the moment we start to
.1,1,111die features of a beginning-a moment likely to occur in
, \ .uuin illg many sorts of writers-we necessarily make certain
'I"" 1;.1distinctions. Is a beginning the same as an origin? Is the
I"T,llllling of a given work its real beginning, or is there some
"1111'1,secret point that more authentically starts the work off? To
",11.11extent is a beginning ultimately a physical exigency and
11,01hillg more than that? Of what value, for critical or methodolog-
10 ,.I ,)1' even historical analysis, is "the beginning"? By what sort of
'1I'I'IO;)ch, with what kind of language, with what sort of
111';llIImentsdoes a beginning offer itself up as a subject for study?

The size of the present book is evidence enough that these are
, "1~lOssingquestions-at least to me. Yet I feel that what keeps the
I"",k from being merely a record of preliminary curiosities is that
III subject matter, approach, and methodology this study of
1"'I~llInings aims to contribute, however modestly, to contempo-
i.u V criticism. It soon will become evident that by the term
.riticism I intend something rather unlike literary history, or
I',/dication de texte, or cultural generality; in this sense of its own
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.1111""'11"" 11"'1,,1111,,, 11.1', b,,,,~ 11"1',111" by ,'xpl" illy V"lIllIIil1~ ;1
p.u r uul.u .uuhu iou 1111 "~I'II, ,III .uuhu rou 11.,11 111I.lily Ill'CtIlIll'S
illtl'''I~ibl,' IIl1ly III t lu- h'lll~ 's IIldllldillf~ alld 11111 "ll'lIlI~h first
advancing SOIlll' ideal typ" which it Ihl'1I sl'('ks to fulfill, It must be
added that this manner of crit icism cannot claim any ultimate
novelty, for its obvious reliance upon many other writers
immediately invalidates the claim. But in seeking first to isolate a
problem-that of the beginning which appears more abstract than
problems dealt with in most criticism-in seeking then to make a
selection of issues, examples, and evidence uniquely relevant to
the problem, in seeking to work in discursive and conceptual
language suited to the problem, in seeking to set the problem in as
spacious and yet as pertinent a frame of modern reference as
possible, and finally in seeking to learn from itself, to adjust to
and change itself in progress: in all these ways this book aims to
contribute to contemporary criticism. And since it would take
many more pages to round out my prescriptive definition of
criticism, I shall instead enumerate the questions, circumstances,
and conditions that form this study and that influence its
trajectory.

II

In each of the following relatively innocuous statements the sense
derives prominently from a common sense understanding of the
concept of "beginnings": "Conrad began his career with Almayer's
Folly"; "Pride and Prejudice begins with the following sentence";
"Pope began to write at an early age"; "Before he began to write
Hemingway would sharpen a dozen pencils"; "This is what one
ought to do at the beginning"; "Civilization can be said to have
begun in the Near East"; "As soon as he began to know Odette
better Swann started to suspect her"; "From beginning to end
Flaubert was ever the artist." of quite another order of meaning
are such statements as "In the beginning was the Word" or "In my
beginning is my end." In both sets of statements, however,
variations of the concept "heginning" designate a moment in time,
a place, a principle, or an action. Just as obviously, these
designations are verbal constructions employing variations of the
term beginning in a relatively well-defined way: thus, the concept
"beginning" is associated in each case with an idea of precedence
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,",1 1'110,III v I ru.rllv ,111,1 1111".1 11111"111.1111,III 1',1< II 1,1\1' ,I
I" 1'""11111',"I', ,I<-\I~"II.III'II III 11101"1I., 11101",11", I 1.1li1 v III .Il'l inc ,I

, ,', , 11111"pI.li I' , "I al 11(111,III ~,ItI'II, IIII' oIl'~I~II'111<1I1"I ,I hl'f;illllill~
I" '" 1,.II\, IlIv,dvl'S al.~" till' dl'~i~ILII iou (lj' ;1 lIlIlSI'IIUI'1It intention.
I', 11111',11111'" ;Illually say as nuuh I'Vl'l'y t imc , hut when we point

tI" 1H'I.',illllill~ of a 1I0VI'I, for c x.uuple , we mean that from that
I" ",llIllIlIf~ ill priuciplc follows tliis now I. Or, we sec that the
I" ""IIIIII~ is the first point (ill t imc, space, or action) of an

,""lld",hllll'lIt or process that has duration and meaning. The
I"~ I"""II',\!' 1/'('11, is the first step in the intentional production of
"" .un II,\!'

III (:II;lplcrs 1 and 2 I describe the conditions that pertain to
III, .1'''d~llati()n and the intention of beginnings: in what settings
011,1,,~, what instruments beginnings are formed, for what purposes
,Id1.11'111 kinds of beginnings are designated, and what kind of
111111.1.11111what kind of work tend to insist upon the importance of
I.. 1'.III1I1I1~~,In describing these I introduce a second sort of
I.. t',I1I1I1I1~,what I call the pure or intransitive beginning, one that
11,1',1111intention other than simply to be a beginning in the sense
"I 11I'1I1f.\first. In the major part of the book (Chapters 3, 4, and 5),
I oI,'vI·lop the consequences of those early adumbrations: how an
1111",,'~I ill beginnings entails a certain sort of writing, thought, and
IIII',IIIIII~, how beginnings relate generally and specifically to
,1111"11'11t continuities, and how, paradoxically, an interest in
l"I'.llIlIillgs is often the corollary result of not believing that any
l"p,llIlIillg can be located. All of this depends-importantly, I
till IIk on the following generalization: whether an interest in
11I'f',lllIlillgs is practical or highly theoretical, there is an imperative
"'IIIII'nion to be observed between the idea of a beginning and an
,tI" IIi~inal human need to point to or locate a beginning.

But all of these general projects of the book can only have at
1111', stage a somewhat rarified significance for the reader.
I IlI'l'l' fore, it becomes necessary for me first to discuss the
,III umstances of this study: why such a study proposed itself to
II', .iuthor, why it is pursued in this way in particular, and how a
i.u ronale for such a study is arrived at.

III

1\\ a problem for study, "beginnings" are attractive, first of all,
IlI'lause while one can isolate a beginning analytically, the notion
"I beginning itself is practically tied up in a whole complex of
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11'1.1111111'" 'I'llII'. "<,IWI'I'II 1111' WI'ld /",...:ill'II".I: .111.1 1111' Wilid ,"(~ill
111'.', ,"I1.',l.llIllv I 11.1111',1111\ \V~II'III III 1111'.1111111','" 11111\1 III t111'11I Id'

ClIlIISI' m.ik III~ 111'\1 '1111' 1111'11 t lu- "rllI'l WI lid ,'''IIVI'Y ~rl'atl'r
priority. import.uue, c xplauat ory p"wer.' /\s cousistc ntl y as
possible I lise b('gi""i",~ as havillg the more ;Ictive meaning, and
origin the more passive Otic: th us "X is the origill of Y," wh ile
"The beginning A leads to B." In due course I hope to show,
however, how ideas about origins, because of their passivity, are
put to uses I believe ought to be avoided.

But even this distinction seems relatively crude when one
considers how many words and ideas in current thought and
writing hover about the concept of "beginnings": innovation,
novelty, originality, revolution, change, convention, tradition,
period, authority, influence, to name but a few. Altogether they
describe the rather broad field in which the present study is
located-which should not be surprising, since most writing has
kept these notions in mind. I am centrally concerned, however,
with what takes place when one consciously sets out to experience
or define what a beginning entails, especially with regard to the
meaning produced as a result of a given beginning.

When I first became interested in beginnings several years ago,
some of the problems struck me as essentially constituting the
professional dilemma of the writer interested in "literary criti-
cism": How should he begin to write? I then discovered that this
question conceals at least four others: (1) After what training does
one begin to write? (2) With what subject in mind does one begin
to write? (3) What is the point of departure (or writing-a new
direction or one continuing from old ones? (4) Is there a privileged
beginning for a literary study-that is, an especially suitable or
important beginning-that is wholly different from a historical,
psychological, or cultural one? Everyone of these questions
impinges upon the writer today, and what they represent, it is now
clear to me, is by no means exclusively a "professional" issue.
Rather, each of these questions involves theoretical and practical
issues in equal measure.

Consider the general education brought to literary criticism by
an individual today. Whatever else he may have been trained in, it
was almost certainly not in classical philology, the one discipline
in Europe and America that was practically de rigeur for the
literary scholar until World War II. For studying literature in the
*As for example, in the "origins of Greek tragedy," the "begimting of consciousness,"
and so on ad infinitum.
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"ool"I'oIIV W,I~ "'11.,,,011'1"1,01 ,I pIIVdl'f',I' 1" Ill' ("IIIII,d hy ,I ~I"IHllar
II. 11.1111I1,1.~1('I('d• 1.1~.~h;.1pllll"I"f',y III so mv det ail , ;ISwell as

1""00 1101•." ,01 11'.\111,.1~llldy IIt,1I W('I(' I""dilil'd hy Yl'ars of practice
",,111"'1,·1,'11' 11,,1 IIpI' II III SlIhjl'l"livl' "interpretation," The
1,001,11,,1u:,1 1!'lIlillisl'l'nl'l'S of such scholars as Leo Spitzer, Erwin
I' "" ,t ',k V 1-:1it' h Auerbac h , Ernst Robert Curt ius, the volume of
""d, I'I"dIICl'd by C. S, Lewis, Amerigo Castro, Ferdinand
II tI,II'II"IH'I'~I'r, 'I'hcophil Spocrri , and others like them, tell a rather
Iloollilollllg s(ory about the researcher today, who can barely read
111001111'1lal1~uagl' (and certainly not Latin) and who thinks a

I I" IS one of a paperback series. Spitzer was able in his later
II', III write hundreds of pages on the meaning of words like

,,,,/,.,, .md r<lc(' as they appeared in a half-dozen languages and
III' I.IIIIII'S over four or five centuries-fully because he was taught
1,\ M"yn Lubke "to find etymologies."! And for all his meta-
1001\',h,.1 interest in Man, Spitzer in his authoritative essays brings
'''1 til great masses of exact information obviously learned first
1111111,I reacher who, says Spitzer, "in reference to a given French
I, '1111 would quote Old Portuguese, Modern Bergamesque and
M,,, I'll" Rumanian, German, Celtic and Paleo-Latin forms."? What
I uupressivc here is not only the kind of information possessed by
" I" ,I.IIS like Spitzer, but also the fact that it was received
lid." Illation, handed down from generation to generation,

There is not much use in speculating why most people no
L'Ilf',1'1 regard education as adding links to a historical dynasty. We
"1'1'1'1 the student trained in literature to have a smattering of
"lunu.mities't-cin translation-but an urgent sense of other knowl-
, oI~:'" paraknowledge, that he assumes lies naturally alongside
luvr.uure and in some way bears upon it. He will know a lot about
t u-urlian psychology, about Marxism in some form, about
Mucusc, Norman O. Brown, Laing, and so forth. This should not
Iu: Iaken simply as an attack upon either the contemporary
." udcut or his sense of relevance, In fact, OUT fate as scholars today
I" precisely that of our students, for how many of us can do
,l.lssical philology? At best, we learned Greek or German to pass
1",lding exams, and for most of us Romance philology was
'",lIIething we read about while we took courses in the accelerated
I",Iding of French or Italian. The bookstore, with its rack upon
1,II"k of translated works (Freud, Nietzsche, Proust, Hesse, Baude-
l.urc}, brings us closer and faster to the world of know ledge than
,IllY other means readily available. Certainly few students today
,,111 move, as Panofsky did, from one university to another, to
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cui t u rc til a 1I11l: hcr ,.I

One way of mitigatillg this challgc a nd l'Vl'll III' cllhallcillg the
fact that it has taken place, is to argue that literature itself has
gone through the same change, A medieval or Renaissance poet is
likely to have been more learned than William Carlos Williams; and
in general a Chaucer scholar probably knows Latin and Old
English, whereas a D. H. Lawrence specialist need not and
probably does not. Yet I am less interested in such generalities
than in the fact that if a modern writer like Joyce was less
formally learned than Richard Hooker, the former was almost
surely equipped with more knowledge, arranged very differently.
The problem we face today when we study Joyce, or when,
untrained in classics or religion, we read Hooker, or when we
deploy psychology in the study of a literary text, is a problem of
irregularity, of discontinuity. That is, less background, less formal
training, less prescribed and systematic information, is assumed
before one begins to read, write, or work. Thus when one begins
to write today one is necessarily more of an autodidact , gathering
or making up the knowledge one needs in the course of creating.
The influence of the past appears less useful and, as two recent
critics, W. J. Bate and Harold Bloom, have argued, more likely to
produce anxiety." Therefore, Roland Barthes, paraphrasing Bache-
lard, has said that the study and the production of literature today
is the study and the production of de-formation." To read Joyce
we must follow these de-formations, just as Joyce's reading
de-formed the traditional curriculum.

It is less permissible today to imagine oneself as writing within
a tradition when one writes literary criticism. This is not to say,
however, that every critic is now a revolutionist destroying the
canon in order to replace it with his own. A better image is that of
a wanderer, going from place to place for his material, but
remaining a man essentially between homes." In the process, what
is taken from a place ultimately violates its habitual way of being:
there is constant transposition, just as when we read an imitation
by Pound or by Lowell we read the redistribution of an
Anglo-Saxon or Italian original that occupies a wider, less
well-charted, and less predictable exterior space than the original.

It is worth pursuing a little further such notions as "exterior-
ity" and "in-betweenness." They do not refer to a sort of
fellow-traveling critical eclecticism. Rather, they describe a trans-
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I. '1111.1111111111,11h,l" Llkl'lI pl.llI' III rill' Will k III~ 1I"dli Y III 1111'
, II , ,,11',111111,\WIIII·I. I lr 1,1111111IlIlIgI'1 1·.I~dy ;IlIl'pl 1'111IliallY
1',""'" xpirir u.r] "1 :-'111illlll~II,d ,I pLIII' ill a cout urui t y that

1"IIIII'IIy slrl'trlil·d i'lII'wal'll .uul backward ill Iimc. Already Eliot
1.101 IIl1dl'l'Slood I hal "tr.ulit ion " was all achievement for the few,
II' 01 Ihl' possessio II of all. Perhaps, also, today's writer is less
"'lid III Iable with the unadorned fact of precedence-as opposed
III 11,11111',for example, who had been comfortable with Virgil-and
I" 111.11':-'he can no longer know what it means to stand in a direct
11110 ,01 descent. History and tradition seem less communicable in
"'1111'111ial narrative because, as Foucault says, history appears to

II11Wto comprise very large units of endeavor (the evolution of
1I,IIk patterns, demographic alterations, slow shifts in agricultural

uuvllcctual habits, and so on) that scant the individual life
'1',111," Knowledge, therefore, is less formally embodied, whether
III .1 subject like philology, a teacher like Meyer-Lubke, or in a
II ,11111ional plot of unfolding like that of a Dickens novel.

Fur thermore, exteriority and in-betweenness in the modern
WIIII'I' are the inevitable results of lacking either faith in or
"'I',1l ity for limited (discrete) but wholly integrated work. The
1I1"dl'l'II writer often feels the urge instead to create new totalities,
I" c ult ivate random appetites, to deny forward movement
dlllgl'ther. The historic contest between Wilamowitz and Nierz-
" III' after the publication of the latter's Birth of Tragedy in 1872
1"'1kctly symbolizes the distinction I am drawing.s At bottom,
t luir conflict centered around the idea of a "classical text": Was it
,,",' ill a series to be revered, cultivated, emended, and described in
IIII' best scholarly tradition? Or was it rather, as Nietzsche believed
ItllIlllgh not at all so simply as stated here), a text upon which, as
IIpllil a writing tablet, was inscribed a constellation of forces
(rusr incts, urges, desires, wills) still present in the modern era and
,,,all as unseemly in their power to engage and intoxicate? In short,
IlIr Wilamowitz a text was a system of boundaries and inner
,"l1straints held intact by successive generations (a heritage passed
"" in time); while for Nietzsche it was an invitation to unforeseen
1",1rangements from the habitual, an occasion for unconditional
vllyages into what Conrad so aptly called the "heart of darkness."
rhl' weight, in quantity alone, of most canonical modernist
writing testifies to Nietzsche's victory.

As there is no shortage of criticism proclaiming the triumph,
rhcre is no need here to rehearse such themes in modern writing as
nihilism, anguish, emptiness, or silence. I am interested, however,
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III 111111111-\ how Ihl'~I' rlll'IIIl'~ 11'llc'll rill" 111111" ""p.I\~I·. 11111 rill'

Illc'I"llII"l'\ cidril"lrilY. By II~IIIg .1 VIII.r1l1ll.ll\, Id III~h spiriltl.c1
dr.uu« tn dl'sc'rilw w h.u ill Lilt ;III' II·XIII.c1I1IIVI·III1'~.;1~rl'at dcallli
modern crit irixm h"s lost the lIpport unity tn rival its subject
matter in invcu tivcncss aud in the rcdistr iburion of textual space. I
mean to say that one of the chief characteristics that Joyce, Yeats,
Conrad, Freud, Mann, Nietzsche, and all the others share in
common has been a necessity at the beginning for them to see
their work as making reference, first, to other works, but also to
reality and to the reader, by adjacency, not sequentially or dynas-
tically. The true relationship is by adjacency, while the dynastic
relationship is almost always the one treated ironically, the one
scoffed at, toyed with, or rejected. Therefore, the production of
meaning within a work has had to proceed in entirely different ways
from before, if only because the text itself stands to the side of,
next to, or between the bulk of all other works-not in a line with
them, nor in a line of descent from them.

A great many illustrations come immediately to mind, all of
them combining surface energy and discontinuity with an improb-
able interest in precedence, in the past. Joyce's choice of the
Odyssey, for example, does not say, "Look what has happened to
the noble Greek idea when it descends to Dublin 1904," but
rather, "Odysseus is like Bloom, Telemachus like Daedalus,Ithaca
like Eccles Street, Chapter 18 like Chapter 1, and so on." Or take
Freud's unconscious: banned from consciousness at the outset, it
exerts an influence upon dreams and everyday life by means of
distortions, exaggerations, mistakes which do not even deliver the
unconscious whole; indeed, the whole of our conscious life is
discontinuous with our unconscious principles of order, which in
turn repeat and vary that initial rupture ad infinitum. Eliot's
Wasteland complete with notes, to take a third example, is a
collection of voices repeating and varying and mimicking one
another and literature generally. Another way of conveying this
idea of adjacency is to say that a text can neither be effectively
read as commentary nor described by commentary. A text has no
central point or central trajectory: it imitates no spatial or
temporal object; and its "voice" is more likely to be a doodling
pen rather than a narrating persona. From the point of view of the
writer, a text is likely to be ink on a page, or folds in a paper, or
what Mallarme called "un espacement de la lecture,"? or a
never-ending ambition to be a text; a text is something of a pure
sign that the author's career went into making it. From the critic's
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1,,01111.. I I'I4'W, ,111,,1 1\ ,I I II,dll'lll-',I' III pillvuk pl'o"f ih.u wli.u IH'
"I 1111'11'1.11111111p'l,\~ihly imu.u c Ide. Nv.uly cvrrv IOllsl'illu:-.ly

"""01 II lVI' 1II,Iilli wr it rr Silili' (hlal Wilde 1a,Is I'l'pl'aledly denied
"'I'll dellllllillctl) till' mimct i, .uuhit ious Ill' writing. A text,

01" II ",'1'111',III Il II' l'ssl'nlially .iUSI it srl l a text, with its own highly
I'" 1.1111'.1pl'ohll'lIl<llics t h.m a rc prcscutution of anything else.

1111'nil ir faces irregularity Oil all sides. Because he cannot
1,,1\1 ,1111'<'1rvcoursc to trudition ill solving the problems of writers
Ij~, I"YII', .md because his (and Joyce's) references are to other
11,,01,''',lid I Iortualitics of knowledge, the critic is aptly character-
I., ,I III Lukacs's epithet for the novel as being transcendentally
1,00111111",·,,10 He begins each work as if it were a new occasion. His
I" 1"lIlIllIg, as much as any modern writer's beginning, takes up a
,"1'1' 1 I ill order to begin it, keep it going, create it. As the
I" 1'lIlIlIlIg is related to what immediately follows it, so too are
,I.. ".111:-. of his writing to one another-irregularly, assertive-
I, ,'I 1"lllrically. But these relationships, while consequent in a
I, '\ 1111'1'011sense, are not consequent in any simply causal
"II'''' Stich relationships cannot be plotted, any more than the
"I, ,,",~il)1l of voices in The Wasteland can be plotted; neither are
Ii" \ "Yllllnetrically subordinate to any fixed central point, just as
I I, ,II I "I Darkness makes a deliberate havoc of any simple scheme
"1'.1'.1 1111the Quest. Indeed, I shall be arguing later that the order
""" I'('ding from beginnings as I have described them cannot be
,'I,I',ped adequately by any image at all. While the process of
1\llIlllg a classical novel and the course of its plot may be
'"l1lpl'ehcnsible within an image of time unfolding, as a family
'lId"lds and generations are linked, in reading The Wasteland or
I"" Cantos the critic cannot find, let alone create, an image
I' , IIl1ling to which the writer or his subject can be understood. I
dl,dl argue that the composition of modern writing turns away
1111111,conflicts with, any such patterns of imagery, rejecting them
,I', having nothing to do with writing. The same process occurs in
IIII' I areer of the modern writer.

There is a reasonable danger that I will be misunderstood to be
'"Iv Ilig that no image means, by analogy, no definite intention or
1"lIl'ose. I am saying exactly the opposite. Intention, largely but
III'Vl'!' exclusively designated by a beginning, is a way of confining
,I work to one element: writing. With the discrediting of mimetic
I""I'esen tation a work enters a realm of gentile history, to use
V I,O'S phrase for secular history, where extraordinary possibilities
III variety and diversity are open to it but where it will not be
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IC'I('lll"d 1..111, dill d,·ly 111.111 Ilk.1 111.11 ',1.111.1:, ..lIIIVI· il .uu] C'xphill~'
il." 1111l1l1C'1 wllld.\, 1111'11' i~ llllly ,III,' 111.11'1 "I 11'•.111Y rill writ illl',
(liot two id(,;1/illl;l~(, .uul writ ill~) I It;11 1IIlIIllll's I It I' production 01
meaning, tlu- met hod 0" cOlllposil ion , IhI' disrriburiou of cmph.i
sis, as well as the tendency to produce mistakes, inconsistencies,
and so on. That is, we consider literature as an order of repetition,
not of originality-but an eccentric order of repetition, not one of
sameness'? -where the term repetition is used in order to avoid
such dualities as "the original versus the derivative," or "the idea
and its realization," or "model/paradigm versus example"; and
where eccentric is used in order to emphasize the possibilities for
difference within repetition and to signify that while authors,
works, periods, and influences are notions that pertain to writing
in specific cases, they are really terms used to describe irregulari-
ties of varying degrees and qualities within writing as a whole. As
Foucault has shown, the notion "author" admits of such various
irregular formations of writing as The Tatler, or "Rabelais and
rabelaisian," or "Freud" and "Marx."13 In some cases the term
author denotes a structure, a kind of work, a style, a kind of
language, an attitude, or a collection of miscellaneous writing; this
term is an excellent example of repetition and eccentricity.

An intention, therefore, is a notion that includes everything
that later develops out of it, no matter how eccentric the
development or inconsistent the result. I do not mean, on the
other hand, that intention is a more precise equivalent of totality.
(Rather, they are, like the pair of terms model and paradigm,
about as exactly grasped for practical literary use as a cloud. We
must, however, try to be precise.) By intention I mean an appetite
at the beginning intellectually to do something in a characteristic
way-either consciously or unconsciously, but at any rate in a
language that always (or nearly always) shows signs of the
beginning intention in some form and is always engaged purpose-
fully in the production of meaning. With regard to a given work or
body of work, a beginning intention is really nothing more than
the created inclusiveness within which the work develops.

Stuart Hampshire describes this quirky business as follows:
"The significance of a writer, whether poet or philosopher or
historian, and that which makes him worthy of study now,
commonly does not reside principally in the conscious intention
behind his work, but rather in the precise nature, as we can now
,ee it, of the conflicts and the imaginative inconsistencies in his
work."!" I agree completely with Hampshire so far as he goes; but
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'''III'wll,11 dilll'l Willi 111111111",.1,11,I', III' I~, IIIIwillilig III ,Ijljlly
1111"11I" [1,"1'11,1\ ,IIld i",""',I',I['",I''', ,I~, w[,11. M"ITIIVI'I, I

,,,I,! ,Irld rh.u inn-ut iou , d('~jllI(' Ih ['IIII~( i(IlIS fOI'IIIUiali(}IIS, is
"I 1I1l1,",',isll'll wit h nu-t hocl , ,r1lh'lll~h conscious intcn tion

, 11'" I', II ('V('I' c xrlusivcf y clliiscious! is fn"lll"lItly at odds with
'"llIlIld.

r~1iw il is Paul de Mall's thesis that in criticism the very
1.111111111"0\,.I' a theory with regard to certain aspects of literature
'" rI.I", jlllssible that theory'S discovery of the most valuable
'" '11',III",I~ lntcntion , then, in my sense of the term, is the
,"11 I I,LlY between such blindness and such insight. In other words,
"11, 11111111is the link between idiosyncratic view and the communal

1111, 1'111.

IV

I 11,11'('so far tried to show that when the modern literary crrnc
I" 1',111\III write he cannot sustain himself at all well in a dynastic
u.uht io n. For not only is this tradition foreign to him by training
,",1 c ircumstance, but its repudiation is also the intention, the
"ri'J1'( I matter, and the method of most modern literature. He
""1',1 Ilicrefore undertake his work with initiative. He, too, must
" "k ;, more suitable point of departure, a different top os, for his
'.. 11.1y. I have been hinting very broadly that such a topos is the
"1'I'f~illlling" or "beginnings," which presents a problem at once
1111,11'precise and more exigent than does the "New." Beginnings
1II,IIIgurate a deliberately other production of meaning-a gentile
101',opposed to a sacred) one. It is "other" because, in writing, this
1',,'111ilc production claims a status alongside other works: it is
,",.,ltcr work, rather than one in a line of descent from X or Y.
I"'~~illilings, as I treat them, intend this difference, they are its first
1II',Llllce: they make a way along the road.

A beginning, therefore, is a problem to be studied, as well as a
I",~ition taken by any writer. For the critic a novel begins, as it
111I('sfor the novelist who wrote it, with the intention to write a
IIIIvel and not a play or a poem. As a problem, beginnings seem to
h.rvc a sort of detachable abstraction, but unlike an idea about
which one thinks at some distance from it, a beginning is already a
1'1('ject under way. Two examples to which I shall refer periodical-
ly are Tristram Shandy and The Prelude: each at the outset is only
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.1 hl'~!,l1ll1ll1f'"I'." I. I~ 1'11'1'.11 ;11111 Y III ',IIIIII'tillllf, (,1·,1', .uul Yl'( 1'•.,1.
"llIa~~l'~ .1W'lld dl'.ailll ~llh~I.IIII(·/IC'/'IIf' II ,',1'('. p.I~1till' hq.!,illllill~I"
How docs t h is l.appl'lI? (lr IIiClITprt"lsl'ly: at IIll' nit ir is studyilltl,
beginnings, how docs he go about hrillgillg tllgl'tl.er material "rill"
his study? How is his material arranged? Where docs it begin?

In the case of this book I have apparently begull with till'
present chapter, which anatomizes and intends what is to follow,
But in fact my first formal step is taken in Chapter 2, "/\
Meditation on Beginnings," about which I should like to speak
briefly here. After the problem of beginnings first suggested itscll
to me it became fairly clear that my reading and teaching were
increasingly addressing the question, sometimes directly and
sometimes obliquely, but always in terms of auxiliary questions. I
then sought a way to treat these auxiliary questions in and 01
themselves, as matters confronted in the practice of criticism. I
also looked for a way of connecting them to the principal issues to
which they are related. For example, every student of lireraturc
necessarily deals with originality and with the related subject of
influences and sources; yet very few critics have systematically
tried to examine originality in secular, as opposed to magical.
language. 1 then found that critics like Paul Valery, for whom the
imaginative abstraction or the speculative generality was not an
obstacle to thought but rather an enhancement and a provider of
thought, suggested a kind of writing 1 might learn from directly.
Valery's critical prose, for all its sophistication, is virtually free of
cynicism. It never resists purity as a subject, and yet it never
refrains from submitting purity to a web of circumstances, most of
them culled by Valery from the immediate pressures upon him. In
his relationships to Leonardo and to Mallarrne we can see how the
weight of philosophical and personal intellectual pressures, re-
spectively, bore down upon him. As a poet indebted to and
friendly with Mallarrne , Valery was compelled to assess originality
and derivation in a way that said something about a relationship
between two poets that could not be reduced to a simple formula.
As the actual circumstances were rich, so too had to be the
attitude. Here is an example from the "Letter About Mallarrne":

No word comes easier or oftener to the critic's pen than the word
influence, and no vaguer notion can be found among all the vague notions
that compose the phantom armory of aesthetics. Yet there is nothing in the
critical field that should be of greater philosophical interest or prove more
rewarding to analysis than the progressive modification of one mind by the
work of another.
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I, ,,1"'11 1.;11'1"'11' rI,.,1 t lu- wlI,k ;II'llIir,·~ ., ~dllf\1I1.1Iv.rlnr ill II,,· 1111,,·,
"",,,1. 1,·.lIlill~. III .11 t iv« '''IIS'·'1I1'·II ... ·' 11,.11 illq"."il,J,· III 111,,,,,,,,, .uul ill
'"'"1' """', will ""1"" I,,· 1"."il.I,· III .•M ,·,1.';11. wlH,1 we .III kllow i,; I"atthis
.1. "\,,,,1.11 t ivit y i: "sse'lIlial til illl,·lIe·l'llIallll'lIc1l1l"1illll of ull typcs. Wlu-thcr in
.. I, ", ,. '" rI,,· al'l x, if WI' IOllk for Ihe' SOIIlT" of all achicvcmcn t wc can
,.1." rvr' rI,al whut ,I """, dOl's citlu-r repeats Of refutes W/",' sOlnC'(nle else has
" II·p,·.,ls il ill other tones, refines or amplifies or simplifies it, loads or
.,, ,1".lIh it with meaning; Of else rebuts, overturns, destroys and denies it,
I.", 1I11'1I'hy assumes it and has invisibly used it. Opposites are born from
, 11111,I·dlco."

w,· say that an author is original when we cannot trace the hidden
",,,,.,llIrlllatiolls that others underwent in his mind; we mean to say that the
.1, "'·II.J'·IICl' of what he does on what others have done is excessively complex
,,," IIl1wrlar. There are works in the likeness of others, and works that are
d" • "I','rs,' of others, but there are also works of which the relation with
II I,,·, productions is so intricate that we become confused and attribute

tI" '" I" rhc direct intervention of the gods.16

V.IIc''I'Y converts "influence" from a crude idea of the weight of
• '11' WI it cr coming down in the work of another into a universal
I" 1111 11'1l' of what he calls "derived achievement." He then
... I1I1,·cls this concept with a complex process of repetition that
rlllI',II;IITS it by multiplying instances; this has the effect of
I'" ,vldillg a sort of wide intellectual space, a type of discursiveness
'" which to examine influence. Repetition, refinement, amplifica-
II, 011, loading, overloading, rebuttal, overturning, destruction,
,I"lIi;rI, invisible use-such concepts completely modify a linear
Il'lrlgar) idea of "influence" into an open field of possibility.
v.llcry is careful to admit that chance and ignorance play
uuportant roles in this field: what we cannot see or find, as well as
what we cannot predict, he says, produce excessive irregularity
.lIul complexity. Thus the limits of the field of investigation are set
I,v examples whose nonconforming, overflowing energy begins to
,.IITY them out of the field. This is an extremely important
lI·fillement in Valery's writing. For even as his writing holds in the
wide system of variously dispersed relationships connecting writers
with one another, he also shows how at its limits the field gives
lurth other relations that are hard to describe from within the
licld.

Learning what I could from Valery, I embarked on what I
,ailed a meditation on beginnings. Because the tapas is neither a
rraditional nor a usual one, I could not geometrically define it
heforehand. I undertook, however, to let it make possible a system
"f relationships, a field or constellation of significance in which
Illy writing moved in order to gather in both the grosser and the
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11111'" 1,I11'III,d 1"'I1I~'."I~, 11I I.lf'.I". , .uu] 111'.1.111,,",111,11, IlIwd .uou m]
Ill'~illilillgs. '1'111' III~'.I' .. I ,"p"~ilitlll I 1 .. 11"", 1',11"1 PI'I't'III'SiVI'; i li.u
is. Illy l"PllSilillll IllIIIlW~ 1111 ('IIII'~I' dl'l 1"1'111111("(1 ill .ulv.uicc by
couvcntion , imir.u ion , t'IlIlSl't'lIlillll. Ill' t lum.u it's. The Iorru Ill'
writing I chose was the mcditat ivc essay first. because I believe
myself to be trying to Form a unity as I write; and second, because
I want '0 let beginnings generatc in my mind the type of
relationships and figures most suitable to them.

Let me be more explicit. Every sort of writing establishes
explicit and implicit rules of pertinence for itself: certain things
are admissible, certain others not. I call these rules of pertinence
authority-both in the sense of explicit law and guiding force
(what we usually mean by the term) and in the sense of that
implicit power to generate another word that will belong to the
writing as a whole (Vico's etymology is auctor: autos: suis ipsius:
propsius: property). The job of an in itial meditation is to sketch
this authority with regard to "beginnings" by allowing it to be set
forth as clearly and in as much detail as possible. To do this as
freely as possible, while preserving the necessary formalities of
clarity, I did not confine myself to "the novel" or to "poetry." I
make no claims of startling originality, and so far as possible I
concern myself with works and figures of fairly wide currency.
But it is no use looking in these pages for evidence arranged or
amassed in familiar ways.

Since every beginning is different, and since there is no hope
of dealing with everyone, I arrange examples in series whose
internal rule of coherence is neither a logic of simple consecutive-
ness nor random analogy. Rather, I adopt a principle of
association that works, in a sense, against simple consecution and
chance. For a subject like beginnings is more a structure than a
history, but this structure cannot be immediately seen, named, or
grasped. Moreover, as Roland Barthes has said of structure: "Tout
concourt en effet a innocenter les structures que l'on recherche, it
les absenter: le devidernent du discours, la naturalite des phrases,
l'egalite apparente du signifiant et de l'insignifiant, les prejuges
scolaires (ceux du "plan," du "personnage," du "style"), la
sirnultaneite des sens, la disparition et la resurgence capricieuscs de
certain filons rhematiques.v+'" As I have said, there is no

*"Everything conspires to make the structures one looks for appear either innocent or
absent: the unwinding of the discourse. the naturalness of the sentences, the apparent
equivalence of signifier and signified, scholarly prejudices (those of composition,
character, or style), the simultaneity of meanings, the capricious disappearances and
re-appearances of certain thematic strands."
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I'" • III ',lVI' 1111,,10-11111I,II"w, MII~.1 11111"'11,1111,'.11111'Ih" wll"I" 111'101
11""".1""1111,·.1,,1,1 IlI'glllllllll'. I'. Y,I·.I ,11101 01,'1,111,,01 ...."

,,' 11,.,,1..1 ,11101....1111" I .1111h.,....ill~ Illy ·.Il101y "P'"1 wh;1I IS r.u ion.rlly
.1,1",·111'11.....11111'.I Ill' lillks Ill'IWI'I'II Sll'PS ill I hl' argllllll'llt art' struck
. "'''III~ 10 wli.u is alillwabil' accordillg til what the subject of
1.. 1'"l1lillg ...." autliorizcs.

Mil, h o l rhis aut liorizut ion is provisional, and even seems
I,,,IIIIIIIIIS ill the meditation. But its value can be gradually
.. "oI,·.hl·oI ill the chapters that follow, chapters in which I will go

III m.rkc the association of ideas firmer. I want to insist that
.I", I'. not a lJ ucstion of provino the meditation concretely, and
Ioil I,'~.s Ilf allowing the meditation to act as a "paradigm" for
"'1'"11 ,.I stud y= unless by paradigm one very loosely adopts
II" uu.i-, Kuhn's definition of the term as a "research
""','-II ....IIS."'8 For me it is rather a question of letting the
1111.t un: multiply itself into more branches, into projects that I
I.. I"y,' it makes especially interesting (and that in some cases even
,,1..1., .... possible): fiction, the making of texts, and the criticism,
'1I,.Iv·.is, and characterization of knowledge and language.

v

.\ uu-ntioncd earlier, the inaugural meditative essay (Chapter 2)

., I I"nil an intellectual and analytic structure for beginnings, a
d 1110'1IrL' that moreover enables and intends a particular philo-
'''I oIl1,a I and methodological attitude toward writing. In the three
,1,,'1"l'1"s following Chapter 2 I investigate the importance of
I" v,llIlIings-as laid forth in the meditation-to prose fiction, to the
1,1'01"rica I and modern problems of producing and determining a
'I" uu.uily) literary text, and to criticism broadly considered. In
" " of these three chapters there is an equal emphasis upon what

II" work in question begins and how that beginning implies, on
II,,· . rit ic's part, a particular methodology for understanding that
1,111,1()f work.

'I'll ascertain what constitutes a beginning is very much to
1111"1101a particular course. Why and how a beginning is deter-
'"111"01 intention and method-comprise a complex act of knowl-
"1,,,,', experience, and art. Chapter 3 examines how the classical
II' ,\·,·1 formalized, in textual form, a peculiarly social, historical,
,,11,1 psychological vision of beginnings: the novel is the major
.. 111'111 pt in Western literary culture to give beginnings an authoriz-
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III~'" 111',11111111111..1,,111.1"11(',1,.111".11,.1.. III ,III "'11('111'1111',;llId
kIIIlWll'lll','" ('1.,11'11'1\ ,1.-,.1"w u h hl't~lIl1lll1t', ,111.1,"111iuuit Y ill I hl'
II11Vl'I lip III IIII' I iuu: III 1-'1,,"d',~dl.~I"VI'IIl'S. whl'l'l';lS Chapter 4
treats bc~illllill~s as asl'l'l'Is ,d I hl' lunrt ion Ill' what W(' lIIay call
the postnovclistic tc x r , l k-rc W(' shall sec how tire te x t , which is a
principal locus for either findin~ or puttin~ beginnings, began
undergoing a special process in modern writing once writers felt
that the biographical form demanded (and exhausted in a way) by
the novel no longer deserved their exertions. Initially the outcome
of knowledge and art in writing, the text has become the
beginning of an effort to achieve knowledge and art through
writing of a violently transgressive sort.

Finally, Chapter 5 takes up the beginning in one of its most
explicit contemporary forms, as a problem of discursivity. That is,
as the problem of how one locates or designates a beginning about
or for critical knowledge, knowledge of a kind that comes after
the texts described in Chapter 4.

Chapters 3, 4, and 5 therefore comprise a unit that progresses
more or less chronologically; Chapter 3 very roughly covering the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Chapter 4, the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth century, and Chapter 5, the mid-
twentieth century. Such a unit aims to consider beginnings as a
subject for study by seeing how their meaning and form have been
intentionally and methodically worked out and transformed in
time.

Despite the appearance of range and variety in these three long
chapters, it is obvious that their focus excludes sustained analyses
of the sociopolitical circumstances that bear upon fiction, criti-
cism, and texts in general. Indeed, as linguists from Humboldt to
Marcel Cohen have so convincingly shown, these circumstances
bear intimately upon language itself. Foregoing an examination of
these circumstances is, the reader may be assured, a sacrifice, not
an act of laziness or of caprice. In common discourse, mention of
a beginning (as well as beginnings in general) immediately suggests
pinning down a single date or event, an exercise which, considering
the kind of enthusiastic interest in beginnings I have, is too
restricting. This is not to say that I have placed myself beyond the
pale of concreteness and objectivity and embraced vagueness or
airy speculation. Rather, beginning is a creature with its own
special life, a life neither fully explained by analyses of its
historical-political circumstances nor confinable to a given date in
time called "the beginning."
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Ik~',IIIIIIII~~I.~ ,III .u uvu y , .uul Ilk" .all "1111"1.u t ivu u-, 1111"11'.111"
"" 1.111"11WIll. II .1 11l·ld III pLIY, 11.lhll', ,.I 11111111,IlIlIdlll"II~ II' hI'

"dlall,·d. Thai Ihl'sl' ;ISSllllalll"l.~ al,' ~,I'I 111111111'alld SII.. i,·ly t luu
'" ,I LII~l'I" sl'lISI' t luy "t akl' pLitT ill" I illll' ;111.1socict y is of course
'''"l1"lhill~ 10 be ('olltillually I'l'affirllled. Yet since a study of
I" V,llIlIin~s is, for better or for worse, mainly about the language
1I.,d hy anyolle who begins (or talks of beginning), the intimate
\, I .ipprchcnsiblc circumstances of a beginning are verbal. While
III, .. ircumstanccs cannot be detached from sociohistorical time
III 11.1'widest sense, they do have a coherence and even a history of
111"11own, It is this history and coherence of beginnings that I am
., ,", .-rncd with here-specifically, the history and coherence of
I"~1~;I/I/;lIgS as a fact of written language. Such a setting of
I" f',lIll1ings, as opposed to the history and coherence of social
" .alily, is rather more internal; for as I discuss the activity,
l"f',llIlling is doing-in tending-a whole set of particular things
I" IlIlarily in writing or because of writing. Thought, emotion,
I" 1,1'pI ion are functions of the beginning act of writing.

1s such a position too rarefied, too scanting of "larger"
, ,,", crns? For most of my generation, mind, culture, history,
t+.ulition, and the humanities, both as words and as ideas, carry an
,1111lu-ut ic ring of truth, even if for one or another reason they do
11,,1lie easily within our grasp. I have no desire to have done with
"11'111,if only because as words and ideas they still seem partially
I" .ruch or the world we inhabit, if only because they also are still
"I'I"cLs of our regard-and also because, to adapt a phrase coined
I,\, I. A. Richards, they are machines to think with. Temperamen-
I,ally, I have an equal amount of intolerance, on the one hand, for
iu.uulcstos of delight in the culture, history, and tradition of a
V,IVI'IIsociety, and, on the other hand, for vehement attacks on
. ult urc , history, and tradition as instruments of outright re-
l'II'~sion. Both these moods-and they are scarcely more than
Ih,11 arc irresponsible; worse, they are uninteresting. Occasionally
IllI'y are useful as reminders-of the fact that the tradition
','lllIl'liow continues to exist, and that it can sometimes also be
1'·I,rl'ssive. More often, however, it is better not to treat such
,11111udes simply as objects of praise or blame at all--in order, as
Mrrlcau-Ponty says of a verbal phrase, to hear what they say. 19

lh is approach is not a matter of passive receptivity but of active
'IIlII'avor. As Merleau-Ponty explains: "Acquired ideas are them-
""Ives caught up in something like a second life [when they are
1II',Irdj and percepcion.r'''? Thus I use the word writing to indicate
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~IIII1I"IIIIl'~, t lu: Ills' luu 1111111' 11111'11 lilt' ~.I'I1111111111', .uu] IlI'gillllillg
as ,III' ,II' Ihal i"ill~ rlll'lll il'll'f~ld.llly I("","~, I"'~'I riptiou Ill' "t lu-
1'1I111LlllIl'lIl;d 1'11'11Il'lIl" Ill' I{lldlll'" al'l I,IP' 1I1l'~i 1111' l'SSl'IIL'1' 0'" l1Iy

ideas regardillg writillg alld hq~illililig .u just r h.n point where they
come together: "This differclllly grcat surfacc variedly accen-
tuated, accurately measured, out lIf which everything must
rise. ,,21

VI

Hugh Kenner's book The Stoic Comedians identifies a recurring
motif in the work of Flaubert , Joyce, and Beckett: the bookish-
ness of books.P The extent to which the writer's imagination is
engaged by his particular medium of expression is not to be
underestimated, and in one way or another the medium is a kind
of practical spur for the writer, or at least an Aristotelian material
cause in the most direct sense. Not only Flaubert , Joyce, and
Beckett but also Dante, Shakespeare, Yeats, Goethe, and many
others are enlivened in their imagination by other writing-as
writing-that moves them to various responses, also in writing. I
am not sure that this type of specialized interaction between
writings, which is admittedly perhaps somewhat restricted, has
ever been studied as a general phenomenon, although obviously E.
R. Curtius's European Literature and the Latin Middle Ages
studies the problem during a specified period with matchless
erudition.P Both Kenner and Curtius give one an excellent
account of the extent to which the writer's energies are caught up
in writing over, rewriting, writing about, or writing to other
writing, The polar extremes of writing's cosmology are writing-as-
mere-writing (to which belong the images of the Book ridiculed
and the Book glorified-by Beckett and Mallarrne, respectively),
and writing-as-permitting, writing-as-making-possible, writing-as-
beginning other forms of human perception and behavior (Keats'S
"On First Looking into Chapman's Homer" is an example). In
between exists the whole field of other possible relationships
between writings, which Borges, among modern authors, has
exploited the most insistently in his clever bibliofables.

If we preferred to use a less literary or less sentimental
vocabulary to describe the processes involved in such relationships,
we could say that writing is a ceaselessly changing triangle of
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'1.1"'11111'111.d,·, Iplll'llllI·llI .. 11111.1"".",1111,.11",11.Y"1 11"" IIl.lk,,,.
I", I 1IIIIIk I'. ,I I.I~.,"",,11'1'., 1I11hlll"111 ,11111II,il k 1111·.1110··.·.~.,"llId

101, ., Idlilldl,·~.~, 1111'(h,IIII.~111.()II,' h,I~; IIIi1y III 11';11111.11,,1.11I1,",",'~;
III" ,. 11.'1111""1111.un it lu-t nal rri t uistu III 1I'IIla,k hllw ''''l'ply alld

'"','' ·.Ill1gly m llucutia] (';111 hl' lhl' not inn III' writillg agaillst
.• '1111','.J<I S'1I111' II I' thl' mor« l'gl'q~i()us c x a III pies 0 f what I am
,I,., 11','.1111'.I all Ill' noted here. 'I'hc uarrutorj autlror of Swift's Tale
./ " 1,,1,. jll'I'haps the most thoroughly imagined bibliomych ever
,,,,,,11111'.1. c xplains his career as a writer in very uncharitable
"'11", Wln-n he says that he "cannot imagine why we should be at
I '1"'11' " 10 furnish wit for succeeding Ages, when the former have
'" "I, 1111sort of Provision for our own," he speaks as a true
"I' "I, III who is literally prevented from finding a place for his
., 1111111'.hy the accumulation of past writing.25 Just as the modern
"ii, r-, ill Tlu: Battel of the Books precipitate a quarrel with the
'\ II· " III~ hcca usc the latter block their view, so too does the
1111111'.1V (;rub Street scribe wish to write in order to prevent other
," '"111', lrom first occupying the space he hopes to find for his

Lvl'l'y bit of writing is imagined as mass which occupies
"p.lre. It is the duty of writing, therefore, to admit no other

., "'"'1' .. III keep all other writing out.
I Ippllscd to this attitude is the spaciousness of Coleridge'S

"'IIII'I~. which in a poem of welcome like "To William Words-
" .. ,1h " recreates the recital of another's "long sustained Song" in
d" \,,'1'.1'. "The truly great," says Coleridge,

Have all one age, and frorn one visible space
Shed influence! They, both in power and act,
Are permanent, and Time is not with them,
Save as it worketh for them, they in it.
Nor less a sacred Roll, than those of old,
And to be placed, as they, with gradual fame
Among the archives of mankind, thy work
Makes audible a linked lay of Truth,
of Truth profound a sweet continuous lay,
Not learnt, but native, her own natural notes!26

I,ll .,IIII·SSobliterates both the sequence and the displacements of
111111'Creat poetry is its own continuous place and time that
III' '" porates-cblends "in one thought" -other writing. For Swift's
I" 101,Street scribe, existing writing occupies the rightful place of
,011111,newer writing and selfishly defends itself against the latter;
,.1111,·(or Coleridge, writing is capable of evoking the spoken voice,
II 1,'VIVI'Slife in all its complexity (love, fear, knowledge, pain, and
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St. " II ). II 1'1' I 11111~ IIII' Ii111'.1,III ," IIv IIIf', III "'" 'II' (' ("y ('I Ihoil
Ihy~('II/Wt'll ~,Idl 1".1,'1(' mv ('vn, ,11111 ,'"'11.1 II', 1",lh/Thal h;lpPY
visiou 01 IwloYl'd Lit (,.,"),J7 WIII'Il"'~ Swil I'," ,11111.", /";Irrator ellds
up writill!-\ ab()1I1 "Not hing." c()lnidg(' lillds hilllsl'll' somewhere
between deep self con ccurrutiou .md pLlyn, l'lIIl'rgillg, we may
surmise, a better, fuller persoll for the c x pcr icn cc of another's
poetry.

Both Coleridge and Swift are extraordinarily addicted to
quotation, as if to illustrate the literally unsettling effect-whether
welcomed or not-that other writing has on their own. Through-
out the whole range of experience of writing-that is, between and
including the two extremes mentioned above-quotation is a
constant reminder that writing is a form of displacement. For
although quotation can take many forms, in everyone the quoted
passage symbolizes other writing as encroachment, as a disturbing
force moving potentially to take over what is presently being
written. As a rhetorical device, quotation can serve to accommo-
date, to incorporate, to falsify (when wrongly or even rightly
paraphrased), to accumulate, to defend, or to conquer-but
always, even when in the form of a passing allusion, it is a
reminder that other writing serves to displace present writing, to a
greater or lesser extent, from its absolute, central, proper place.
Using a different vocabulary, Bate describes the burdensome effect
of other writing upon romantic and postromantic artists-that it
gave a neurotic cast to the problems of originality and sincerity.V
Practically speaking, "originality" and "sincerity" signify the
threats confronting a writer when he quotes others or is quoted by
them: will his writing appear less his, more derivative, than
Homer's, or Milton's, or Dryden's?

The greater the anxiety, the more writing appears to be
quotation, the more writing thinks of itself as, in some cases even
proclaims itself, rewriting. The utterance sounds like-perhaps
even is-a borrowing from someone else. Prophecy is a type of
language around which this issue of originality perpetually lurks in
many forms: Is the prophecy absolutely authentic and original?
Does it speak to all men at a common level, or only for one, too
original (i.e., alienated) man (the "prophet")? Yet understanding
other writing prophetically is quite another matter for the writer,
.although most of us would not call understanding writing a
prophetic enterprise, When, however, the writer's aim is an
"orderly and systematic understanding of fixed and relatively
permanent expressions of life," then the writings of previous eras
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1","111" "Ih,,\,' 1,",1.1111", 1111111111,111 1,',.Il1y l'I(,\I'IVl'd III WIIIII'II
1""11 Alld \11 \y\ll'III, I1l1dl'l',l.llIdilll'., ,111.1 1.11111.111 IT,IIilY IlIgl'illl'r
10,1111,111 l'xlrallrdillary plllplll'lil w lu ih-. l rilt hcy r lu-n puts it this
"1\' "'I'hl' ult iuuu e f.\llal Ill' Ihl' lu-ruu-ucutir process is to
1111,1,'1 \Ialld all author bcr n-r t h.m he understood himself."29 Thus
.II' 10-.11 Ilf' beillg ulloriginal is superseded by an ambition to be, in
I ',"II~,",1I10l'l' original and more prophetic than even the first man
,,,I.. , eve-r wrote,

Wherein, then, lies the authority of writing? How does one get
11,,101 ,.f' the principles that authorize writing? Does it reside in the
111111 who existentially wrote? Or in the one who existentially writes?
I II III neither. but in some common principle shared by both, but
'I" ,k"l1 only by one? The critic's role has traditionally been to pose
1111",,'questions and to make these differences lively ones,
I J, \"'11 liclcss, as with the Nietzsche-Wilamovitz dispute, such
'1",",1 ions make sense only if the writing in question is considered
".tltI .. and documentary. Once writing-as-text is thought of as
1II'I,~yon the one hand, or as a monument belonging to a specific
.. III", of like monuments on the other, authority cannot reside
""Iply in the speaker's anterior privilege. Either authority is, as
I ""';II11t has been trying tirelessly to demonstrate, a property of
,II'" oursc and not of writing (that is, writing conforms to the rule
,01d iscursive formation), or authority is an analytic concept and
II' ,I an actual, available object. In either case authority is nomadic:
II I', never in the same place, it is never always at the center, nor is
II sort of ontological capacity for originating every instance of
',,'IISl',What all this discussion of authority means is that we do not
I" ",\l'SS a manageable existential category for writing-whether
111.11 of an "author," a "mind," or a "Zeitgeisf"-strong enough on
IIII' basis of what happened or existed before the present writing
I" I' xplain what is happening in the present writing or where it
III'I:ills. Our experience of writing is so varied and complex as to
IlI'ggar any integral explanation of, for example, why and how
I ,,/lity Fair was produced as a novel and not as a musical score or
,I play.

I think that writers have thought and still do think of writing
a type of cosmos precisely because within the discontinuous

.vstcrn of quotation, reference, duplication, parallel, and allusion
which makes up writing, authority-or the specific power of a
',pl'cific act of writing-can be thought of as something whole and
,I', something invented-as something inclusive and made up, if you
hkc , for the occasion.l'' Anterior authority or any rationale based
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IlI1 lilt' plllli ("L~II'II'" III ',IlIlH'lhlllf!_ ('I~,(',I', ill II', IIlIlIilllill,d, II (';111

IIl'VI'I hI' 1,Iillllll,!lni 1'111il(,ly, IIII' (('I r.uulv 1111("', (1IildIIlHHI, Illle's

presl'lil S(ll i;d ('irnllllSI.IIII('~, .uul I hI' 11I.",IIIII(,dIInind ill which

one lives make their Pl'l'SSlIrL'S (,·It I'q~al'dll'~s, Thl' 1}(',~;'''ljllg of
writing, however, is 1I0t sOIlll'thing to be pushed further and
further back until a set of forces is identified as having determined
that beginning. "A book," said Conrad in a late essay, "is a
deed,.. [andJthe writing of it is an enterprise." We need not take
this mainly as still another reminder of writing-as-ascesis (denial)
in the Flaubert-J oyce tradition. Rather, it is more positively an
assertion of writing-as-action, albeit action of a fundamentally
particular sort. To begin to write, therefore, is to work a set of
instruments, to invent a field of play for them, to enable
performance. "Every art then and every work of art has its own
play or performance," wrote Hopkins in 1885 to his brother;"

If writers today do not explicitly invoke the Muse at the
outset, they are nevertheless still perfectly aware that some force
other than physiological causation usually impels them to write.
Writing is not a fact of nature, just as reading is a highly
sophisticated skill acquired only with difficulty. Writing has its
own kind of action, its own dreams, its own restrictions-all
doubtless acquired, all doubtless intimately connected to a
psychological, social, and historical context. The same is true of
reading. But to begin to write-and this is equally true for the
novelist and for the "critic" -the old Muse is still necessary, in
order to signify and dedicate the redirection of human energy
from "the world" to the page-perhaps also, if Genet is to be
believed, to signify the birth of a different sort of pleasure, the
pleasure of writing in order to read one self.P From then on,
however, free writing-that is, as Barthes has said, words conceived
aside from any demands made upon them, demands for form,
meaning, experience." -is only a dream that is scarcely realizable.
As I try to show, the classical novel was at once an attempt to
dream the dream as embodied in the novelistic hero and a
deliberate instrument for "molesting" or prodding the dream away
from its privacy and freedom. In the movement from a dream of
pure authority to a jolting molestation that brings writing back to
its existence as a text, there is inven tion.

It is probably too much to say that the classical novel goes on
today in the form of the critic's enterprise. Yet this is not so far
off. For is not the invention of a "field" of study (English, the
novel, the Faust theme), the invention of methods of study
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1111'.111111,11, ,IIIIIl'IYI1,II, 1:11",.11.111), IIII' IIIVI"IIII'"1 ,01 V,'I,II·, ,111<1
,,111,,'11111111.', ,11"1' 11111;111Ih(".~I'IIIVI'IIII'III', 101 Ih,' k 111<1IILII PlTlllil

, , .I, "I', wi I hill Ih("III I01 11111I' I , 11111111111y, I'I' 'V-II' ~,~, ,II I IV iI y, ;IIId ("Vl'II
11I"vl'IIIl'III? FlIrlhl'l'lIltllT, Ihl' nilil Illlioly i\ IIloll'SIl'd ill actual-

"\ IIII' Iict ioual hero W;IS, I Ie is harril'd by the coun tcrk nowl-
"lf',I'" 01' psycilUlo~y and lill~uistics. by the wideness and the
,1,1,11101' contemporary pressurc, and most of all, as writer, by the
Idll .uy , that special monster of his working reality that tells him of
"illI'l writers, which secludes writing and thus, in that partial
,I' Imioll from violence and disease, stands, at bottom, for writing
,,"II' III Hence:

I 't:criture est precisernent ee qui excede la parole, e'est un supplement
·,11 ','lIlsnit, non pas un autre ineonscient (il n'y en a pax deux) mais un autre
"'I'P",1 du loeuteur (ou de I'ecouteur) a l'ineonseient.

IJorrc la parole ne peut rien ajouter a l'ecriture. Ce dont j'ai e crit m'est
,I... III'S interdit la parole: que dirais-je de plus ou du mieux? II faut bien se
I" i vu.ulcr que la parole est toujours en arriere de I'ecriture (et done de la "vie
1"11'1"',"qui n 'est que le deploiement d'une parole: "je" suis toujours, par
,,f ,II 'I, plus bete, plus naif, etc., que ee que j'ecris: je ne suis pas comme
I'" ,is). Le seul genre d'entretien que I'on pourrait ala rigueur defendre , serait
,, I"i Ill) l'aureur sera it sollicite d'enoneer ee qu'il ne peut pas ecrire. *35

The presen tation of these "beginning ideas" about begin-
IIII)~S. the subject of this book, has been the means of setting forth
111l<III the essay by writing. For me, probably as much as for the
"'f~ilallt reader, what I write says what I am about and reminds us
11,,111of what I have not been able to write.

Conrad and his Marlow so beautifully catch the writer's
l,"'dicament. A man speaks to other men, in their presence. The
IVI iter declares his ambition to make the reader see. What is
',poken of takes time and many words: Jim and Kurtz are no
, lc.irer objects of vision than are the meanings of the words used
1'1 describe them. A printed record-a novel, a short story, some
1I;I~cs-is the locus of this paradox in which speech writes and
where words remain to commemorate what was not, after all, said.
rhe poignancy of beginnings:

'''Writing is precisely that which exceeds speech; it is a supplementary space where what
t-, inscribed is not another unconscious (two do not exist) but another relationship
lutwcen the speaker (or hearer) and the Unconscious. Therefore speech can add nothing
,,, writing, What I write. from the moment I write, forbids my speech from existing:
what can I say more or better than what I have written? One should persuade oneself
I h.rt speech always lags behind writing (and therefore behind "private life," which is no
more than the deployment of a sort of speech: 'I' am always, by definition. more stupid,
more naive, etc., than what I write: I am not like what I write), The only sort of
mterview that one could, if forced to, defend would be where the author is asked to
.rrticulate what he cannot write."
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Alld I~I"I 1111, 1II,IIIy lillll", ill di,ldlll I'dll. ,.I rI,,' wlldd, Mddow ,1... w('.1
hill,,,'11 willilll/. III 1I'lIll'llIbl'l j im , III 11'1111'111111"hllll .,1 1"III/.rlI, ill .I('lail alld
audihl y ,

Pcrh aps it would be afler dluucr, Oil a vl'rall.la draped ill motionless
foliage and crowned with flowers, in the deep dllsk speckled by fiery
cigar-ends, The elongated bulk of each cane-chair harboured a silent listener,
Now and then a small red glow would move abruptly, and expanding light up
the fingers of a languid hand, part of a face in profound repose, or flash a
crimson gleam into a pair of pensive eyes overshadowed by a fragment of an
unruffled forehead; and with the very first word uttered Marlow's body,
extended at rest in the seat, would become very still, as though his spirit had
winged its way back from the past,36
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A Meditation on
Beginnings





\;\T I
V VHERE, or when, or what is a beginning? If I have begun to

WIit e , for example, and a line has started its way across the page, is
ill;11all that has taken place? Clearly not. For in the act of asking a
qill'stion about the meaning of a beginning, I seem to have
dl\(wned vague outlines of significance where very little had been
·.lIspected. Claude Levi-Strauss suggests that the mind's logic is
·.lIch that "the principle underlying a classification can never be
postulated in advance. It can only be discovered a posteriori."
Moreover, language, which seems to be man's most influential
IIlslrurnent of classification, is, according to Levi-Strauss, "an
unreflecting totalization [of] . human reason which has its
1I·.lson and of which man knows nothing." To identify a point as
.1 hcginning is to classify it after the fact-even if, as I shall try to
\111 IW, this need not also mean that because one uses language to
',(lIdy beginnings one is condemned to a useless exercise. Yet a
IH'ginning is often that which is left behind; in speculating about
IlI'ginnings we sometimes resemble Moliere's M. Jourdain, acquir-
illg retrospective respect for what we have always done in the
Icgular course of things. Only now, as we ask about beginnings,
t Iassifying something as a beginning seems to matter more than
hefore. We find ourselves retorting that we know now and always
have known how to begin-whether in terms of speaking, feeling,
t hinking, or acting in one way rather than in another-and that we
will continue to know and to do so. If that is beginning, then that
is what we do. When? Where? How? At the beginning.

Constructing the tautology that says one begins at the
beginning depends on the ability of both mind and language to
reverse themselves, and thus to move from present to past and
back again, from a complex situation to an anterior simplicity and
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ourselves that in the realm of th()lI~ht, bl'~illllin~ is not really a
beginner's gallic. We deride the naive thinker who, having
discovered that thought can reverse itself, proceeds to claim that
the order of things can also be summarily reversed; yet at other
times we affirm such reversibility ourselves in order to make a
point or move in a new direction. A revolutionary like Lenin is
especially sensitive to left-wing communism because he knows
reversibility as power and as limit, not simply as unconditional
desire or phrase making. Swift is another intellect for whom
language and politics are reversible processes-and like Lenin,
Swift feels entitled to judge when a specific reversal is either
realistic or not. The projectors in Book 3 of Gulliver's Travels who
build houses beginning with the roof live a fantasy of reversibility;
but in his political writings who more than Swift the hard-nosed
pamphleteer wanted readers to see things clearly from the
beginning-meaning that he wanted to reverse the ruinous trend of
European war policy and the cancerous growth in the English
language of neologism and can t?

The particular merit of Gulliver's Travels from the standpoint
of beginnings and reversibility is that Swift seems to have designed
the book as a set of experiments in changing directions. He did
this as if asking himself what would follow from, say, switching a
man's dimensions from normal to tiny, or from tiny to gigantic, or
from human to animal. Most utopias are content with one switch,
one new beginning, one reversal; but not the Travels, and this is its
special interest for us here.? The third voyage is not about
changed directions (as are places like Lilliput, Brobdingnag, and
Houyhnhnmland), but about changing directions all the time, as a
way of life. Hence the peculiarly chastening effect on Gulliver of
seeing the Struldbrugs, those creatures whose immortality reverses
the mortal goal of human life forever by canceling it entirely,
thereby extending life into a kind of perpetual beginning. But it is
mainly in the Academy of Lagado that Swift places the most
irrepressible attempts at reversing processes:

The first Man I saw was of a meagre Aspect, with sooty Hands and Face,
his Hair and Beard long, ragged and singed in several Places. His Clothes,
Shirt. and Skin were all of the same colour. He had been Eight Years upon a
Project for extracting Sun-Beans out of Cucumbers, which were to be put
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.uuicut Student of the Academy .... His Employme nt from his first coming
1111., the Academy, was an Operation to reduce human Excrement to its
III i~inal Food, by separating thc several Parts, removing the Tincture which it
I....eives from thc G,JI, making the Odour exhale, and scumming off the
s.oIiva.J

Despite Gulliver's timid silence on the scientific worth of these
,. x pcriments, no reader of Book 3 can ever doubt that Swift felt
Ilir them disgusted scorn. With regard to the ongoing War of
Spanish Succession, however, Swift's partisan attitude in 1711 (as
.1 pamphleteer engaged by the incumbent Tory government to
.u rack the former Whig ministry) was equally scornful. Except
dlat there, in his writing of this period, fifteen years before
(,',,/liver's Travels, Swift could argue against the war as a piece of
i.urk fantasy, even though it had already cost millions in treasure
.uul thousands of lives over the course of ten years, and for an
immediate peace with France, as if to deny entirely the goals
wl: ich had hitherto motivated the war against France. His major
work of this period is called "The Conduct of the Allies and of the
Late Ministry in Beginning and Carrying on the Present War"; here
IS a sentence from its conclusion: "Is it therefore our Interest to
loil on in a ruinous War, for an impracticable End, ... or to get
under shelter before the Storm ?,,4 But no less resistant a fact than
.111 actual war is the spoken language. For this too Swift desired a
reversal, which, had it appeared in Gulliver's Travels, we would
have called "projection." In 1712 he addressed to the Earl of
Oxford "A Proposal for Correcting, Improving, and Ascertaining
the English Tongue." Decrying "the infusion of Enthusiastick
Jargon," the "Manglings and Abbreviations," the constant "lapses
into Barbarity" everywhere afflicting English, Swift proposed
electing a group of persons who "should assemble at some
appointed Time and place, and fix on Rules by which ... some
Method should be thought on for Ascertaining and Fixing our
language forever." All this despite actuality, and because Swift
wishes a reversion to "that Simplicity, which is one of the Greatest
Perfections in any language."!

Like many other writers, Swift generally ascribes a special
privilege to simplicity, a concept with which the ideas of
antecedence, novelty, and foundation continue to be commonly
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"primitive terms") is, I think , that Lhl' simpl« is usually accorded
eminence because it came first, because it begall that which has
persisted and endured. And thus what is first, because it is first.
because it begins, is eminent. Most utopian models derive their
force from this logic. The beginning as first point in a givell
continuity has exemplary strength equally in history, in politics.
and in intellectual discipline-and perhaps each of these domains
preserves the myth of a beginning utopia of some kind as a sign of
its distinct identity." To have begun means to be the first to have
done something, the first to have initiated a course discontinuous
with other courses. Consider the founders of dynasties, empires,
nations (Aeneas, Cyrus, Washington), creators of traditions, realms
of inquiry, methods of study (Moses, Luther, Newton, Bacon),
explorers and discoverers of every kind from Archimedes to Scott,
the instigators and achievers of revolution (Copernicus, Lenin,
Freud). Related to such figures are the originals or eccentrics, like
Dr. Johnson, who, while remembered for doing something in a
characteristically eccentric way, nevertheless have not totally
altered the framework oflife in so decisive a manner.

To identify a beginning-particularly that of a historical
movement or a realm of thought-with an individual is of course
an act of historical understanding. More than that, however, it is
what may be called an intentional act-that is, an act in which
designating individual X as founder of continuity Y (a movement,
say) implies that X has value in having intended Y. Although there
are other ways of identifying beginnings, this one avoids the
passivity of "origins" by substituting the intentional beginning act
of an individual for the more purely circumstantial existence of
"conditions."? I suspect that the reason for the enduring
attractiveness of legends like those of Hercules is that, in dealing
with a distant past, the mind prefers contemplating a strong
seminal figure to sifting through reams of explanation. Not that a
beginning-individual like Aeneas or Luther is simply a hypostasis.
Indeed, he must fulfill the requirements of an exacting and, as it
were, inaugural logic in which the creation of authority is
paramount-first, in the requisite feat of having done something
for the first time, an original achievement that gains in worth,
paradoxically, precisely because it is so often repeated thereafter.
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This is the essential and enduriny in Bolshevik policy. In this sense theirs
.. Ihe immortal historical service of having marched at the head of the
III Icruational proletariat with the conquest of political power and the
1" .utical placing of the problem of the realization of socialism.f

Luxemburg'S argument implies that "immortality" and
"uniqueness" together enable an enduring value. The necessary
. r rat ion of authority for a beginning is also reflected in the act of
.1' Irieving discontinuity and transfer: while in this act a clear break
wu h the past is discernible, it must also connect the new direction
""I so much with a wholly unique venture but with the
I'\l;lblished authority of a parallel venture." Erik Erikson's
'"lllmemorative essay on Freud, "The First Psychoanalyst,"
.hscr ibes precisely this phenomenon in much of its fascinating
, «mplexity. While Erikson portrays Freud in terms of the
".I imensions of lonely discovery," he reminds us that Freud was
h ucver the physician:

It appears to be part of a creative man's beginnings that he may change
IllS field and yet maintain the manner of work which became part of his first
ulcutity as a worker. Freud had investigated the nature of brain lesions by
..Iicing the brains of young animals and foeti. He now investigated memories
.1' representative cross sections of a patient's emotional condition. Thus,
rill' search for traumatic events in the individual's forgotten prehistory, his
r ,lriy childhood, replaced the search for lesions in early developmenr.l''

Noting that the idea of a search is preserved, Erikson goes on to
describe an accompanying shift in the idea itself. Thus the
heginning of a new science gains some of its authority when it
points toward-intends-a c.ontinuity forged from what Erikson
lalls coordinates. Psychoanalysis redeploys old elements, arranging
r hcrn discontinuously with, yet parallel to, the traditional manner.
Note Erikson's italics in what follows-each of the coordinate
phrases has meaning in law and architecture, as well as in
«onvent iona] psychology:

The dimensions of Freud's discovery, then, are contained in a triad
which, in a variety of ways, remains basic to the practice of psychoanalysis,
hut also to its applications. It is the triad of therapeutic contract, a
conceptuol design, and systematic selfanalysis.ll
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of his work, alld forwilnl 10 its implic.uious, WI' 11I;IY wI·1I venture to say:
Frcud the physician in finding a method of hcalinl-\ himself in the very
practice of emotional cure has given a new, a psychological rationale for
man's laws. He has made the decisive step toward a true interpenetration of
the psrchological with the technological and the political in the human
order.l

Freud's lonely discoveries originate what Foucault calls a
discursivity-that is, the possibility of, as well as the rule of
formation for, subsequent texts.P It is this authority in Freud's
beginnings that interests Erikson, as indeed it interests any student
of modern thought. Let us then formulate this general definition
for any beginning that involves reversal, change of direction, the
institution of a durable movement that increasingly engages our
illterest: such a beginning authorizes; it constitutes an authori-
zation for what follows from it. With regard to what precedes it, a
beginning represents, as I have said, a discontinuity (whether or
not decisively enforced). In the case of a tract like the Poetics, the
text authorizes much of what we call literary criticism. And yet
we cannot forget that the authority limits as much as it enables.
Certain concepts are inexpressible "according to Freud" (or to
Aristotle), for instance, just as the discursivity we caU Freudian or
Aristotelian is not simply the repetition of a few ideas but the
construction of thoughts, continuities, and words in a manner
authorized (discursively) by Freud and Aristotle, respectively.

Thus one beginning is permissible; another one like it, at a
different time or place, is not permissible. What are the conditions
that allow us to call something a beginning? First of all, there must
be the desire, the will, and the true freedom to reverse oneself, to
accept thereby the risks of rupture and discontinuity; for whether
one looks to see where and when he began, or whether he looks in
order to begin now, he cannot continue as he is. It is, however.
very difficult to begin with a wholly new start. Too many old
habits, loyalties, and pressures inhibit the substitution of a novel
enterprise for an established one. When the Old Testament God
chooses to begin the world again he does it with Noah; things have
been going very badly, and since it is his prerogative, God wishes a
new beginning. Yet it is interesting that God himself does not
begin completely from nothing. Noah and the ark comprise a piece
of the old world initiating the new world. As if obliquely
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Ihal however IIIl1ch negll'cted alld chokl'd hy interfering studies
Ihey bear fruit of their own accord,"I" Every human being is a
vcrxion of the divine, Descartes seems to be saying, and thus what
,,'ellis spontaneous ill man is ill fact due to the resumption of
III<1n'Sbeginning connection with God, To begin is to reverse the
rourse of human progress for the sake of divine fruits, Vieo's
understanding of "divine" always veers eccentrically toward
divination, to which he would connect fabulation or poetization;
for indeed there is something irreducibly poetic about new
heginnings: "In the beginning was the Word,"

A beginning must be thought possible, it must be taken to be
possible, before it can be one, especially at the formal or
designated opening of a literary work; by contrast, the "trouble"
with A Tale of a Tub is that its alleged author does not really
believe that he can get started. The mind's work, in order to be
done, occasionally requires the possibility of freedom, of a new
cleanness, of prospective achievement, of special and novel
appropriation. No one today is likely to undertake so synoptic and
original a task as Herbert Spencer did in First Principles (1862),
yet his confidence in the possibility of some fresh movement, if
not its scope or object, still retains its force. The mind must have
this confidence in the course of its continuing enterprises-
historical, sociological, scientific, psychological, or poetic, In other
words, it must be possible to obey Paul's injunction to the
Romans, "Be ye transformed by the renewing of your mind," or,
to agree with Marx's correction of previous materialists, "The
point ... is to change the world."

Finally, and almost inevitably, for the writer, the historian, or
the philosopher the beginning will emerge reflectively and,
perhaps, unhappily, already engaging him in an awareness of its
difficulty. This is true whether one thinks of beginnings in the
past, in the present, or even in the future. Thus at a very practical
level Erikson wonders where to begin in writing the biography of a
great man: "How does one take a great man 'for what he was?' The
very adjective seems to imply that something about him is too big,
too awe-ful, too shiny to be encornpassed.t"! Johan Huizinga,
acknowledging that history in some way deals with "facts," still
wants to know how to begin to distinguish a "fact":
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Erich Auerbach sadly acknowledges that even a "lifetime seems
too short to create even the preliminaries" for what he calls a
work of literary and historical synthesis, for no absolutely
single-minded narrowness can accomplish the task:

The scholar who does not consistently limit himself to a narrow field or
specialization and to a world of concepts held in common with a small circle
of like-minded colleagues, lives in the midst of a tumult of impressions and
claims on him: for the scholar to do justice to these is almost impossible.
Still, it is becoming increasingly unsatisfactory to limit oneself to only one
field of specialization. To be a Provencal specialist in our day and age, for
example, and to command only the immediately relevant linguistic, paleo-
logical, and historical facts is hardly enough to be a good specialist, On the
other hand, there are fields of specialization that have become so widely
various that their mastery has become the task of a lifetime."

Ferdinand de Saussure's predicament in trying to find a
beginning for the scientific study of language is exemplary for me:

What is both the integral and concrete object of linguistics? The question
is especially difficult ....

Other sciences work with objects that can be considered from different
viewpoints; but not linguistics.... Far from its being the object that
antedates the viewpoint,[in linguistics] itwould seem that it is the viewpoint
that creates the object; besides, nothing tells us in advance that one way of
considering the fact in question takes precedence over the others or is in any
other way superior to them .... We are left inside the vicious circle.

From whatever direction we approach the question, nowhere do we find
the integral object of linguistics.' 8

To begin is first of all to know with what to begin. Language is
both the medium of study and-since beginning has a meaning
primarily in and regarding language-its object. Any worker in
discursive language (novelist, philosopher, critic, or historian) must
use language to delimit the linguistic object he studies and deals
with. During this primary delimitation the object is created and its
future extension in meaningful discourse is assumed. The process
of delimitation is what Saussure calls establishing a viewpoint. But
what keeps the viewpoint from being either a return to the vicious
circle of uncertainty or a sort of deus ex machine? Saussure writes:
"As I see it, there is only one solution to all the foregoing
difficulties: from the very outset we must put both feet on the
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But if Saussure 's reflections on a beginning for the study of
Ia IIguage are exem plary, then next to them we must place
Nietzsche's equally exemplary propaedeutic philosophy, first
.ulumbrated in the notes collected under the title Das philo-
sophenbuck contemporary with and immediately following The
Hirth of Tragedy (1872,1873,1875).

All the laws of nature are no more than relationships between an X, a Y,
a Z. We define the laws of nature as the relationships between a set made up
of X, Y, and Z, each set of which consequently is known to us in relation to
other sets of X, Y, and Z.

Strictly speaking knowledge is only a form of tautology and as such !s
,·mpty. Any knowledge that is an advancement is really an identification of
tire not-similar with the similar, which is to say, something essentially
illogical.

It is only by such methods that we acquire a concept, as if, for instance,
the concept "man" was really something actual, whereas such a concept is
our creation, made by sacrificing individual characteristics of men to a general
concept, We theorize that nature proceeds according to such concepts: here,
however, first nature then the concept are anthropomorphisms. The omission
(das Obersehen) of what is individual about men gives us the concept, and our
knowledge begins with the concept: this knowledge begins by standardization
(im Rubrizieren) and by the establishment of general groupings (im
Aufstellung von Gattungen). But the essence of things does not correspond to
such arrangements, which are processes of knowledge and have nothing to do
with actual things. Numerous individual characteristics determine a thing for
us, not all possible characteristics: the coherence of these traits brings about
knowledge of a thing subordinated to a concept.

We manufacture things insofar as they are bearers of qualities and we
produce abstractions insofar as they are causes of these qualities. If a unity,
for example a tree, appears to us to be a plurality of qualities and of
relationships, then it is doubly anthropomorphic: first because the delimited
unity "tree" idiese abgegrenzte Einheit "Baum") does not exist, and it is
therefore arbitrary to isolate an object according to sight or to form; [second]
such a relationship is not the real absolute relationship (die wahre absolute
Relation) but is tainted once again with anthropomorphism.Y

The ideas presented here form a sequential mini-genealogy of
continuity, differentiation, conceptualization, and knowledge. All
these, says Nietzsche, are products of the kind of beginning
reflection we saw being performed by Saussure; and while

37



NII'I/'" III', ."1·,r ln, kilid ,.I 1IIIIIkilig ""I"I',II.d .III1II1"I"'llIlIljlhi~III,"
h" 11l'V1'I111l'1l'~~' ,II kll"wll'dgl'~ 111;11 il ill.lllf',III.II .... kll"wl,·df.\l·. III hi,~
l.ucr works, Nil'l:I~dll' st IIdil's ill a III"'" p"Il'llIil al 11l0l1e t hI'
relations be tween mind alld thl' pitfalls III L.1l~lIagl'. druwing
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language is principally a means for and all instrument or
differentiation. Thus man uses language to establish continuity, as
well as to formulate concepts, by exploiting the ability of language
to indicate (actually, to assert) the existence of continuity and
concept alongside dispersion and particularity. A word like
beginning, for instance, is a created general object whose function
conforms as much to the individual user of language as it does to
the universal laws of language. Two, both language and the
particular use of it project human needs and instincts onto
knowledge, which then proceeds dialectically to hold man in its
grip. Furthermore, language as differentiation and as knowledge
bears no necessary correspondence to reality. Saussure was later to
describe this curious state of affairs as the arbitrary relationship in
the sign between signifier (signiJiant) and signified (signiJie).
Nietzsche is more insistent in maintaining that language begins the
denominating function of knowledge by omitting many individual
traits of objects; only after this does language admit concepts for
what they can do to create unities or multiplicities (Einheiten,
EigenschaJten), and even these are never unities held together
internally by bonds of necessity (die wahre absolute Relation). All
this is what Nietzsche means by anthropomorphism.

Nietzsche's thesis regarding anthropomorphism is explicated
more fully elsewhere in the Philosophenbuch, notably in numer-
ous passages on the crucial importance to man of das Wollen (will)
and das Tun (action). The first is associated with need (Not), the
second with the verb schaff en, to create. The job of the
philosopher. Nietzsche says, is to recognize what feeling, what
lack, what suffering or pain (Leid) causes universal Need; the
artist's task is to create this feeling, to give it form. Whether as
artist or as philosopher, man ultimately builds his world in that
lacuna: "Er baut seine Welt in diese Lucke hinein."21 Art in its
highest manifestation for Nietzsche is pre-eminently poetry or
music, those noniconic languages that do not represent but rather
create a special other world. Therefore, "truth" is described by
Nietzsche as a verbal stream fashioning itself into a sort of
canonical unity:
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What this says for our purposes is that language-and, by inclusion,
,I word such as begirlllillg- is a necessary contingency, albeit one
IIsllally confused with "absolute truth" and "objectivity." This
'.1alice is relativistic, yes, but it is not the kind of manic
hopelessness it is often taken to be, Nietzsche must not be
uucrprered, here or elsewhere, as a puerile, nay-saying nihilist. On
111l' contrary, his interest in the difficult cohesion that makes up
Ihought or culture includes, and appropriates, the subjective
underside, or the charlatanry, of reason P =rhose faculties of
I,';lson that remind us how earthbound are even its highest flights.
l.arthbound, but rational nonetheless.

Such considerations are forced upon the contemporary mind
hy the wish to grasp fully whether one's activity has either begun
.. I' will begin; Saussure and especially Nietzsche epitomize the
IlIlportance to this wish of language, including its attendant
molestations. Attempting such a grasp always compels the mind
ill to a rational severity and asceticism, an understanding of which
IS a major goal of this book. In this chapter, therefore, I intend
lirst to draw attention to-perhaps even to exacerbate, as
Nietzsche does-the problem we face when we begin an intel-
lectual task. My view is that an intensified, even irritated,
awareness of what really goes on when we begin-that is, when we
are conscious of beginning-actually projects the task in a very
particular way. For this projection inaugurates the presence of an
enterprise by signifying an intention to produce meaning. This is
not at all to say, however. that a beginning either forecasts or
causes meaning, or determines or envisions it-any more than a
beginning predicts specific inconsistency, error, or detail. Second,
I should like to arrive at an understanding, however tentative, of
what sorts of beginnings really exist. The word beginning itself is
and will remain a general term covering a large variety of scattered
occasions; like a pronoun, it has specific roles to play, at different
points in the discourse.P" These roles, however, are as much in the
control of reasonable convention and rule as they are in the
control of reasonable assertion. I should like to examine all this as
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Thc best descriptive characterization of these enlivened ideas
of rational activity that I know of is found in Bachclard's 19%
essay "Le Surrationalisme" (which also happens to be an indirect
commentary on Bachelard's own rationalism). Thc essay rejects a
rationalism based on dry-as-dust traditionalism, memory, and
scholastic rigidity. Bachelard says: "One must return to human
rationality its function as a force for turbulence and aggression, In
this way sur-rationalism (un surrationalisme) will be established,
and this will multiply the occasions for thought."25 To use reason
as a means of setting tasks, to generate thought in order to activate
itself beyond the bounds and limits set by the mere historical
conventions of reason-this experimental type of reason is to
reality what for Tristan Tzara, the experimental surrealist, dream
was to poetic liberty:

Where then is the duty of sur-rationalism? It is to regain hold of those
forms, altogether purified and made economically functional by logicians,
and fill them psychologically, put them back into life and motion ....

What must be sacrificed? Our crude pragmatic security or our own new
aleatory and useless discoveries? No hesitation: one has to choose the side
where one can experiment the most artificially, where ideas are at least fluid,
where reason likes being in danger. If, during an experiment one does not risk
one's reason, then that experiment is not worth the attempt .... Each real
discovery determines a new method and ruins a pre-existing one. In other
words, in the realm of thought imprudence is a method,26

The "forms" of which Bachelard speaks include such a one as
"Beginnings." In what follows, therefore, I shall be treating
beginnings as psychologically and vitally "filled" with the con-
cerns of the mind. As for the sacrifices and the achievements of
such a treatment, I can say only that Bachelard's claims strike me
as worth making, although I cannot of course claim to have lived
up to them.

II

The beginning as primordial asceticism has an obsessive persistence
in the mind, which seems very often engaged in a retrospective
examination of itself. We all like to believe we can always begin
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(t hr IivilJ)!,prcscut ). Si~lJificalJt .u u-ut ion is paid by the miud to an
"~tl'nsible point in the past from which the present might have
«volvcd ; there is as well a nervous solemnity when the question is
tlillught of--in the choice of a point of departure for a specific
ploject. Indeed, in the case of the great modern rethinkers, the
lH'ginning is a way of grasping the whole project. Marx, to consider
IInly one example, attacks Proudhon not only because of the
1., tter's uncritically good intentions, but because of his misplaced
priorities. "For M, Proudhon," Marx writes in The Poverty of
/'Ililosophy, "the circulation of the blood must be a consequence
Ill' the theory of Harvey."?" As Georg Lukacs surmised in History
.uu] Class Consciousness, it was Marx's job to show first that the
.ipparently immutable and objectlike beginnings hitherto accepted
hy the forms of bourgeois thought contributed to, rather than
lessened, the separation between man and his nature. Then Marx
went on to demonstrate that, as Vico had demonstrated before
him, man is in fact the beginning of all study-but man for whom
"the social reality of nature, and human natural science, or the
natural science about man, are identical terms,"28 Clearly this
signals a radical displacement of traditional thought, for in order
III see man as the true origin of social change a new fusion
between man and his activity must be considered possible and
Ihereby rethought in man's mind. The very act of beginning must
110 longer set man apart from his end, but must immediately
suggest Significant connections between it and man. Marx thus tied
his own interpretive activity to human activity in general at a
common revolutionary point of departure.

Formally, the mind wants to conceive a point in either time or
space that marks the beginning of all things (or at least of a limited
set of central things), but like Oedipus the mind risks discovering,
at that point, where all things will end as well. Underlying this
formal quest is an imaginative and emotional need for unity, a
need to apprehend an otherwise dispersed number of circum-
stances and to put them in some sort of telling order, sequential,
moral, or 10gica1.29 Very frequently, especially when the search
for a beginning is pursued within a moral and imaginative
framework, the beginning implies the end-or, rather, implicates it;
this is the observation around which Aristotle builds the Poetics. If
the search is more modest, less urgent, than the tragic one, the
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sequencc, This SCljllellCe, howcvcr, SI'I'IIIS 1" IH' "there." at a
distance from me, whereas my OWII prohlcmuticul situation is
"here" and "now," For one rarely searches for beginnings unless
the present matters a great deal; this is as true of comedy as of
tragedy, It is my present urgency, the here and now, that will
enable me to establish the sequence of beginning-middle-end and
to transform it from a distant object-located "there" -into the
subject of my reasoning. So conceived and fashioned, time and
space yield a sequence authorized by a wish for either immanent
or surface significance. Nietzsche states that the principal human
faculty is the ability to perceive form (Gestalt); time and space, he
adds, are but things measured according to a rhythm ("Raum und
Zeit sind nur gemessene, an einem Rhythms gemessene Dinge"),30
Ever the dialectician, Lukacs writes that "since consciousness here
is not knowledge of an opposed object [there 1 , the act of being
conscious overturns the objective form of its object. ,,31

While these verbal problems are very acute, they are never-
theless of crucial significance. A beginning suggests either (a) a
time, (b) a place, (c) an object, (d) a principle, or (e) an act-in
short, detachment of the sort that establishes distance and
difference between either a, b, c, d, or e on the one hand and what
came before it on the other. "All knowledge originates because of
separation, delimitation, restriction; there is no absolute know-
ledge of a whole!" (Alles Wissen ensteht durch Separation,
Abgrenzung, Beschrankung: kein absolutes Wissen eines
Ganzen!).32 My beginning specializes still more, but the moment I
unconditionally speak of the beginning, knowledge is theologized,
as Kenneth Burke very cogently argues in The Rhetoric of
Religion. 33 Once made the focus of attention, the beginning
occupies the foreground and is no longer a beginning but has the
status of an actuality; and when it cedes its place to that which it
has aimed to produce or to give rise to, it can exist in the mind as
virtuality, In all this, "beginning" alternates in the mind's
discriminations between thought that is beginning and thought
about beginning-that is, between the status of subject and object.
Paraphrasing both Hegel and Vico, we can say that formally the
problem of beginning is the beginning of the problem, A beginning
is a moment when the mind can start to allude to itself and to its
products as a formal doctrine,
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.1defillile orrlrr, oill' .t lt rr IIll' ot lu-r 10 wir , Ihe iun.rtc systematic
vr rurt urc and relat iouship of' t hr ir COIICl'llts.".I4 Fifteen years
e.ulicr he had considered as a subject of interest "the philosopher
I alight in the nets of Iallguage.,,:IS Then later he spoke of "the
uuconscious domination and guidance by similar grammatical
IlIlIctions,"36 of which language conceived as a system of
((Illcepts or of words is only a strong disguise; such a system
merely gives the mind the right to a notion of formal beginnings,
Language, as we perceive it in its universal use, has no beginning;
alld its origins are as marvelous as they are imagined-but they can
(lilly be imagined. Profoundly temporal in its manifestations,
language nevertheless provides utopian space and time, the
l' x trachronological and extrapositional functions over which its
systematic determinism does not immediately seem to hold firm
sway. Thus "the beginning," belonging as often to myth as to
logic, conceived of as a place in time, and treated as a root as well
as an objective, remains a kind of gift inside language. I shall be
returning to this notion a little later. Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty
have effectively argued for the equivalence of temporality and
significance, yet philosophically and linguistically their view
requires us, I think, additionally to acknowledge the mind as
providing self-concerned glosses on itself over time, the mind as
comprising its own philosophical anthropology.

What sort of action, therefore, transpires at the beginning?
How can we, while necessarily submitting to the incessant flux of
experience, insert (as we do) our reflections on beginning(s) into
that flux? Is the beginning simply an artifice, a disguise that defies
the perpetual trap of forced continuity? Or does it admit of a
meaning and a possibility that are genuinely capable of
realization?

III

Literature is full of the lore of beginnings despite the tyranny of
starting a work in medias res, a convention that burdens the
beginning with the pretense that it is not one. Two obvious,
wide-ranging categories of literary starting point are the hyster-
ically deliberate (and hence the funnier of the two) and the
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playfulness which, like Panurgc taking stock of marriage before
falling into the water, delays one sort of action for the sake of
undertaking another,

The latter category includes Paradise Lost, a prelude to
portraying existence after the Fall, and The Prelude, which was to
ready its author "for entering upon the arduous labour which he
had proposed to himself." In both instances what was initially
intended to be the beginning became the work itself. Although
vastly different, both of these great English epics perform similar
intellectual and psychological tasks. It is no accident, I think, that
both poems are beginning poems-in the sense that each prepares
for something more important to follow-and that both are
therefore ways of delimiting, defining, and circumscribing human
freedom. of course, Milton and Wordsworth employ very distinc-
tive frames of reference for understanding freedom; basically,
however, each poet uses his poem to begin to put man in the
world, to situate him. Thus in each case man at the outset faces,
not an unlimited range of possibilities, but a highly conditioned
set of circumstances in which his existence (that of Milton,
Wordsworth, Adam, or The Prelude's narrator) is properly
inaugurated, Both poems are radical in that they imagine human
life as having a "beginning"; and in both an investigation of that
beginning is the subject of the poem. Both poems open with
several images of creatures in a free state-that is, unconstrained,
wandering, extraterritorial. Compare Wordsworth's image of how
he

escaped
From the vast city, where I long had pined
A discontented sojourner: now free,
Free, a bird to settle where I will,37

in Book 1of The Prelude with Milton's Satan:

Here at least
We shall be free: th'Almighty hath not built
Here for his envy, will not drive us hence:
Here we may reign secure, and in my choyce
To reign is worth ambition though in Hell:
Better to reign in Hell, than serve inHeav'n.38
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One end at least hath been attained; my mind
Hath been revived, and if this genial mood
Desert me not, forthwith shall be brought down
Through later years the story of my life,
The road lies plain before me;-'t is a theme
Single and of determined bounds; and hence
Ichoose it rather at this time, than work
Of ampler and more varied argument,
Where Imight be discomfited and lost .... 39

The choice of an autobiographical theme of course serves to evoke
various phases and events in the poet's life. That this theme arises
from a delimitation imposed at and for the sake of the beginning,
however, accounts for the special type of vision which Words-
worth finally arrives at. I am referring not only to what he calls
"the discipline/ And consummation of a Poet's mind" (that is, of
one who will now be able to go on after such a prelude), but also
the scene on Mount Snowdon and the commentary upon it in the
fourteenth book. This vision of "mutual domination" is "the
express resemblance" of Imagination,

that glorious faculty
That higher minds bear with them as their own,
This is the very spirit in which they deal
With the whole compass of the universe:
They from their native selves can send abroad
Kindred mutations; for themselves create
A like existence .... 40

As a poem of beginning, The Prelude sheds its unconditional early
liberty for the purpose of forging the beginning-as distinguished
from a narrator's mere initial enthusiasm. By the time we come to
Book 14 and the lines quoted above, we recognize that Words-
worth's mind is capable of intention, production, determination-
albeit with a sense of the loss of youthful, animal instincts thereby
incurred. The "glorious faculty" is the power to begin poetry,
which is itself not mere effusion but a meaning that is embedded
in human circumstances. Together I these circumstances and
imagination begin the fruitful, mutual domination of self and
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'Ihe Prelud« is striking nevertheless. Mill 1111 is .m x ious to repreSl'1I1
gradations of freedom in a continuum Cod, Ilis Son, the Angels,
Adam, Eve-through which like a nomadic zero moves Satan,
archangel and archfriend. Satan is the beginning-the cause of'
"Mans First Disobedience" -the arche in response to which the
continuities of human history and destiny are arranged. Before the
onset of Satan's machinations, Adam's earliest life had been a
mystery to him:

For Man to tell how human Life began
Is hard: for who himself beginning knew?41

Poised against this ignorance is, of course, Gabriel's knowledge,
God's, Satan's, and Milton's. The whole of the poem in a sense is
devoted to making intelligible to man his historical beginning after
Paradise is lost and like Wordsworth's narrator (the "I" in The
Prelude), "Man" in Paradise Lost discovers the commencement of
history even as he loses the relatively untrammeled freedom of
innocence. Milton's more heroic vision unashamedly weaves in the
sexual drama, which more than any other image conveys thc
novelty, as well as the nexus of intention, circumstance, and force,
that always characterizes the beginning. As Adam tells Michael,
after the latter has explained Christ to him:

o Prophet of glad tidings, finisher
Of utmost hope! now clear I understand
What oft my steddiest thoughts have searcht in vain,
Why own great expectation should be call'd
The seed of Woman: Virgin Mother, Haile,
High in the love of Heav'n, yet from my Loynes
Thou shalt proceed, and from thy Womb the Son
Of God most High; So God with man unites.42

It is from such radical investigations as Paradise Lost and The
Prelude that the pun in the title of Beckett's play Comment c'est
(How It Is)-a homonym of commencez (the command "Begin!")
acquires its value. Yet not many writers would willingly combine
the idea of a sort of universal beginning with the work's actuality;
by the same token, in few works is the beginning so highly charged
as in the two discussed here.

When a literary work does not dwell so self-consciously on its
beginning as do the works just discussed, its actual start, as an
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uniquely scusir ive about getting under way.) Spccifying points of
departure grew increasingly problematical during the eighteenth
ccn tury, however, a trend as cloquen tly reflected by the titles of
two modern works dealing with that period-Frank Manuel's
Tile l:'ighteenth Century Conjronts the Gods and W. J. Bate's The
Burden of the Past and the English Poet-as by their contents.P

The search for such points not only is reflected in language,
but is carried out in language and, as became evident to
eighteenth-century thinkers like Vico, is necessary because of
language. Poly technical unlike any other human activity, language
was discovered to be a suitable vehicle for posing questions of
origin for purely linguistic as well as social, moral, or political
reasons. Vico, miserable in his obscure position at Naples, sees the
whole world of nations developing out of poetry; and Rousseau,
for whom experience is clarified by words feels he is entitled to
use them simply because he is a man of sentiments and a member
of the tiers etat:44 these are two prominent examples. Kant's Pro-
legomenon to Any Future Metaphysics, to speak now of a
beginning that really aims to strip away the accretions of academic
philosophy, undertakes a description of those radical conditions
which must be understood before philosophy can be practiced.
Nevertheless, Kant's Prolegomenon fully anticipates his Meta-
physics of Ethics and Critique of Practical Reason-it is coter-
minous with them-as well as the critical method with which he
refashioned European philosophy. And Coleridge, in his essay "On
Method" (in The Friend), echoes Descartes in taking up the theme
as follows: Method, which reflects the noteworthy mind in its
work, its discipline, its sustained intellectual energy and vigilance,
requires an "initiative," without which things appear "distant,
disjointed and impertinent to each other and to any common
purpose." Together, initiative and the method that follows from it
"will become natural to the mind which has been accustomed to
contemplate not things only, or for their own sake alone, but
likewise and chiefly the relations of things, either their relations to
each other, or to the observer, or to the state, and apprehensions
of the reader. ,,45

All such investigations have in common what Wordsworth calls
"a cheerful confidence in things to come,,,46 which is another
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genetic opl imism , that coutiuuity is jl!l'i'iihll' ,IS int csulc»! hy the
act of begillning. Stretching frolll start til fill ish is a [illablc space,
or time, pretty much there but, like a fOlllldlillg, awaiting an
author or a speaker to father it, to authorize its being. Conscious-
ness of a starting point, from the vantage point of the continuity
that succeeds it, is seen to be consciousness of a direction in which
it is humanly possible to move (as well as a trust in continuity).
Valery's intellectual portrait of Leonardo divulges the secret that
Leonardo, like Napoleon, was forced to find the law of continuity
between things whose connection with each other escapes very
nearly all of US.47 Any point in Leonardo's thought will lead to
another, for, Valery says in a later essay, when thinking of an
abyss Leonardo thought also of a bridge across it;48 Conscious-
ness, whether as pure universality, insurmountable generality, or
eternal actuality, has the character of an imperial ego; in this view,
the argument cogito ergo sum was for Valery "like a clarion
sounded by Descartes to summon up the powers of his ego.,,49
The starting point is the reflexive action of the mind attending to
itself, allowing itself to effect (or dream) a construction of a world
whose seed totally implicates its offspring. It is Wagner hearing an
E-flat chord out of which The Ring (and the Rhine) will rush, or
Nietzsche giving birth to tragedy and morals by ascending a ladder
of inner genealogy, or Husserl asserting the radical originality of
consciousness which will support "the whole storied edifice of
universal know ledge. 1150

Husserl merits special attention because the nearly excessive
purity of his whole philosophic project makes him, I think, the
epitome of modern mind in search of absolute beginnings; he has
rightly been called the perpetual Anfanger (beginner). The course
of Husserl's development is, in the main, too controversial, too
technical a subject to warrant extended analysis here. Yet the
meaning of his philosophical work is that he accepted "the infinite
goals of reason" while at the same time seeking to ground
understanding of these goals in human experience, Interpretation,
a major task in both Husserl's and Heidegger's enterprises, is thus
commited to a radical undermining of itself, and not only because
its goals are pushed further and further forward. For also its point
of departure, no longer accepted as "naive+'<that is, as merely
given, or "there" -stands revealed to the scrutiny of consciousness;
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III Husser] we see a circular movement which revolves around its point of
.h-pnrturc, radicalizes it progressively without ever truly leaving it. This
urovcmerrt, by displaying itself simultaneously as reduction and intention-
"lily, digs ever deeper, and in its exhausting "struggle for the beginning," for
,I heginning which is an end "situated at infinity," is consumed by a coming
.un] going which Husserl himself characterized as zig-zag .... Obviously, it is
iu.icccssible in fact and can only be aimed at .... The point of departure thus
',llIlIot be a hold in being.52

What emerges precisely is the sentiment of beginning, purged of
,IllY doubt, fully convinced of itself, intransitive, and yet, from the
:,Lllldpoint of lay knowledge-which Husser! acknowledges to be
";111 unbearable spiritual need"53 -thoroughly aloof, because
.rlways at a distance, and thus almost incomprehensible. This kind
III' purely conceptual beginning is curiously reminiscent of the
lollowing lines from Wallace Stevens' "Of Mere Being," in which
Being is that which cannot be held:

The palm at the end of the mind,
Beyond the last thought, rises
In the bronze distance,

A gold-feathered bird
Sings in the palm, without human meaning,
Without human feeling, a foreign song.

It is to Husser! that Valery'S phrase "a specialist of the universal"
is best applied. S4

What is important to modern ascetic radicalism of the kind
Ihat Husser! carries to an extreme is the insistence on a
rationalized beginning even as beginnings are shown to be at best
polemical assertions, at worst scarcely thinkable fantasies. Valery's
Leonardo is a construction, after all, and Husserl's phenomenologi-
cal reduction temporarily "brackets" brute reality. The begin-
ning-or the ending, for that matter-is what Hans Vaihinger calls a
"summational fiction,"Ss whether it is a temporal or a conceptual
beginning. But I want to shift Frank Kermode's emphasis in The
Sense of an Ending by stressing the primordial need for certainty
at the beginning over the usually later sense of an ending.56
Without at least a sense of a beginning, nothing can really be done,
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IV

Having gone so far as to imply that a beginning might as well be a
necessary fiction, and since I consider this an important idea, I
shall take the time here to examine the idea, and its place in
thought, in schematic detail. In briefly surveying the lore of
beginnings in the preceding sections I have been making two
related distinctions with regard to my chief concern hereafter,
which is the production of either artistic work or knowledge. The
first of these distinctions is between an intransitive, "pure"
beginning and a transitive, problem- or project-directed beginning.
The second distinction-with which I shall be primarily occupied
now-is that between a "real" transitive beginning and a "fic-
tional" transitive one. In following chapters I shall be discussing
this latter distinction as a uniquely modern problem, as a problem
that was formulated and dealt with only after a period of some
historical development: here, however, I want to outline the
nature of the problem,

A transitive beginning assumes the following circumstance: an
individual mind wishes to intervene in a field of rational activity.
The historian is a ready exam pie: he wants to write a history of X
and therefore he must rationally find a suitable point at which to
start his formal work. This is by no means a simple proposition,
since in choosing a beginning he confers upon it a certain status
based on its ability to intend the whole of what follows from it.
The specific, characteristically modern pressures affecting anyone
making such a choice are, first, his awareness that any such choice
is in large part arbitrary (since a real=i.e., empirical, verifiable,
concrete-beginning cannot be truly ascertained without either
faith or Archimedean instruments, both of which are inapplicable
or irrelevant); and secondly, his awareness that his field-whether
history, sociology, linguistics, literature, philosophy, the
sciences-is disposed, or laid out and ordered, not by calendars but
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when knowledge or artistic production could be considered
,'~sl'ntially the outgrowth of specific events, beginning on a certain
ohtl', emanating from a particular person,

This is not entirely a qualitative observation, since it is quite
possible to argue that the proliferation of information (and what is
stil] more remarkable, a proliferation of the hardware for
disseminating and preserving this information) has hopelessly
diminished the role apparently played by the individual. The
analyses of the knowledge revolution and of the scientific
rrvolution by Michel Foucault and Thomas Kuhn, respectively,
assigns greater importance in transmitting and recording informa-
I ion to impersonal orders, the episteme and the paradigm. 58

Nevertheless, for reasons that seem to be inherent in man's
hiology-that is, "instinctual" necessities-the notion of beginning
persists. Those modern thinkers (we most profitably think of them
1I0W as a sort of group) who are most responsible for banishing
beginnings by reshaping knowledge into vast, impersonal unities
and discontinuities were also passionate radicals, minds bent on
discovering beginnings. Think of Darwin's Origin of Species,
Nietzsche's Birth of Tragedy and Genealogy of Morals; think also
0)1' the metaphors involving the concept of "depth" and of the
disputatious radicalism in Marx and Freud.P What is interesting
here is a transformation that takes place in the conception of
heginnings, and this transformation is congruent with the change
taking place throughout the creative disciplines, Satisfying the
appetite for beginnings now requires, not beginning as event, but
heginning as either type or force-for example, the unconscious,
Dionysus, class and capital, or natural selection. These beginnings
perform the task of differentiating material at the start: they are
principles of differen tiation which make possible the same
characteristic histories, structures, and knowledges that they
intend.

Of these beginning principles it is impossible, by definition, to
have any direct, actual, unmediated experience; such beginnings
challenge our ability to characterize them, since our perception of
their form and function is always indirect. On the one hand, there
is a vast body of particular "events" that are given meaning,
however complex and diffuse, by specifically inaugural principles;
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1I11IIII' 1I1hl'I halld, t lu-n- .11,' 111.11110:111,.I 1'1111'".II'" WIII'\I' lIW11
begillilillg is P!'IIII;IIII'llily Ilidd"1I 11"111VII"\V 1:..1111.',id,' 1I1 Ihi.\
dichotomy produces its OWII t'oll'l,I,· \'.1'1 ,,j pllIhlcllIS, Eat'h
corresponding set of problems is a rcspllllSl' III 1111'1I1licr , a way 01
dealing with the basic question the other sel poses; both sets arc
all about beginnings. I shall now spell out these problems as simply
as possible, and then go on to discuss and illustrate them.

A. If a field of knowledge comprises a wide-ranging array of
"events" governed by impersonal rules; if this field cannot be
rationally understood in terms of the genetic concepts formerly
exemplified by heroes, founding fathers, continuous temporal
narratives, and divine ordinance; and if nevertheless the field is
universal, that is, if it involves the individual human regardless of
will, by means of applying such notions as class, mind, pattern,
structure, history, or evolution-if all these, then what power is
left to the individual freely to act, to intervene, to motivate, when
he wishes to effect a rational beginning for a course or project in
that field?

B. If it is found that the individual as existential explanatory
concept, as originating and organizing cogito, as a principle of
sufficient anteriority, or as authoritative subject does not possess
the power wholly to appear as mover, founder, or origin of a field
of knowledge-if all this, then what particular beginning concept
has displaced the individual by virtue of transforming the
beginning in terms of intention and method?

This pair of problem sets, then, underlies the following:

-the emergence of a particular sort of problem for the contemporary
understanding-for example, the problem of the notion of beginning as
construction, or as fictional construct.

-revived attention to past thinkers and systems of thought which have
recently acquired new and intense relevance-the work of Marx and Freud,
for example.

-the adoption of a particular attitude toward knowledge which regards
it, not as fixed and immutable, but as performing an enabling function,
serving as a threshold to further discoveries and knowledge.

-the introduction of methodological initiatives of a kind that restore to
the individual researcher the capacity for redefining, regaining and rethinking
his position, and thus which give his position rational, active, even
revolutionary status.

These innovations are most interestingly observed in an
extended account of the problem sets, A and B, to which I now
return.
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1\. Till' luclividu.rl V"I'",\ IIH' Sy,II·1I1. 1'11'111,,111'. (,111'\1' ill
f ,""1"''/ l,i",~lIi'lil'.\' (I (I I () I I) ,<';.111"'.111(' \V,I'. ('111"'11'.1'111111('S('.II( II (III

1llI'lh()ds ()r l.a t in verst' ('III1P'I,',lll'lIl. /\llh"IIf.',h the rest'arch was
1I,'I'n Pllblished. il h;ls l"(,t,(,lIlly Iwt'11 III;(dt' i lic sllbject of a book
1,\, .Ie;(11 Sturob iusk i, /'CS Mat s SOliS II'S uto ts: /'CS 11IIugranunes de
/('I.li"IlIld de ')<lIISSlIrc.60 As he was to be ill the Course, Saussure
IV.IS concerned here with the relationships in linguistic perfor-
111.lIICebetween individual motive and initiative, on one side, and
',y st crnatic involuntary behavior on the other. In having discov-
,'((·d. he believed, a peculiar habit of repetition in Latin verses,
<';.lllssure tried to determine the extent to which this habit was
, onsciously practiced. The problem first engaged him during his
,lIlt'111 pts to determine how the meanings of legends became
,It-fined. He found that meaning is produced in the process of
discourse itself-because of discourse; thus there is no such thing
,I:. preexisting meaning that merely becomes solidified or con-
lumed by force of practice. Since legends are verbal objects
.IiHused phonemically, he then tackled the problem of the
production of meaning. In the Saturnians, which is poetry
I~()verned by systems of regularity, he found that certain lines
«oncealed hypograms-that is, rhythmically important letters,
distributed along the length of the line, which when taken
logether and rearranged yielded a message, or what Saussure called
.1 word-theme (mot-theme). Here are two examples:

Taurasia Cisaunia Samnio cepit
ci io pi

-an anagram of Scipio

From a Delphic oracle reported in Livy:
AD MEA TEMPLA PORTATO
A A PL PO 0

-an anagram of APOLL061

From small examples of this sort Saussure extended his
investigation to longer and larger units of composition; he studied
Virgil and Lucretius this way, then Latin verse composed in
eighteenth-century England. According to Starobinski, at no point
did Saussure ever mystically assume the word-theme to be a sort
of magical quantity that obscurely yielded the poetry. For

Saussure never said that the full-developed text pre-existed in the
theme-word (Ie mot-theme}; the text constructs itself upon the theme-word,
and that is something altogether different. The theme-word at the same time
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"!"'!": .11"1/,,,,,11 II,,· li,·I,IIII'""iI.ilily III d,,· ,1,.\',.1111... .1 V,'"'' II i~ Ii...1'""1'.,
ill"IJlIIIH'1I1 .11,,1 11111,I vi!..! M·".! 11111 ,.I wh .. h dl" 1'""111 ".IIIW.": iiiI' p"("1 i,
1'I1I1I1'l'lh'd III 11'11'" tI,,· d"'I1'" w",d', 1'1.111111111,,1,'1i.d" il I'"ssihll' ill t hclr
IIor III a I Sl'll' 1l'1Il·l·. Fill' till' rcst , the pilei a' b .1' III' 1'I,·."r" di'ltihlltill~ words
alld phonemes in such a way as to satisfy t lu- IIlh"1 1111,·, "I' versification and
intelligibility. Thl' theme-word certainly antcccdcs discourse; yet nowhcrc
docs Saussure let us believe that by mysterious privilege the theme-word
already contains, in concentrated form, the discourse reposing upon it, What
the theme-word does is lend itself to the play of composition: after having
had the density of a complete word, it unlocks its phonic links in order to
become a canvas. 62

Yct the prevalence of this phenomenon in Latin verse assured
Saussure that no Latin poet could produce a text without the use
or a word-theme. What stands immediately and practically behind
any example of Latin verse, then, is not a creative subject-author,
but rather a certain verse-engendering word; therefore, every Latin
poet must have utilized a pre-text before and while producing his
finished text. Starobinski rightly remarks that all of these studies
raise the question of whether in first isolating and then studying
this habit of composition, and finding it everywhere, Saussure
was not also, or instead, constructing the anagrammatic method to
suit his disposition to find it everywhere. Having raised this
question, Starobinski goes on usefully to observe that the more
valuable thing is to determine the relevance of Saussure's
discoveries (i.e., the isolated anagrammatic word-themes). While he
rails to pursue this question very far beyond Saussure's own
predilections for understanding the internal constraints operating
upon every user of language, Starobinski's observation has itself a
general bearing upon some nontrivial issues,

Saussure's search for a method takes it for granted that
language in use makes sense at the level of performance, not
through prior ordination. The rules of composition are "present"
because they are being employed, although Saussure was unable to
find explicit reference to them in any Roman manuals of verse
technique. This could mean either that the Latin poets were only
unconsciously aware of what they were doing (even though the
techniques they used to achieve anagrammatic statements seem
highly sophisticated), or that this technique had been assimilated
into poetic practice as thoroughly as grammatical rules had been
into verbal performance. In either case, as Starobinski puts it,
Saussure had before him a phenomenon whose beginning was
obscure, but whose influence was strong enough as to have
regularized poetic composition, Saussure's studies are therefore

54



dil"'lly IH·d III .1 IlIlIg 11.1.1111'"1, 1111111' WI".I ,111.1 ,·I~'·wlll'r(', III'
""I'kill~ 10 dl·IIII1I1\Ir.III· 11r.11 1'1,,,1,,,11,,",, ,.I 11r(, mind. 11111St

lIo,ably lallglla~I', 1()llllW wliol ly IOllll'l'lIlIlg, uuivcrsal pattl'rns of
Ilt'lravi()r. This tr.nlit iou, II1()I"('()VI'r , xtallds poll'lIlically opposed to
,I more libcral OIlC that argul's for the innovative powers of
individuals to chaugc these patterns, to inaugurate new patterns by
sl'tting individual prcccdenrs.P

Varro's De Lingua Latina regards the thesis underlying the first
of these two traditions natural insofar as the study of language is
concerned: words in a language are derived by analogy from
consensually held paradigms of regular order. The view of the
opposing tradition he calls "voluntary": words in a language are
(to a greater or lesser extent, of course) anomalous, "the product
()f the individual person's volition, directing itself apart from
control by others." Varro's own position, predictably enough, is a
combination of both views.t" Lest this be considered a perfectly
natural compromise, however, it is worth mentioning here the very
fierce debate between the schools of Kufa and Basra during the
Islamic Middle Ages. The former were known as the anomalists,
the latter the analogists.P! To take yet another example, Vico's
New Science is in part directed against those who argue that
language and custom move from place to place in history by
anomalous derivation and borrowing; Vieo maintains, in opposi-
tion to this view, that language, and by extension all verbal
production, follow regular patterns that are drawn from the
individual's unconscious mental dictionary that are analogous in
history from nation to narion.t"

That all this is by no means an academic or purely philological
question will be demonstrated, I trust, in the last chapter of this
book. Yet I should still note here how the conflict between the
partisans of analogy/regularity/universality and the partisans of
anomaly/irregularity/locality has taken many forms and has
invaded many fields. The battle between the ancients and the
moderns in neoclassical France and England and the romantic
debate over originality and tradition, are two literary man-
ifestations of the argument. There has been great interest recently
(see, for example, The Art of Memory by Frances A. Yates and
Religion and the Decline of Magic by Keith Thornasj+? in the
quasi-encyc1opedic and esoteric organization of popular knowl-
edge in medieval and Renaissance society; here, too, regular and
total formations of knowledge are seen as dominating the
mentality of an era. Karl Polanyi describes in The Great
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'1'I,"'~/Il,,,,,"i,,,, IIII' ddlcll'II'" 1111",11111 ..1 ,'",IIIIIIIV I"'IWI'I'II WII,II
Ill' ,;dl~ I hI' ladi, .rl illlI~I')1l WIIIIIII ,I 111,11k"1 VI,·W ,01 '"" 11'1Y "I h"11'
is IIIlI II in~ ill II 11111;)11S()('ICI Y I h.u I~, 11,,1 .11'11\· ... 1 II "III 1111' vo lit iou
or individuals" and I he OppllSill~ ,"II"IlII"" I h;11 "power .uu]
economic value arc a paradigm or social l'l'alil y ,"loft Levi-Strauss
gocs into lengthy detail in the Four volumes of 1I'lytl/OLo,~i<'s ill
sccking to show how mind's "seemingly un-controlled invent
iveness" nevertheless reveals that "the human mind appears
determined even in the realm of mythology, [and] a fortiori: il
must also be determined in all its spheres of activity." This by
virtue of "the existence of laws operating at a deeper level" than
that of surface behavior.t?

The interplay between these "deeper" laws and individual
creativity, which according to Noam Chomsky, for example,
combine and recombine "given" elements, is the aspect of this
debate most relevant to contemporary understanding, and more
specifically to contemporary rationalism."? One need only men-
tion philosophies as wolly disparate as those of Freud, Chomsky,
and Foucault to document the problem's compelling interest.
Fundamentally, we can generalize fairly by saying that the issue
now seems to be focused on the position of differentiation in
human reality: Do the significant or systematic differences that
individuate the various activities and productions of mind really
begin at the level of self, or are they located more basically (or
transcendentally) at a general epistemic level, a transindividual
level? As Nietzche put the question presciently with regard to
Homer one hundred years ago: "Was the person created out of a
conception, or the conception out of a person?"?'

B. The New Beginning-as-Construct. As was frequently the case
with his predecessors in the eighteenth century, Nietzsche's
interest in the creative personality revolved around the "Homeric
question." Was Homer the author of both poems? Was he a person?
Was this person "Homer?" Or was "Homer" a generic, functional
name of some sort? Nietzsche's conclusion, in a passage which I
shall quote in a moment, shows a curious hesitation. What seems
to unsettle Nietzsche is the conception of an individual person,
whose use he finds essential in assigning the epics not to an "idea"
or "a people" but to a person, yet from which he backs away
when it comes to confining the author of the poems to a single
name. He resolves the dilemma by raising an author's creative
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,lIlIllCllily 1'11111' 1,'v,,1 ,d ,III ",11"01111'111 I'ldl',"III<'III" IIl.lIk by 1.111'1

110 ""'" 1I',Il"'I~, III ,1111, ,11111 ,II IIII' v.uru: 111111' hi' 1I1,11I1I.aIlIS 1111'

v.ihd n y 1,1 rill' p;ll'lilllLII' ill",1 ,,1,1111'1\1111 (,I', '11'PIISI't! III ~"IlL'ral

.. ILlS like "a IIItIVl'IIH'III" or ";a IlI'llpl,'" III' ",III a~e") as author,

l lomcr. the poet of the 11;,/1/alld the Odyssl'Y, is an aesthetic judgement.
II IS, however, by no means affirmed against the poet of these epics that he
W,IS rucrcly the imaginary being of an aesthetic impossibility, which can be
aI", opinion of only very few philologists indeed. The majority contend that a
""f.\I,' individual was responsible for the general design of a poem such as the
11a,,,1. and further that this individual was Homer, The first part of this
,"ntention may be admitted; but, in accordance with what I have said, the
l.rt rcr part must be denied. And I very much doubt whether the majority of
"",se who have adopted the first part of the contention have taken the
IlIlIowing considerations into account.

The design of an epic such as the Iliad is not an entire whole, not an
<I'f.\anism; but a number of pieces strung together, a collection of reflections
,lITanged in accordance with aesthetic rules. , .. But that stringing together of
"lillie pieces as the manifestations of a grasp of art which was not yet highly
.l..veloped, stiU less thoroughly comprehended and generally esteemed,
. anuo t have been the real Homeric deed, the real Homeric epoch-making
event. On the contrary, this design is a later product, far later than Homer's
, ..lebriry , Those, therefore, who look for the "original and perfect design" are
looking for a mere phantom. , , .

We believe in a great poet as the author of the Iliad and the
()c/yssey-but not that Homer was this poet, 72

Nor is this peculiar conclusion the end of Nietzsche's remarks.
lie goes on to ascribe such investigations as his to philology, a
science "enclosed and surrounded by a philosophical view of
lhings, in which everything individual and isolated is evaporated as
something detestable, and in which great homogenous views alone
remain."73 As an example of things "individual and isolated"
Nietzsche cites the questions of a learned man about Homer:
"Where does the good man live? Why did he remain so long
incognito? A propos, can't you get me a silhouette of him?" 74
Faced with aesthetic events of such magnitude as the epic,
Nietzsche finds the existential concept of "person" too comically
weak to explain them. The event is anomalous, yet its domest-
ication, its confinement to texts and organic wholes-at a later
date-takes place nevertheless. On that later date a process of
refinement occurs to make the anomalous event conform by
analogy to regular formations we call "epic poems." There are
thus two Homers: Homer One, gone forever, exhausted in the
burst of inexplicable creativrty that results in "an infinite
profusion of images and incidents"; and Homer Two, with us
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Nil'u.scl.e's clivisiou llr 11111111'1 illill I WII '"II1!,!llll'IIIS bears

rl'sl'lliblalll'l' III Oscar Wilde's fascinal iou wir I. IIII' aesthetic powers
of criticism to provide accurately inaccur.u c interpretations of
creative cnergy.75 What we need to emphasize is the extent to
wh ich the construction of such explanatory notions for artistic
production relies paradoxically upon both an idea of energy-the
synthetic power presumed to bring together creative work and give
it form-and an individualized type which has some of the
attributes of a person but not an existential identity, Precisely this
sort of construction characterizes Freud's Moses, for example, or
Nietzsche's Dionysus or his Zarathustra, Hans Vaihinger's Phil-
osophy of As-If occupies the space between construction and
actuality, more or less doing for philosophy what narrative fiction
in the eigh teen th century did for narrative history, The Marxist or
para-Marxist use of such constructions as world-view, ideology,
paradigm, or class as analytic instruments indicates no disregard of
reality, but rather an acknowledgement that individuality per se
fails to include transindividual experiences like economic or social
development. Lucien Goldmann's schema of "potential con-
sciousness," however much it may differ from Freud's Moses,
comes from the same sort of insight into the communal reality of
men and from the same certainty that that reality cannot be
comprehended anecdotally or biographically. 76

I do not wish this list of illustrations-for it is only a list at
bottom-to stand for a rigorous methodological critique: that is
not what I am doing. I am really circling around a very acute
problem faced by any researcher whose primary evidence is
textual. The problem can now be put in the following ways: To
what extent is a text itself not something passively attributable, as
effect is to cause, to a person? To what extent is a text so
discontinuous a series of subtexts or pre-texts or paratexts or
surtexts as to beggar the idea of an author as simple producer? If
the text as unitary document is more properly judged as a
transindividual field of dispersion, and if-as Darwin, Marx, and
Freud respectively read natural history, economic history, and
psychological history as textual fields of dispersion-this field
stands as the locus princeps of research, where does it begin if not
in a "creative" or "producing" individualiry P"?

No one can doubt that there is an original (in the vague,
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'" IIII('WII.II I',I',~IV("'('II"(' I" Ih,ll WI1111) II IIIII ,I I)q~illilill~
""1111'( I ill II hl'lWI'l'1I 1t'\1 ,111.11I1111Vldll..1,111111111,VI'I III readers, as
"\'1'11 III ;1 writ ill~ .uu hor, ;) Il'xl I,', 11111wh olr, 11111distorted, For
Willill~ is 1101 COll'l'llIillOIiS w i t h 11;11111'1',.unl therefore it deforms
II', suhjects (life, lihl'rt y, happilll'ss) 1I10lT than it forms them.""
1{("ldillg and writillg have this in co mrnon : they are particular
"1:,lortions of general realities. There is violence in texts, which is
.ruswcrcd by the reconstructions of the examining critic. Here is
lrrud:

Thus almost everywhere noticeable gaps, disturbing repetitions and
olivious contradictions have come about-indications which reveal things to
II~ which it was not intended to communicate. In its implications the
distortions of a text resemble a murder: the difficulty is not in perpetrating
Ihe deed, but in getting rid of its traces. We might well lend the word
"/:"tstellung", [distortion] the double meaning to which it has a claim but of
which today' it makes no use. It should mean not only "to change the
''1'pearance of something" but also "to put something in another place, to
displace." Accordingly, in many instances of textual distortion, we may
nevertheless count upon fmding what has been suppressed and disavowed
hidden away somewhere else, though changed and torn from its context.
(lilly it will not always be easy to recognize it.79

I'rcud is speaking of the Hexateuch, a more than ordinary text;
YL't as a general characterization of texts we can let it stand until
Chapter 4. To begin to apprehend a text is to begin to find
intention and method in it-not, in other words, to reduce a text
10 a continuous stream of words emanating from a disembodied
causal voice, but rather to construct the field of its play, its
dispersion, its distortion. But this subject is discussed in detail in a
later chapter.

Insofar as a text, for reader or writer, cannot supply, no
matter how much it says it is supplying, its whole field or even its
intention in advance, it can properly be said to begin, therefore,
with a large supposition. This is: herewith meaning is to be
produced in writing, meaning more rather than less vague, but
meaning intended in writing as opposed equally to no-meaning
intended, or to meaning intended in painting, sculpture, music,
and so forth. From then on, from that beginning, which to the
extent of its generality and dreamy ill-defined ambition is a
fictional construct, more precise meaning is gradually approached
during the course of the work. Wordsworth's freedom at the
opening of The Prelude and Milton's (or Satan's, his surrogate) at
the opening of Paradise Lost are illustrations of the large intention
"I am free, therefore I intend now to put it to use to mean written
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dll' wlllid ,1.\ \I1I1I1'IIIIII~111<11'1'111.111pl',1 ,III ,I"',I'llil'll." T"i~
Il!'!!,illllill!!,iu u-u t iou III Il1l"allis, I h.iv« \,lld, ,111'11\11111'1,or at Il"asl
fir! ioual , insofar as it says or avows mu, II 1111'IT at IIll' begillllill!!,
than it ill fact is, Sarau's declaration of i'rl"l"dOIlI igllores thl'
circumstances of his ejection from Heaven, his secondary status ill
the order of being, and so on, and Milton purposely leaves this ill
sllspense until hundreds of lines later, Perhaps it was precisely
because Satan luxuriates so freely in the beginning that Blake
~lIt'ssed Milton to be of the devil's party. For indeed the one
kernel of Paradise Lost that still puzzles readers, Christian or not,
is Lucifer's beginning on his own to move away from God even
before the poem opens: there can be no more irreducible
begillning than that. So, too, writing moves away from speech, or
from music.

Supposition, construction, fiction: how can we justify con-
necting them not simply with a portmanteau word like beginning
but with intention and method? Fortunately there is a series of
works that programmatically dramatizes precisely these con-
nections: Valery's essays on Leonardo, of which the first (1894) is
aptly enough entitled "Introduction to the Method of Leonardo
da Vinci.,,80 In all three essays Valery disavows any biographical
aim; his Leonardo, he says, is a construction made to fit the image
of a mind whose universally diverse activities and "infinitely keen
perception of the difference of things" were conducted with
absolute rigor.81 "Whoever pictures a tree must also picture a sky
or background from which the tree stands forth; in this there is a
sort of logic that is almost intangible and yet almost unknown.
Thc figure [Leonardo] I am presenting can be reduced to an
inference from this type,,,82 This Leonardo (who prefigures
Monsieur Teste) is a mind imagined by another mind that wishes
to comprehend the invariable logic of variations, the continuity
between discontinuous objects, the homogeneity of heterogeneity.
Thirty-five years later, in his third return to "Leonardo" (each
treatment philosophized more than the previous one), Valery saw
in that mind "some indefinable inner attitude for effecting
continual interchanges between the arbitrary and the nec-
essary, ,,83 An "indefinable inner attitude" and an "almost
intangible" and yet "almost unknown" logic for dealing with the
surprises of reality consequently suggest to Valery an intelligence
conceived neither as cause, nor as effect, nor as image. Each of
those alternatives is an expression of method without force. To
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,IVllid wh.u Ill' "III·. !III' ",1111'"11,111',111""I '0111 II IIVI,"!1Il'~I"" 1111

I l'III1,It'd". ,1.\ wrl] ,I', 1IIl'II ,III,', .I"l ,Ii 11I111I1'1I1',!',"1v Ilti,\ is IIll'
I'" ,hll'lIl,

l uvvir.ihly , IIll,tlllld is.1 I.IW ,iI I '"lllIllIiIY IIIIIIILI";IIuollg thillgs
III which we c.umot ~t'asp !Ill' l.rw Ill' L'lIl1tilluity,"84 Valery's
,"l1structioll of Leonardo is all attempt to articulate such a
mrthod imagined as intentional power for connecting things, As
Valery will use the word therefore, a construction is equivalent to
;111intention: the unity of a construction/intention is its method.
The peculiar quality of Leonardo's method, already hinted at
Ihrough the many negatives Valery uses to describe it, is that it
cannot be known outright, nor can it be experienced directly,
Always in flux, this force is "at once the source of energy, the
('''gilleer, and the restraints. ,,85 Valery therefore puts himself at
exactly the point where this force is located during the construe-
Iion of its projects. "Constructing takes place between a project or
a particular vision and the materials one has chosen.T" Thus
Valery constructs a Leonardo who is himself constructing. "The
truth may be that we cannot form a clear conception of anything
unless we might also have invented it.,,87 If an image is not the
aim of such construction, what is? One aim is to experience the
human joys of "the conscious act of constructing," that power of
mind to "expand any of its conceptions to the point at which they
are no longer conceivable.Y'" Another aim is to experience
knowledge as discovery; Valery sees this aim as similar to "the
tremendous undertaking of philosophy, .. an effort to transmute
everything we know into what we should like to know. ,,89 Most
important is the aim of dealing successfully with voids, rifts,
lacunae, discontinuities in the world to which thought turns itself.

We have arrived at the conception that parts of the world let themselves
be reduced, here and there, to intelligible elements, Sometimes our senses
suffice for the task; sometimes the most ingenious methods must be
employed; but always there are voids. The attempts always remain lacunary.
It is here that we find the kingdom of our hero, He has an extraordinary sense
of symmetry that makes him regard everything as a problem. Wherever the
understanding breaks off he introduces the productions of his mind ....

This symbolic mind held an immense collection of forms, an ever lucid
treasury of the dispositions of nature, a potentiality always ready to be
translated into action and growing with the extension of its domain. A host
of concepts, a throng of possible memories, the power to recognize an
extraordinary number of distinct things in the world at large and arrange
them in a thousand fashions: this constituted Leonardo,90

Marginally, Valery notes that this process entails the abandonment
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Leonardo's language is formal. Valery's description of Leo
nardo , however, is discursive, In attempting to reconcile the two
modes in the last essay, Valery faces the problem of how the mind
articulates itself in language without recourse to either sheer
privacy or complete banality, How can the mind's hostinato rigore
be rendered intelligibly? Through common speech (Ie language
(,o/llIlHw)-which often wears out the philosopher who tries either
to make his thought speak or to transmit his inner reality,
Common speech, writes Valery,

will doubtless continue to serve as the initial and general instrument for
establishing relations between external and internal life; it will always be the
means of teaching us the other languages that have been consciously created;
it will adjust these potent and accurate mechanisms to the use of still
unspecialized minds, But gradually, by contrast, it is coming to be regarded as
a first crude means of approximation.V

Approximation to what? To "aberrant modes of existence":
But they are monsters full of lessons, these monsters of the under-

standing, these transitory states-gaps in which the known laws of continuity,
connection and movement have been alerted; domains where light is
associated with pain; fields of force in which we follow strange circuits
between the poles of fear and desire; matter com posed of time; abysses
literally of horror, love, or quietude, regions bizarrely welded to themselves;
non-Archimedean realms that defy movement; perpetual sites in a lightning
flash; surfaces that cave in as they couple with our nausea, bend with our
slightest intentions. , . , The wonder is not that things are, but that they are
what they are,93

Common speech, then, is the beginning, but it is very complex.
Valery's reading of Leonardo is a construction precisely because it
begins with what Leonardo himself began: a demotic or vernacular
language. For Valery as critic, for Leonardo as a construction
being constructed, common speech leads to other, less ordinary
structures than those delivered by pictorial represen tation , We
must emphasize Valery's own insistence on the abandonment of
images that occurs when common speech (that is, discursive
language) is accepted as the initial mode of expression, a point of
departure for further expression. What Leonardo is able to do
from common speech is to arrive at a realm ("the paradise of the
sciences" )
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Words (1/'(' lltl' aballdollllll'lll "I' illl.I).\I'~' Yrt Vall~l'y insists that
Leonardo's art was rcnlly ur..ltilt·lllll'l', allH'il architecture defined
(by Valery) as a sort or extraordinary poetic language. Here is an
example of what he has in mind:

Architecture is commonly misunderstood. Our notion of it varies from
stage setting to that of an investment in housing. I suggest we refer to the idea
of the City in order to appreciate its universality, and that we should come to
know its complex charm by recalling the multiplicity of its aspects. For a
building to be motionless is the exception; our pleasure comes from moving
about it so as to make the building move in turn, while we enjoy all the
combinations of its parts, as they vary: the column turns, depths recede,
galleries glide; a thousand visions escape from the monument, a thousand
harmonies .... The architectural structure interprets space, and leads to
hypotheses on the nature of space, in a quite special manner.95

Even architecture, which disposes of the most solid materials, is a
hypothesis about space, in much the same sense that words on a
page do not produce meaning directly but first divide the
page-and consequently thought and poetry-into significance.
Printed words constitute a hypothesis about verbal meaning that is
formulated in different ways by writer and reader.

The willed relationship between material and setting is another
way of defining intention and construction; construction begins
on the level of physical experience (words on a page, stone in
space, trees against a background), and proceeds thereafter to the
composition of a multiplicity of meanings. Mallarmc's preface to
"Un Coup de des jamais n'abolira Ie hasard" probably confirmed,
if not actually originated, the practice of exaggerating the physical
and spatial aspects of written language. Mallarrne explained to
readers that the asequential spaces on the page were to cause un
espacement de la lecture; as for the white spaces next to the
letters, they
assument I'importance, frappent d'abord; la versification en exigea, comme
silence alentour, ordinairement, au point qu'un morceau, lyrique ou de peu
de pieds, occupe au milieu, le tiers environ du feuillet: je ne transgresse cette
mesure, seulement la disperse .... IIne s'agit pas, ainsi que toujours, de traits
sonores reguliers ou vers=plutot, de subdivisions prismatiques de l'Idee ....
Tout se passe, par raccourci, en hypothese; on evite le recit, *96

·"take on importance, after having first struck one; versification demands this, as a
surrounding silence, ordinarily, to the point that a piece, either lyrical or having few feet,
takes up in the middle, about a third of the page: I do not transgress this rule, I only
disperse it .... This is not a matter, thus as always, of regular sonorous features or lines
of verse-rather, it is a matter of prismatic subdivisions of the Idea .... Everything
occurs, in an abridged fashion, hypothetically; one avoids narrative,"
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Ir;lllli, and, on the other hand, a set comprising words dispersed ill
Sp;Il'l', verbal presentation, and the transformations of which
Llliguage is capable, To begin in (or with) language, therefore, is to
ahandon the first set for the second. What is hypothetical (or
fictional) here is that such composition has no immediately
observable equivalent in reality; the hero of a novel, however,
I'l'fJr(,S(,lIts or embodies such an equivalence. Nevertheless, both
Ma llarrne and Valery misread novels polemically, I think, in order
to clarify the difference between language and visual reality (or
visual reality'S visual representation).

If this long excursus into Valery's Leonardo seems to
substitute rarefied indulgence for reasonable speculation, then one
can bring out the tendentiousness of Valery'S th(''JUght by
juxtaposing it to that of Freud, his contemporary. For Freud the
mutcrial of mental life is analyzable through language, since only
words can engage the unconscious skillfully enough for them to
hear its stresses. Dreams are not simply images that tell, for rather
it is the interpretation of dreams by words-the dreamer's words,
the analyst'S interpreting words-that tells about dreams. Among
llIany other negative characteristics of the unconscious, the
absence of pictures fairly describes it, according to Freud. Despite
his frequent comparisons between psychoanalysis and archeology,
Freud carefully distinguished material phenomena like rock,
temples, and statues from psychological energy. He said that
mental life is apprehended by psychoanalysis from three stand-
points-dynamic, economic, and topographical--each of which
deliberately resists visual analogy. When, very late in life, Freud
assessed the role of construction made by the analyst during
analysis, there, too, he steered clear of pictures. The analyst's task,
Freud writes, "is to make out what has been forgotten from the
traces which it has left behind or, more correctly, to construct
it. ,,98 Yet two things weigh against the analyst in the task-"that
psychical objects are incomparably more complicated than the
excavator's material ones and [that 1 we have insufficient knowl-
edge of what we may expect to find." Therefore, "for analysis the
construction is only a preliminary labour ."99
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III' ill ally scction of' the l'()IISll'lIl'tillll, accuracy cannot be
determined. The principa] reason is that there can be no direct
correspondence between a mental construction-whether made by
the patient, the analyst, or both together-and actual events.
Writes Freud:

The "upward drive" of the repressed, stirred into activity by the putting
forward of the construction, has striven to carry the important
memory-traces into consciousness; but a resistance has succeeded-not, it is
true, in stopping that movement-but in displacing it on to adjacent objects
of minor significance.1OO

The result of displacement is distortion or, to use Freud's word,
delusion. So curiously methodical is this process of distortion in
the attempt verbally and analytically to construct anything in
words that Freud remarks, for example, how an event of
importance to the patient may remain forgotten while details
surrounding it are recalled with amazing clarity. To convince a
patient tJ1at his recollection of these details is part of a delusion
is fruitless. "On the contrary, the recognition in these details of a
kernel of truth [buried in or distorted by auxiliary details] would
afford common ground upon which the therapeutic process could
develop." Freud's most complex insight now comes forward:

But none the less I have not been able to resist the seduction of an
analogy. The delusions of patients appear to me to be the equivalents of the
constructions which we build up in the course of an analytic treat-
ment-attempts at explanation and cure, though it is true that these, under
the conditions of a psychosis, can do no more than replace the fragment of
reality that is being disavowed in the present by another fragment that had
already been disavowed in the remote past .... If we consider mankind as a
whole and substitute it for the single human individual, we discover that it
too has developed delusions which are inaccessible to logical criticism and
which contradict reality.IOl

Both sorts of delusions, the patient's and the analyst's, build
up around a kernel of historical truth that by definition appears
exclusively in verbal subsitutions for the truth, or as an already
repudiated experience. Words, therefore, stand at the beginning,
are the beginning. of a series of substitutions. Words signify a
movement away from and around the fragment of reality. This is
another way of characterizing the human capacity for language.

65



'I'll 11',1'wllld,. I.'. III ~.Ilh~.IIIIIII'1hl'111 I'll ',"lll1'illll'I', 1,1,.1'I ,dl il
Il'alily. hl~IIIII!,d 11111h.III ,11-1'1111'1•.1 ,II 111.11111'hll 1:II'lld .uu]
Vai."IY as (01 M;dLIIIIII". NIt'I:t"dll'. (,,1111,111, ,111.1 "I hl'lS whos«
pru.il·('( is a LI.Jic;d o nv LtIl~lIa~l' is Ihi' ht'f',llIlIill~ Id' I'IIol{,('I
l'llll'l'prise which. despite its Sl'Clllill~ irr.u illilalil y. h.rx method.
The difficulty of this method is that it docs not imitutc nature,
hill rather displaces it. This method does not center about a
(''',~il(), nor does it issue from the cogito; in fact, the individual
subject has little more than a provisional authority to construct
hypotheses (substitutions) bearing a perhaps distressing, perhaps
Sl'dllctive resemblance to delusions. Finally, the logic of this
method is not to be found in biological succession-that is,
liliat iou=b ut as in the Oedipus complex, in departures and
divergences from it or entanglements of it.

The net result is to understand language as an intentional
structure signifying a series of displacements. Words are the
beginning sign of a method that replaces another method. The
series being replaced is the set of relationships linked together by
faillilial analogy: father and son, the image, the process of genesis,
a story. In their place stands: the brother, discontinuous concepts,
paragenesis, construction. The first of these series is dynastic,
hound to sources and origins, mimetic. The relationships holding
ill the second series are complementarity and adjacency; instead of
a source we have the intentional beginning, instead of a story a
construct ion . I take this shift to be of great importance in
Iwen tieth-century writing. Indeed, a principal argument of this
book is that a strong rationalist tradition in modern writing has for
too long been hidden behind a facade of gloomy, irrational
nihilism linked to a dynastic ideology. The progressive advance of
kuowlcdge , to which this shift belongs, displaces the burden of
responsibility from origin to beginning.

What this means is that one can understand the history of the
lIovel-as we shall be doing in Chapter 3-as a development from
ideas of originality to their bankruptcy. In a certain kind of
twentieth-century criticism, the crucial importance assigned to
structure represents the beginning of purposive movement away
from the automatic causality hitherto underlying the traditional
life-and-work schema. Language and mind consequently playa
redefined role in discourse-linguistic and psychological-about
language and mind. Most important, the text is transformed from
an original object into produced and producing structure whose
laws are dynamic not static, whose materiality is textual not
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anew. With wh.u I Yill' 01 (,1I11~1 illll~II"S,\ Illis uccurs is depicted m
the filial paragraph of Mallarllll"s "1.1' I)l'lIlOll de I'analogic":

Mais ou s'installe lirrecusablc intervention du surnaturel, et Ie
commencement de l'angoisse sous laquelle agonise mon esprit naguere
seigneur c'est quand je vis, levant les yeux, dans la rue des antiquaires
instinctivement suivie, que j'etais devant la boutique d'un luthier vendeur de
vieux instruments pendus au mur, et, a terre, des palmes jaunes et les ailes
enfouies en I'ornbre, d'oiseaux anciens, Je m'enfuis, bizarre, personne
condamnee a porter probablement Ie deuil de Pinexplicable Penultieme.*I02

The narrator begins by asking about a phrase ("La Penultierne
est morte") whose meaning eludes him, yet which sounds as if it
has been said before, or as if it is one in a series capable of
explanation. One syllable from this phrase (nul) recalls a lute's
tone; the narrator himself feels like a wing sliding over the
instrument. As he walks out of his apartment and then into the
street he sees his hand reflected in a shop window caressing
something; as he repeats the phrase he remarks with horror that he
is only repeating himself: "Je sentis que j'avais . . la voix meme
(la premiere, qui indubitablement avait ete unique)."lo3 At that
moment he stands at the beginning, surrounded by analogies-the
shop window exhibiting dispersed lutes and wings, a recollection
of the discomposed Muse now no longer the ongm of
poetry-facing the prospects of language he himself speaks. This
language has no source or meaning other than in his efforts both
to begin again and to make meaning. The preceding sounds and
meanings are only that-what has gone before. If they have
meaning, it is the meaning of whatever has ended, so that a
beginning may begin. Analogy is not exact correspondence, but a
similarity between units (the word, the lute, the wing) that the
writer must himself assemble. Finally, the structure he must make
now is fictional in that it cannot imitate what is, but must be a
new structure of meaning. The methods of the old Muse are
insufficient, and so too is the modern writer, for he is no
Muse-inspired seer. He must take his place in the community of

*"But where the irrecusable intervention of the supernatural and the beginning of that
agony under whose sway my formerly sovereign mind now agonizes-where this lodges
itself is when I saw, lifting my eyes, in the instinctively followed street of
antique-dealers, that I stood before a lute shop that sold old instruments hung on the
wall, and, on the ground, yellow palms and wings, buried in the shadow, of former birds,
I ran away, strange, a person condemned to mourn the inexplicable Penultimate."
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iAuerbach's retrospective analysis of his own work as a entre
reactivates many of these arguments with reference to literary
scholarship, In his essay "Philologie der Weltliteraturv'P" he at
first rejects the possibility of imposing continuity on all literary
prod uction merely by endless fact-gathering; the immediate
rich ness of literature is too great for that. He proceeds, however,
to the description of a synthesis performed by the critic, one that
depends on the choice of an appropriate Ansatzpunkt (point of
departure). I think that Auerbach's use of Ansatzpunkt (and not
AI/fang, "beginning") is deliberate; thus the constitutive, or
contructive, sense of beginning could be stressed. Neither "myth"
nor "the baroque," Auerbach stipulates, "can be suitable-points of
departure for they are concepts as slippery as they are foreign to
true literary thought" ;105 rather a phrase like, say, la cour et la
ville, fully embedded in the verbal reality of a historical period,
will present itself to the researcher's mind (since it is a phrase
common in seventeenth-century writings and not an entirely
manufactured one) and will thereby link itself to the regulating
inner movement of the period being studied. What is essential to
Auerbach's meditations is the critic's willingness to begin with the
proper instrument of discovery, forged from the language of the
period being studied.

Auerbach felt the Ansatzpunkt to be a term in the mind's
operation. It appears at first as a simple, single digit: he uses the
word figura, for instance, because it is found to have a special
place in many Latin texts. Detached from history and problem-
atized because of an insistence that attracts the researcher's
puzzled attention, key words like figura seem suited for a new
addition to our knowledge; they playa role similar to Saussure's
mot-theme. Yet a mechanical arithmetic is avoided when the
Ansatzpunkt is revealed as a symbol in a formidable algebra. A
point of departure is intelligible, just as X is intelligible in an
algebraic function or figura is intelligible in Cicero's orations; yet
its value is also unknown until it is seen in repeated encounters
with other terms in the set and with other, parallel functions or
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words or unk nowu symbols. ill Aucrb.rcli'« writ ing they enact the
combination of past and future woven into the historical fabric of
language, A mute term, relatively anonymous, has given rise to a
special condition of mind and has evoked the poignancy of time,
The beginning is an effort made on behalf of discursive continuity;
thus a term is converted into reconstructed history, a unit into a
synthesis.

At first a recurrence among other sentences, Auerbach's
Ansatzpunkt turns into a problem that asks the reason for its
persistence. Nihil est sine ratione. And persistence will give the
critic the opportunity to view a literature, or a so-called period, as
information amenable to study, as information in need of
interrogation. The extraordinary success of Mimesis is consid-
erably the result of the questions Auerbach asks of the text. His
chapter 1 is not the result of an empty chore-"compare and
contrast Homer and the Old Testament"; rather, Auerbach seems
to have asked himself why Homer's text wanders verbally in a way
that Exodus does not. Such interrogation creates notable effects,
of which one is the adumbration of hypotheses already contained
in the question. Thus the disparities between texts by Racine,
Corneille, Vaugelas, and Moliere are regularized by an overriding
code of significance-embodied in a repeated phrase, like la cour et
la ville, to which these texts seem directed-that links them all and
makes each of them intelligible despite the great differences
among them. Both Auerbach and Spitzer describe their evidence as
philological. Spitzer writes: "The philological character of the
discipline of literary history, .. is concerned with ideas couched
in linguistic and literary form, not with ideas in themselves (this is
the field of the history of philosophy) or with ideas as informing
action (this is the field of history and the social sciencesj.t"P''

Elsewhere Auerbach commends Zola for his daring, not to say
for his undertaking a hopeless task, in attempting to deal
novelistically with the tremendous complexity of the modern
world; this same world philosophically considered offers a
panorama of warring "facts," and is the one faced with trepidation
by a literary scholar of Auerbach's learning, or considered
philosophically by a philosopher of Husserl's radical energy. In his
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together, the commonness of their uudcrlying couvictious , and an
unswerving belief in a true philosophy, we have a pseudo-reporting
.uid a pseudo-criticizing, a mere semblance of philosophizing
seriously with and for one anothcr.Y'?" Yet only through the
voluntary imagining and the radical asceticism of a formal
willingness to undertake the bolus synoptically can the researcher,
whether novelist, critic, or philosopher, even begin his task.

I use formal in two interrelated senses. First, formal means
differentiated coherently and integrally. For example, when
Spitzer speaks of philological evidence, he differentiates that from
philosophical evidence. This may seem unclear to a scholar not of
Spitzer's generation, so we can say that differentiation is some-
times the specialized function of a received tradition, of a
discipline, of an institution-in this case, of philology. Second and
more important,formal means differentiated by virtue of constitu-
tive Iunction. For Spitzer not to have spoken mechanically of
philology there had to have been training and practice in putting
together evidence, which seemed as a result to cohere, whose
function is ultimately to articulate further the field of philology.
In both senses of formal, therefore, the beginning of an enterprise
is a hypothesis projected; it is subsequently to be tested and
confirmed. This is very far indeed from a sort of ritualized
program to be followed automatically by the would-be philologist.
In his preface to Les Mots anglais Mallarrne described a formal
willingness to do philology as a particular kind of intention, "a
double effort of memory and of intellect." This following
description applies well enough to any study of words whose
number and strangeness require methodical handling:

L'etude .veritable d'un idiome etranger, ebauchee petit, doit etre
continuee par vous, grand ou grandissant. Tout un dictionnaire s'offre,
immense, effrayant: le posseder, voila la tentative, la lecture de livres aidant
et une fois sus les rudiments de la grammaire.... Un pareil fouillis de
vocables range dans les colonnes d'un lexique, sera-t-il appele la arbitraire-
ment et par quelque hasard malin: point; chacun de ces termes arrive de loin,
a travers les contrees ou les siecles, a sa place exacte, isole celui-ci et cet autre
mele a toute une compagnie.... Tant d'actes, complexes et bien oublies,
recornmancant avec docilite, pour vous seul, attentif:i leur histoire: but des
plus nobles et tout philosophique .... Le don suffit; mais la methode aussi: et
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Begillllillgs and continuities (,'lnl'l'ivl'd in this spirit are an
appetite and a courage capable of taking in much of what is
ordinarily indigestible. Sheer mass, for example, is compelled into
a sentence or series of sentences. Books, names, ideas, passages,
quotations-like the ones I have used-adjust to a system of
relationships formally postulated for them; this is why Swift's
"Modest Proposal" is so perfectly illustrative both of itself as a
cannibalist tract as well as of the operations of criticism as formal
rethinking. For the obduracy of Irish peasant bodies that are
coerced into a marvelously fluent prose not unlike the obduracy
of books and ideas coexisting in something we call either
verbal reality or verbal history. A literary critic, for example, who
is fastened on a text is a critic who, in demonstrating his right to
speak, makes the text something that is continuous with his own
discourse; he does this first by discovering, then by rationalizing, a
beginning. Thus the critic's prose, like Swift's as it mimics the
cannibalism it propounds by showing how easily human bodies
can be assimilated by an amiable prose appetite, swallows resisting
works, passes them into passages that decorate its own course,
because it has found a beginning that allows such an operation. In
the cheerful optimism that it sometimes gives rise to, the
beginning resembles a magical point that links critic and work
criticized. The pomt is the meeting of critic and work and it
coaxes the work into the critic's prose. In finding a point of
departure invariably in the meeting of his criticism with the text
criticized, is the critic merely refinding his vision, his biases, in
another's work? Does this involve the hope that "prior" texts have

*"The true study of a foreign idiom, started as a smaU rough effort, must be continued
by you, made large or enlarging. A noble dictionary presents itself, immense, frightening:
to possess it, that is the effort to be made, the reading of books helping the process and
also, once they are known, the rudiments of grammar .... Such a medley of vocables
ranged in the columns of a lexicon will appear to be placed there arbitrarily by a malign
chance: not at all; each of those terms arrives to its exact place from afar, across
countries and centuries, this word isolated from all others, this one mixed in with a
whole company .... So many [linguistic 1 actions, complex and weU forgotten,
beginning their movement docilely, especially for you, who are attentive to their history:
one of the most noble of goals and one altogether philosophical. ... A gift suffices, but
method also: and it rests with he who has done or who will do his 'humanities.' A
whole genre of reminiscences, either vague or adventurous, wiu yield him up to real
Memory, a faculty in justaposition with notions or facts: and the best way of knowing
remains Science."
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These arc difficult questions. Let us examine Auerbach a little
more. His Ansatzpunlet, as I said above, is a sentence or phrase,
once spoken or written in a distance we call the past but now
mute: fa cour et la ville, for instance. Yet the recognition of its
wnnting-to-spcak , its importance in the present, transforms thc
/t usat zpunlet from an uninteresting recurring motto into an
instrurnen t for the critic's work; like Aeneas' moly, it guides the
critic through previously unnegotiable pathways. There must of
course be an act of endowment or assertion on the critic's part
beforc an innocuous verbal "point" can turn into the privileged
beginning of a critic's journey. The critic's belief, as well as his
reflective examination of the point, together germinate into a
criticism that is aware of what it is doing. Since a beginning of this
sort projects a future for itself in cooperation with the protocols
of critical prose-nowadays we speak of texts, meanings, and
allthors as coexisting in "literature" - the critic would like to
devise a means of working with this set of conventions. He would
also like to preserve what is unique and possibly strange in his own
work. At the sheer level of the writing itself, the critic accepts the
determination of linguistic and critical convention while hoping to
retain the freedom of possibility: the former is governed by
historical and social pressures, the latter by a point of departure
that remains exposed to its contingent, and yet rational, status,
one that encourages interrogation and retrospection. In the critic's
work, therefore, a vigilant method and a record of that method's
accomplishments are produced together. Valery'S invention of the
implex, with its capacity for multiplication, its systematic
variations, and its contingency is an ebullient rendering of this
union.P?

The point of departure, to return to it now, thus has two
aspects that animate one another. One leads to the project being
realized: this is the transitive aspect of the beginning-that is,
beginning with (or for) an anticipated end, or at least expected
continuity. The other aspect retains for the beginning its identity
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continued to I'n~a~1' Ill'idl'f!,f!,1'1'.TIIl·s.· Iwo sidl'S or the starting
point entail two styles 0" lhllugill. alld of imagination, one
projective and descriptive, the other tautolugical and endlessly
self-mimetic. The transitive mode is always hungering, like
Lovelace perpetually chasing Clarissa, for an object it can never
fully catch up with in either space or time. The intransitive, like
Clarissa herself, can never have enough of itself-in short,
expansion and concentration, or words in language, and the Word.
The relationship between these two aspects of the starting point is
given by Merleau-Ponty: "Whether it is mythical or utopian, there
is a place where everything that is or will be is preparing, at the
same time, to be spoken." ("Qu'il soit mythique ou intelligible, il
y a un lieu OU tout ce qui est ou qui sera, se prepare en merne
temps a etre dit.")lll

Mythical or utopian, this place of which MerIeau-Ponty speaks
is probably the realm of silence in which transitive and intransitive
beginnings jostle one another. Silence is the way language might
dream of a golden age, and words, R. P. Blackrnur says, are
sometimes "burdened with the very cry of silence," with their
very opposite and negation.1I2 Yet we do speak and we do write.
We continue to use language, its burdens and confusions notwith-
standing. The capabilities of language are not beggarly. For
articulated language is also a way of apprehending, of alluding to,
and even of dealing with what is unknown, or irrational, or foreign
to it, whether we call the unknown a myth, a dream, utopia, or
absolute silence. We never know, Eliot says, in any assertion just
what or how much we are asserting. The unknown can even be
called a beginning insofar as the beginning is a concept that resists
the stream of language. Since in its use language is preeminently a
reality, a presence, any reference to what precedes it and to what
is quite different from it is an unknown. Says Valery: "Creative
Ignorance. Why, yes; before the Word is before the Beginning.
Before .. the Before!':"!" If, as I speak, I refer to a beginning, I
am referring to what is not immediately present, unless I am
referring to the transitive, useful beginning defined as present for
the purpose of the discourse. The intransitive beginning is locked
outside language: it is unknown, and so labeled, as in Foucault's
magistral Histoire de la folie a ['age classique, where he demon-
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1 must kel'p ill mind t hur 1'1'1' p;'I~1' was wril t cu , or somehow
produced ill all act of writillg. Writillg is the unk nown , or the
hq.!;illnillg from which reading imagines and from which it departs
ill what Sartre calls a method of guided invention .'!" But that is
11.1' reader's transitive point of view, which is forced to imagine a
prior unknown that the reader calls writing. From the point of
view of the writer, however, his writing-as he does it-is
Ill'rpetually at the beginning. Like Rilke's Malte he is a beginner in
his own circurnstances.U! He writes for no real reason other than
his writing: he writes in order to write, or, as Sartre says of Genet,
to write something that he can read.' 16 What he has already
written will always have a power over him. But it, too, while he
writes, in the presence of his act of writing, is an unknown. It is
felt but not present. The writer is the widow of an insight. As
Eliot says:

It seems to me that beyond the namable, classifiable emotions and
motives of our conscious life when directed towards action-the part of life
which prose drama is wholly adequate to express-there is a fringe of
indefinite extent, of feeling which we can only detect, so to speak, out of the
corner of the eye and can never completely focus; feelin~ of which we are
only aware in a kind of temporary detachment from action. 17

The unknown absence, felt by the mind, is represented by
modern poets, critics, and novelists as an antecedent power that
ill criminates and is refracted-the word is Harry Levin's-in the
present: its mode of being, whether as horizon or as force, is
discontinuous with the present and partial in appearance.v'" The
great prior reality -whether we call it history, the unconscious,
Leonardo, God, or writing-is the Other (Milton's "great task-
master's eye"), present before, which is crucial to our Now. The
un known is a metaphor for felt precedence that appears in glances
backward, as an intimation of surrounding discomfort, as a threat
of impending invasion, always ready to wreck our tenuously
performed activity. It is Eliot's backward look, "the partial horror
and ecstasy"; it is Conrad's darkness, seemingly at bay yet ever
closer to springing forward and obliterating mind and light; it is
Kafka's trial that never takes place but is planned before K can do
anything, a trial endlessly circumvented but oppressively present
in its very impingements; it is Borges' ruins that gradually reveal
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haunting the critic whose readillg ahuts tire mountains and the
caverns of another's, an author's, mind at work: such critics
write critical poems imitating the behavior of the mind, At its
best, radical criticism is exactly like all radical activity: full of its
own changing, and haunted by its opposite, by the discontinuities
of the dialectic of writing, which it must reenact and record, Thus,
according to Blackmur, "criticism keeps the sound of ... foot-
steps live in our reading, so that we understand both the fury in
the words and the words themselves."119

Here, it seems to me, Freud's 1910 essay "The Antithetical
Meaning of Primal Words" is very relevant. In the work of the
philologist Karl Abel, Freud found linguistic and historical
confirmation of his view that signs or words in a dream can mean
their opposite or at least something radically different from their
appearance. Words in ancient Egyptian, according to Abel,
simultaneously imply their opposite and even their negation.
"Man," he goes on, "was not in fact able to acquire his oldest and
simplest concepts except as contraries to their contraries, and only
learnt by degrees to separate the two sides of an antithesis and
think of one without conscious comparison with the other." 120

Abel, unlike Freud, was a meliorist: Freud believed that words in
fact continue to imply their opposite, the known carrying with it a
considerable freight of the unknown. Reading thus involves us in a
regressive movement away from the text to what the words drag
along with them, whether that is the memory of the writing or
some other, hidden, and perhaps subversive opposite.

Because we must deal with the unknown, whose nature is by
definition speculative and outside the flowing chain of language,
whatever we make of it will be no more than probability and no
less than error. The awareness of possible error in speculation and
of a continued speculation regardless of error is an event in the
history of modern rationalism whose importance, I think, cannot
be overemphasized: this is to some extent the subject of Frank
Kermode's Sense of an Ending, a book whose justifiable bias is the
connection between literature and the modes of fictional thought
in a general sense. Nevertheless, the subject of how and when we
become certain that what we are doing is quite possibly wrong but
at least a beginning has to be studied in its full historical and
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Let me recapitulate some of the things I have been trying to
describe. The choice of a beginning is important to any enterprise,
even if, as is so often the case, a beginning is accepted as a
begillning after we are long past beginning and after our
apprenticeship is over. One of the special characteristics of
thought ever since the eighteenth century is an obsession with
beginnings that seems to infect and render exceedingly problem-
atic the location of a beginning. Two kinds of beginning emerge,
really two sides of the same coin. One, which I call temporal and
transitive, foresees a continuity that flows from it. This kind of
beginning is suited for work, for polemic, for discovery. It is what
Emile Benveniste describes as the "axial moment which provides
the zero point of the computation" that allows us to initiate, to
direct, to measure time to construct work, to discover, to produce
kllowledge.l2l Auerbach calls his Ansatzpunkt a handle by which
to grasp literary history: we find it for a purpose and at a time
that is crucial to us; but the act of finding it ought never to be all
interrogation, examination, and reflection unless we are willing to
forego work for preliminaries. A beginning is a formal appetite
imposing a severe discipline on the mind that wants to think every
turn of its thoughts from the start. Thoughts then appear related
to one another in a meaningful series of constantly experienced
moments.

There is always the danger of too much reflection upon
beginnings, In a sense, what I have been doing in this meditation
proves the hazards of such an undertaking. A single topic can
become the idee fixe mockingly transformed by Valery into an
epidemic of limitless titles: "On Omnivalent Ideas"; "On Omni-
valence as a Depressive Stimulus"; "On Omnivalence, and the
Treatment of Abnormal Favorities"; "On Omnivalent, Anti-logical
Hyperfavoritism" .... 122 In attempting to push oneself further
and further back to what is only a beginning, a point that is
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mind, vny much a bristlillg parad!lx. yel ;llso Vl'ry much a figure
of thought that draws special .u u-ut io» 10 itself. Its existence
cannot be doubted, yet its pcrt incucc is wholly to itself. Because it
cannot truly be known, because it belongs more to silence than it
docs to language, because it is what has always been left behind,
and because it challenges continuities that go cheerfully forward
with their beginnings obediently affixed-it is therefore something
of a necessary fiction. It is perhaps our permanent concession as
finite minds to an ungraspable absolute.

The absolute's felt absence has, I think, seemed particularly
necessary to the modern mind, mainly because the modern mind
finds it exceedingly difficult, perhaps impossible, to grasp presence
immediately. To paraphrase A, D. in Malraux's La Tentation de
l'occident: we lose the present twice-once when we make it, and
again when we try to regain it.123 Even in th~ midst of powerful
impressions upon us we find ourselves resorting to using inter-
vening techniques that deliver reality to us in palpable form. We
are peripatetic converts to every mediation we learn, and learning,
the process Vico described as autodidactic philology, then seems
more and more to be a matter of submitting to various linguistic
fatalisms. A critic, for instance, cannot take in literature directly;
as Auerbach said, the field is too minutely specialized now, too
vastly spread beyond our immediate ken. So we create sequences,
periods, forms, and measurements that suit our perceptual needs.
Once we have seen them, these orders are left alone: we assume
that they go on ordering to time's end, and there is nothing we can
do about it. These mediating orders are in their turn commanded
and informed by one or another moderately intelligible force,
whether we call it history, time, mind, or, as is the case today,
language. In Le Visible et l'invisible Merleau-Ponty writes:

If we dream of finding again the natural world or time through
coincidence, of being identical to the O-point which we see yonder, or to the
pure memory which from the depths of ourselves governs our acts of recall,
then language is a power for error, since it cuts the continuous tissue that
joins us vitally to the things and to the past and is installed between ourselves
and that tissue like a screen. The philosopher speaks, but this is a weakness
in him, and an inexplicable weakness: he should keep silent, coincide in
silence, and rejoin in Being a philosophy that is there ready-made. But yet
everything comes to pass as though he wished to put into words a certain
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arc arcqHcd Wl' rail uuk uowu. Bill, ,IS I h,IVI' uicd III show, tht'
unknown rcmuins with us to haunt liS [rom it s horizon cvcu afLl'"
we have consciously begun. Thlls the two types of beginning I
have been describing are separate in analysis, but not really
alto~ether separate in practice. When, after we begin, we hint at
the unknown we involuntarily borrow the words of our experi-
cucc , using them to harken back to an aspect of our experience at
the beginning, The archetypal unknown is the beginning, which is
also the certification of what we presently do, Newman called
such a beginning an economy of God, and Vaihinger called it a
summational fiction, We might call it radical inauthen ticity, or,
looking as far back as Husserl and Stevens did, the tautology at the
end of the mind, or with Freud, the primal word, literally, with an
antithetical meaning: the beginning that is not the one. Such a
beginning is the partially unknown event that makes us-and with
us, our world-possible as a vessel of significance. .-

Thc most peculiar thing about such a partially unknown
beginning-aside, that is, from its enduring shadow in our
minds-is that we make and accept it at the same time that we
realize that we arc "wrong." Its wrongness, however, resides in its
difference from the merely accidental. Properly considered, a
beginning shows us how much language, with its perpetual
memories of silence, can do to summon fiction and reality tu an
equal space in the mind. In this space certain fiction and certain
reality come together as identity. Yet we can never be certain
what part of identity is true, what part fictional. This will be true
as long as part of the beginning eludes us, so long as we have
language to help us and hinder us in finding it, and so long as
language provides us with a word whose meaning must be made
certain if it is not to be wholly obscure,
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The Novel as
Beginning Intention





IIN;" fully developed form as the g<eat classical novel, f.om
II,·I'Il· to Dickens and Balzac, narrative prose fiction is by no
IIII'.IIISa type of literature common to all traditions. Even in those
11.111 il ions of which it is a part, the novel has had a limited life.
1111\.I think, is an important fact. It may not tell us what the
111.wlis, but it can help us to understand what needs the novel has
IIiIl·d alid what effects it has produced among readers, societies,
.llId traditions in which the genre is significant. Let me limit
IlIysl'lr to a brief example that illustrates some of what I mean.
M, «lcrn Arabic literature includes novels, but they are almost
1111irl'ly of this century. There is no tradition out of which these
ur.ulc-rn works developed; basically at some point writers in Arabic
Iw,alllc aware of European novels and began to write works like
Ihl·1I1.Obviously it is not that simple; nevertheless, it is significant
Ih.11 the desire to create an alternative world, to modify or
.1I1~lllent the real world through the act of writing (which is one
11101ive underlying the novelistic tradition in the West) is inimical
III the Islamic world-view. The Prophet is he who has completed a
wt uld-view ; thus the word heresy in Arabic is synonymous with
11.1' verb "to innovate" or "to begin." Islam views the world as a
plenum, capable of neither diminishment nor amplification.
( :,.nsequently , stories like those in The Arabian Nights are
ornamental, variations on the world, not completions of it; neither
.11'1'they lessons, structures, extensions, or totalities designed to
illustrate either the author's prowess in representation, the
l·ducation of a character, or ways in which the world can be
viewed and changed.

Thus even autobiography as a genre scarcely exists in Arabic
literature. When it is to be found, the result is wholly special. One
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Ir;llIsl.lll,d ;ISSIII',IIII oll)c/y.~), Id will' hili,' 111:,1".111(11)21»)is Ih('
III1)sl illll'rl'Slill~, II dl'scrihl's thl' alllhlll':, hllylllH)d ill all E~ypliall
villa~l' early ill the celltury, At t lu: r inu- he wrote the book,
IIIISSl'ill was already a learned man of letters and cx-Azh.uit c
whose later European education wrought ill him a unique fusioll
lutwccu the traditional Islamic and occidental cultures, Hussein's
.uhicvcmcnts as a scholar, however, do not explain a remarkable
featllrc of AI-Ayam. For almost every childhood occurrence
u.matcd by Hussein is in some way connected with the Koran
not as a body of doctrine, but as a presence or fact of everyday
life, Thus the boy's greatest ambition is to memorize the Koran;
his father is happy when he does his recitation well and angry
when he docs not; his friends are all fellow learners; and so on and
011. The book's narrative style bears no resemblance to Koranic
Arabic, so there is no question of imitation and hence of addition
as in the Christian tradition. Rather one's impression is that life is
mediated by the Koran, informed by it; a gesture or an episode or
a feeling in the boy's life is inevitably reduced (always in an
inreresting way) back to a relationship to the Koran, In other
words, no actiou can depart from the Koran; rather each action
confirms the already completed presence of the Koran and,
consequently, human existence.

Examples like this make it apparent that a central purpose of
the Western novel is to enable the writer to represent characters
and societies more or less freely in development. Characters and
societies so represented grow and move in the novel because they
min or a process of engenderment or beginning and growth
possible and permissible for the mind to imagine, Novels,
therefore, are aesthetic objects that fill gaps in an incomplete
world: they satisfy a human urge to add to reality by portraying
(fictional) characters in which one can believe. Novels are much
1I10re than that, of course, Nevertheless, I should like now to
consider the institution of narrative prose fiction as a kind of
appetite that writers develop for modifying reality-as if from the
beginning-as a desire to create a new or beginning fictional entity
while accepting the consequences of that desire.

Every novel is at the same time a form of discovery and also a
way of accommodating discovery, if not to a social norm, then to
a specialized "novelistic" reading process. As Harry Levin has said,
the novel is an institution, wholly differentiated from the more
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III'. IIIVI'1I1ivc ru-s». Bol h Ihl'sl' LII Illr.~ ,11'1' I inu: alld culture-bound,
1"11 lu iw l'xacdy Lhey ;1I'l' bound has yl't fully to be studied. My
11"",,·. is Ihat invcnrion and restraint or as I shall call them,
.uu lu nitv " and "molcstution ," respectively--ultimately have con-

"'11'1'" Ihe novel because novelists have construed them together as
I"~.1~lIl1lill.~ conditions, not as conditions for limitlessly expansive
I" 1IIIIIai invention. Thus the novel represents a beginning of a very
I" ,', l:-'l·ly finite sort insofar as what may ensue from that
11I1·.lllIlillg. In this respect the classical novel has been a far more
. '"I'.l'I'vative and more precisely constraining beginning than would
, .r lurwisc be expected of a genre so explicitly committed to
t.rhulat ion. Alain Robbe-Grillet makes this point in his polemic
.,II.ICkillg outdated conceptions of the novel, "Sur quelques
II,,, IIIIIS perirnees" (1957),2 an essay that accurately notes just
I" 'w severe and timebound are critical constraints upon the form.

By my two terms, authority and molestation, I wish to
uu luatc the kind of perspective I am now adopting. Authority
'oIll~gl'sts to me a constellation of linked meanings: not only, as the
I II':!) tells us, "a power to enforce obedience ," or "a derived or
,11'lq~ated power," or "a power to influence action," or "a power
I" inspire belief," or "a person whose opinion is accepted"; not
"illy those, but a connection as well with author-that is, a person
wllo originates or gives existence to something, a begetter,
11I'ginner, father, or ancestor, a person also who sets forth written
'''.1 tcments, There is still another cluster of meanings: author is tied
I" the past participle auctus of the verb augere; therefore auctor,
.1' cording to Eric Partridge, is literally an increaser and thus a
louuder." Auctoritas is production, invention, cause, in addition
III meaning a right of possession. Finally, it means continuance, or
.1 causing to continue. Taken together these meanings are all
gillunded in the following notions: (1) that of the power of an
mdividual to initiate, institute, establish-in short, to begin; (2)
Ihat this power and its product are an increase over what had been,
Ihere previously; (3) that the individual wielding this power
mn trols its issue and what is derived therefrom; (4) that authority
maintains the continuity of its course. All four of these abstrac-
Iions can be used to describe the way in which narrative fiction
.isscrts itself psychologically and aesthetically through the tech-
nical efforts of the novelist. Thus in the written statement,
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sham. Molestation, then, is a consciousness of one's duplicity,
OIlC'S confinement to a fictive, scriptive realm, whether one is a
character or a novelist. And molestation occurs when novelists and
critics traditionally remind themselves of how the novel is always
subject to a comparison with reality and thereby found to be
illusion. Or again, molestation is central to a character's experience
of disillusionment during the course of a novel. To speak of
authority in narrative prose fiction is also inevitably to speak of
the molestations that accompany it.

Authority and its molestations are at the root of the fictional
process; at least this is the enabling relationship that most fiction
itself renders. Later we shall examine some reasons why this is so.
But the problematic of novelistic fiction from the early eighteenth
century on is how narrative institutes, alongside the world of
common discourse, another discourse whose beginning is im-
portant-indeed, crucial-to it, located as it is in the responsibility
taken for it by the begetting writer/speaker. Yet this fictional
progenitor is bound by the fact that he is always at a remove from
a truly fundamental role. It is no accident, I think, that James and
Conrad, those exceptionally reflective autumnal craftsmen of
fiction, made this tantalizing distance from a radical beginning the
theme of much of their best work. Heart of Darkness explores
beginnings paradoxically through a series of obscuring narrative
frames; borne from one narrative level to another, Marlow's
African adventure gains its power from the uniqueness, the
strangeness, of its persistence in those levels, not unequivocally
from the strangeness of the experience itself. The heart of the
matter-Kurtz's experience-is posited outside Marlow's discourse,
which leaves us to investigate, if we can, the speaker's authority.
By the end of the tale we are aware of something that Marlow has
given birth to that eludes empirical verification, even as it rests
most securely upon the fact that Marlow has delivered it. Here, in
most of its senses, authority is involved, except that we are
required to accept that authority as never final. There is
derivation, begetting, continuity, augmentation-and also a nag-
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Nil wti t rr b('tlili' 1:ll'lld .llId NII'fI·.111I' III Illy kliliwll'dgl' bas so
. 1I,·.....~iVl'ly iuvc-xt ig;lll'd SllIIII' III III!'~" 11111ililis as Kicrkcgaard ,
\VII<',~I'IIIl'dilaliIlIlSl'X;lIl1illl' IIIIIIT t ha n a ITlllmy of Iict ional author-
II\' '1'" rl'ad 'f'It!· Point 0./ Vi!'/I' ./or A1y Work (IS all Author (written
III '~HH; published IHSlJ) simply as clllllmcntary on his own work
I'. III rllh it of its mosr vuscful insights. For there Kierkegaard
I'IIIIH'S what is fundamental to all writing (preeminently fiction
,111.1personal discourse) in the center of which is the relationship
111'1Wl'CII a focal character whose voice for the reader is authorita-
IIVI' .uid the nature of the authorship such a voice entails. It is of a
1,.llId with the relationship between Isabel Archer, for example, the
"" IVl'llIeIH of whose consciousness the reader attends to very
1.111'flilly, and the type of writing James had to practice in order to
l'llid lice her. Behind both is the generative authority that as
""lldar critics we characterize as "imaginative," but which
1\Il'I kegaard the Christian called "divine governance" (Styrelse).
'1'1,,· role of such governance is described only after Kierkegaard
1.1ys out the principles that have distinguished his work. He has
111'1'11writing two sorts of books, he says: aesthetic and religious.
'1'111'former sort seems to contradict the more obviously urgent
11,1igious works, but Kierkegaard wants it understood that the
.usrhctic books have been designed, in manner at least, to deal
wilh serious questions in a mode suitable to the frivolity of his
I 1111temporaries. Taken alone, then, the aesthetic works would be
I 1111fusing, not to say hopelessly lacking in seriousness. But viewed
.I~ IIccessary preparations for the directly religious works, his
.usthetic writings become indirect, ironic communications of
Iligher truths.

Here we have the characteristic Kierkegaardian figure of
«-pctition. The aesthetic works are what he calls a dialectical
r.-duplication of the truth: "For as a woman's coyness has a
n-Icrence to the true lover and yields when he appears, so, too,
dialectical reduplication has a reference to true seriousness.':"
There is a strict connection between aesthetic and religious, one
Ihat binds them together in bonds of necessity: the religious is a
prior, more important truth given in secondary, ironic and
dissembling forms. The aesthetic wbrks do not occur in a void,
even though it appears otherwise, so striking is the freedom of
t licir expression. We must remember, therefore, that "there is a
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dill('I('II( (' 111'1W('('II WI il illt', 1 '" .1 Id,lllk ,,1(1"'1 ,.t 1"'1"'1 ,I lid III illgillg
III li",11I I,), lill' ;lpplic;11 ill II III .1 , .111',1" 11111.1,I 11'\ I wl: il II i:. hidd('11
II 11tin ;(1I111h('l" Il'Xl."~ '1'1", ;((':'llll'll, hid .. " ,II ',It',II,ds II", rl'ligiolls,
,illst as Socrates' co m ic pnsollalil y (11111 (',d,~ I hl' dl'l'pl'st snious
ness. We accept the indirect 11IOdl', which Sl'l'lllS to lIullify tlu-
truth in order that the truth lIlight eillnge 11IOIT fully later. This is,
says Kierkegaard, a teleological suspension practiced so that the
truth may become truer,

Kierkegaard's authorship is a deliberately composite one; and
tile patron of his enterprise is Socrates, to whom he devoted his
master's thesis, The Concept of Irony. What always interests
K ierkegaard is the difficulty of speaking directly to an unrespon-
sive audience about matters for which silence is the most suitable
expression. The difficulty, however, reflects as much on the
author's weakness as it does on that of his audience. In an
extremely long footnote to a phrase in chapter 3 of The Point of
View, Kierkegaard argues that his total authorship is a superfluity
only because he has depended on God and has been a ~eak human
being; otherwise his work would have come to grips with the
human situation and "would have been interrelated with the
instant and the effective in the instant.l'" So in his aesthetic works
Kierkegaard is the strong author whose mode conceals the true
weakness vis-a-vis God which the religious author was at pains to
reveal. The aesthetic, then, is an ironic double, a dialectical
reduplication, of a religious truth. The human author augments
and is strong, whereas with regard to the divine he is weak; the
divine causes his work to stand apart and to appear to be
superfl uous to the here and now.

One aspect of authorship, then, is its contingent authority, its
ability to initiate or build structures whose absolute authority is
radically nil, but whose contingent authority is a quite satisfactory
transitory alternative to the absolute truth. Therefore, the
difference between Abraham's true authority in Kierkegaard's
Fear and Trembling and the narrator's contingent authority is that
Abraham is silent, whereas the narrator universalizes in language;
the point is that any absolute truth cannot be expressed in words,
for only diminished, flawed versions of the truth are available to
language. This is as much as to say that fiction alone speaks or is
written-for truth has no need of words-and that all voices are
assumed ones. The importance of Kierkegaard's formulations is
that he is particularly adept in describing the tactics of his
authorship, with its recourse to revealing pseudonyms, and that he
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1',111,,11' gl'lIl'I,t1ly .u c ur.u r III dl"','ltillllp.111I' 1,11111·.• 01WIIIIIII',IIt,11
• ,,"11"11 IIII' ;1111111'1~.1'11IIIII~.. IIIII.,.ly III 11',1111',,III ,1·.~.IIl1lt'dVIIII'l' ,
1'111'. vllin' SIIIIIld,\ I crt aiu 1ll'l'all~.I' II ;IPP,lIl'lIlly (III ill Llct)
",(,'I//i,ll/.dlv dl'll'I'lllilll'S its IIWII w,ly ,11111v;t1iILtIl's it s prllnounce-
1111'111~ hy accl'ptahll' and so nu-ri nu-s dr.uuatic means. Thus
I'~11'1k"haard. callin~ himself jolumucs de silentio in order ironical-
I\, II' rc iuiud LIS how far his words are from Abraham's silence and
111I11t. writes the f()lI()wi~lg mock disclaimer in Fear and Trem-
"Illig .'

The present writer is nothing of a philosopher; he is, poetice et
..I, ',I!,III tcr, an amateur writer who neither writes the System nor promises of
rI", System, who neither subscribes to the System nor ascribes anything to it.
I [r- writes because for him it is a luxury which becomes the more agreeable
.uul morc evident, the fewer there are who buy and read what he writes.'

Yet the assumed voice's authority is a usurped one, for behind
1111' voice is the truth, somehow and always unapprehendable,
"Il'lilicible to words, and perhaps even unattractive, to which the
VI lilT remains subservient in an entirely interesting way. (It is
1"'lltaps worth suggesting here that the novel is the aesthetic form
." servitude: no other genre so completely renders the meaning of
.ccondariness.s Here again Kierkegaard is very subtle. The relation-
"Itil' between truth and its artistic version is dialectical, not strictly
III imctic=by which I mean that Kierkegaard permits the aesthetic
,I uia x imum freedom without losing an awareness of the aesthetic's
«-wording of the religious, without forgetting its precarious status.
III other words, we are to understand the dialectical connection as
Ilia king ironic the convincing pretensions of the aesthetic.

Any novelistic narrative has for an immediate referent the act
.,I' speaking or writing: "I speak ... ," or "It is spoken ... ," or
"He speaks .... " Beyond that, of course, the narrative is not
»hliged to be "real" except in the formal ways analyzed at great
Il'ngth in such works as Wayne Booth's Rhetoric of Fiction. 8
K ierkegaard's insistence upon the inventiveness and freedom of
1he aesthetic (i.e., the fictional) mode emphasizes how narratives
do more than simply and generally repeat reality: they create
another sense altogether by repeating, by making repetition itself
the very fqrm of novelty. Thus, as Gilles Deleuze has shown, such
intentional repetition opposes the laws of nature and the moral
law, goes beyond good and evil, and stands against the generality
of habit and the particularity of memory. Moreover, such
intentional repetition "appears as the logos of the solitary, the
singular, the logos of the private thinker ."9 The actuality of the
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repel il ill II wit Ir I Ire l'SSl'IIIT III' .. 11';111. III. 11111 ," :.I.lvisir t run scrip

Iion :

If (;od himself had not willcd rcpe tit iou , th .. wIII'l.! would never have
come into existence. He would either have followcd thc light plans of hope,
or He would havc recalled it all and conserved it in recollection. This He did
not do, therefore the world endures, and it endures for the fact that it is a
rcpetition. Repetition is reality, and it is the seriousness of life. 10

Kierkegaard everywhere insists on the individuality of the
aesthetic repeating voice. It is neither abstract nor vaguely
communal. In an important passage in The Concept of Irony he
discusses the most distinctive feature of the ironic, aesthetic voice:

But the outstanding feature of irony ... is the subjective freedom which
at every moment has within its power the possibility of a beginning and is not
generated from previous conditions. There is something seductive about every
beginning because the subject is still free, and this is the satisfaction the
ironist longs for. At such moments actuality loses its validity for him; he is
free and above it. II ~

What the ironic voice goes on to create is a "usurped totality" of
progression based on a seductive beginning. Insofar as an author
begins to write at all he is ironic, since for him, too, there is a
deceptive, subjective freedom at the outset. The distance that
separates him from actuality is a function of his
personality-which, Kierkegaard says, "is at least momentarily
incommensurable with actuality"12 -and, we might add, of his
continuing, augmenting authority. But we must never forget the
abiding truth, from which the author departs in search of his new
fulfillmen t.

Kierkegaard's analysis of authorship exposes the uneasiness
and vacillation with which narrative fiction begins and from which
it develops. If we suspend for a moment our lifelong familiarity
with fiction and try not to take the existence of novels for
granted, we will see that the seminal beginning conception of
narrative fiction depends simultaneously upon three special
conditions. The first of these is that there must be some strong
sense of doubt that the authority of any single voice, or group of
voices, is sufficient unto itself. In the community formed among
reader, author, and character, each desires the company of another
voice. Each hears in the other the seductive beginning of a new
life, an alternative to his own; and yet each grows progressively
aware of an authenticity systematically betrayed during the course
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I IiII 1111,,(,' ,\I iII I )111I1I III',I I\II II Ik (' III 1\1 " I, 1/, ' ,1/, u, I, I, ' ,',I,', 111111111
11t'1'"Ill ill II 1111.1'1'"'Ill" I;llillll~,1I1 ',11111,'III,' .1111""'1111111111I I.e (Jill'
"III' presl'lIlly leads; illljll'lIl'd hy 11.11,\,'rx Ill', I.u ioux, she becomes
.uu u lu-r pl'rsoll ill her Illarriage III Ill', <:asalil)()II, What she leaves
IlI'hllid dllrillg that unhappy l'piSlldl' she later recovers in a form
1I'II'IIlTl'd by the cx pcricncc ()f selfdecepti()n, Initially dissatisfied
IVIII. herself, she doubles ....her life by adding a new one to it. She
"""~ rh is by the authority of her personality, yet her travails are
1111less the result of that molesting authority. So too for Eliot,
WI.II creates Dorothea in the enactment of her (Eliot's) will to be
.111111her. Similarly the reader, who allows Dorothea the benefit of
III~doubt about his isolated self.

The inaugural act of usurpation once performed-because of
Idl'asure taken in a free beginning, because of a desire to
((·duplicate, to repeat life in a more accessible form-there follows
I I.usolidation of the initial gain by various means. One is by the
.11 .umulation of prerogatives. Notice how skillfully this is done by
l lurk Finn at the opening of his narrative, as he asserts his right to
11·11 us his version of things:

You don't know about me without you have read a book by the name
"I Adventures of Tom Sawyer, but that ain't no matter, That book was made
Ily Mr. Mark Twain and he told the truth, mainly, There was things which he
·,I.l'tched, but mainly he told the truth. That is nothing. I never seen anybody
11111 lied one time or another.13

()ll.er means include strengthening one's belief in one's project,
I ultivating psychological arrangements, and placing useful as well
.IS frightening things in convenient locations.

In the chapter in Capital entitled "The Secret of Primitive
Arcumulation ," Marx traces the growth of capitalist society from
Ihe dissolution of feudal society in terms that deserve mention
IlI're: he claims that once the individual has "escaped from the
Il'f.!;ime of the guilds, their rules for apprenticeship and journey-
IIll' 11 , and the impediments of their labour regulations," he
hccomes a free-seller of himself, and thereby a producer first-
halld,14 Of course, Marx adds, this is really just another form of
«uslavement, for man has been robbed of his personal means of
production: he therefore creates others, alternative to his own,
.ind then falls prey to the illusion that he has free labor power.
The real power is elsewhere, but the illusion persists that the
individual is in control of his life as he generates values and
prerogatives suitable to his condition. This is perfectly consonant
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Willi WiLlI I'ip d'II"'; ill (:11',1/ /:'/"',/"11""" '" II, 1,·.II,·d. III' I.lh"I'.\
III hI' ;1 lilT f!,l'lIrI"lIlall 11';lIlill!, .. 1 1'."1111,'111.111", Id,' wilil(· ill 1;1('1 hI' i~
l'IISlaVl'd hy all (HIlCISl who ILL', illIll'.(·11 IlI"'1I villilili/l'd hy
society. By his schellles Pip ~rallls hilll~1'11 1111' I'if!,ill 10 11I;JlIlIl'I"S,
thoughts, and actions that dispose ()j" lifl' wit I. gralld ease, It is
with the exposure of the falscness of these schemes, as well as with
t he actual successes he manages, that the novcl is concerned.

Thc systematic reinforcement of illusions, which Marx and
Engels treated earlier in The German Ideology, underlies Pip's
course in Great Expectations. His progress up the social scale is
SlI pported by every character in the novel, so committed is
everyone (Joe Gargery included)-in thought, at least-to an
ideology that equates money with privilege, morality, and worth.
Although the novel itself licenses Pip's expectations, it also
mercilessly undercuts them, mainly by showing that these expecta-
tions are inherently self-limiting. That is, Pip can neither hold
expectations nor realize them without a patron who makes them
possible. Thus Pip's freedom is dependent upon ;yJ unnamed
patron who requires visits to Jaggers, who requires that no
questions be asked, and so on. The more Pip believes he is acting
on his own, the more tightly he is drawn into an intricate web of
circumstances that weighs him down completely; the plot's
progressive revelation of accidents connecting the principal charac-
ters is Dickens's method of countering Pip's ideology of free
upward progress. For Marx, the equivalent of Dickens's plot is
history, which progressively reveals how one or another "free-
dom" is in fact a function of class interest and alliances and not
really freedom at all: hence the illusion of free labor-power that
allows the worker to think he can do as he pleases, whereas in fact
he dangles on strings pulled by others.

The second special condition for generating narrative fiction is
that the truth-whatever that may be-can only be approached
indirectly, by means of a mediation that, paradoxically, because of
its falseness makes the truth truer. In this context, a truer truth is
one arrived at by a process of elimination: alternatives similar to
the truth are shed one by one. The elevation of truth-resembling
fiction to preeminence becomes a habitual practice when fiction
comes to be considered the trial of truth by error. In trying to
account for this rationale we enter a realm of speculation to which
the best guide is Vico. In The New Science, Vico focuses his
inquiries on a point of original juncture of three primal elements:
human identity, human history, and human language. Since these
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.11',11IIII' (1I1111111l1l'III,',w it h wlu. II IIII' 1111\,(,111111',1IlI'f',llI II~,w.u k ,
, ,I' II (" w h i(h iii II I IIIII 111.11v1.111,Ii III ", , IIll' «' I I('~;1'( 111.1"IIt 'l'
1"'1W('('II Vi," .uu] t lu: "llgl'llti<-1111l'1I1 III ,I 1I1IVI'I is worth
',lllIllIill~. 1,,'1 liS klTp ill miru], i'il'st 1Ii' ;111,t hat ill the center uf a

lit Iv(,1 is thl' ch;ll'actl'l' who, unlike his COlllltl'l'part ill the classical
,II,IIILI, is uo t couccclc«] at the vl'I'y outset to be a known figure.
1""11 jones, Clarissa, Robinsou Crusoe, Tristram Shandy, Ahab,
[uln-u Sorel, Frederic Moreau, Stavrogin--all these are figures
,klihl'l'<Itcly and specifically original, however much they are
f',"lInally of one type or another; they are not Oedipus or
I\f".1IIll'llInOn, for whose portrayal the dramatist relies upon a
,"III1I1OIl mythic past, or upon a community of socially invested
1'.tlIICSand symbols. A novel's protagonist may resemble a known
,ll.ll'actcr, but the filiation is an indirect one. Whatever we
1"( 1I~lIize in the novelistic character we do at another level of
1I111('hless prominence-that is, at the level of private authority.

-l uthority ; says Vico, comes from auctor, which "certainly
""IIl'S from autos (proprius or suus ipsius)"; thus the word's
,II igild meaning is "property." Property is dependent upon
1IIIIIIan will and upon choice; therefore, it is axiomatic for Vieo
111.11"philology observes the authority of human choice, whence
, 'lilies consciousness of the certain." So the study of language
I('(I Ivers the conscious choices by which man established his
«Icurity and his authority: language preserves the traces of these
,hllices, which a philologist can then decipher. Opposed to
1,IIiloiogy is philosophy, "which contemplates reason, whence
,"IIICS knowledge of the true."IS Note the demarcation: on the
IIIIl' hand, language, authority, and certain identity, on the other
h.rud , the true. Certainty pertains to poetic creation (and its
understanding to philology), for creation does its work in three
h ums of authority: divine, human, and natural. By this Vico
111I';)I1Sthat human history is made by man in three stages of
mythologized power, three phases of locating human interests and
Illrming agencies to maintain them. In the divine phase, the gods
Ii x the giants by chaining the latter to earth (terrore deJixi) :
whatever man fears he divides into a subduing and a subdued
power. Thus Jove and the chained giants. In the second or human
phase, the giants, who have been wandering the earth, learn to
(llntrol their bodies, thereby exercising will. They inhabit caves,
.llId settle there, domesticated. Finally, after a long period of
settlement, they become lords of dominion, occupation, and
possession, A third division occurs: there are gentes majores, or
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p(,lIpl" IIVI'!" w lu uu rlh'Y Ildl' 1111 III,' IIti II' I 11.11111 II,

Vi,"''s t(,1'1I1 (Ill' this Slllt'('ssillil III 111'1111.1", "I'"l't it' h ist ory ,"
d('si!!,lIatl's not so much a "rc.rl " ,~I''1IIl'IIII' ,IS a rvt rospcct ivr
coustruction , What the co nstruct iou dl'snilH's. however, is rc.rl
cnough , even if its figures are highly metaphorical, It is thl'
insritution of a humanized milieu, populated with beings and
muintaincd by an authority that conserves itself while slowly beillg
reduced from grandiose powers to more and more sharply
differentiated functions-just as, for example, in Mansfield Park
Fanny apprehensively enters the wealthy environment of her
aunt's house, then slowly comes to understand and live with it
enough to disapprove of her cousins' mistreatment of its spirit.
The pivotal moment in Vico's sequence is the Flood, or great
rupture, an event that separates man's history into two distinct
types that thereafter flow concurrently: sacred history and gentile
history. Of the first Vico has little to say, except that it is in a sort
of permanent rapport with God. The second is mankind's, an
alternative to the first: it is the "new" life sought by Julien Sorel,
or the one created perforce by Crusoe. Like Kierkegaard, Vico sees
things in a double perspective, aesthetic and religious. And like
Kierkegaard's writing, his is more fluent, more at home in the
former than in the latter. The important point is that both men
see that the aesthetic (or poetic) requires a reconstructive
technique (since it is an order of repetition), that it gives rise to a
special manner of being and to a universe of distinctions, while
always remaining conscious of its alternative status. What is most
in teresting about this alternative consciousness is that it is a valid
and even necessary institution of life despite the relative sub-
servience of its position, which we may call aesthetic and ironic
with Kierkegaard, or poetic and fictional with Vico.

The third special condition for the generation of novelistic
fiction is an extraordinary fear of the void that antedates private
authority. This, I think, is one of the less well-noted themes of the
novel which extends at least as far back as Robinson Crusoe. For
in the shipwreck that casts him into his island wilderness, Crusoe is
"born," with extinction always threatening afterward, and with
his new-gained and constantly experienced authority over his
domain providing the safeguard of his continuing existence. A
whole range of principal characters in fiction are based upon the
same premise: orphans, outcasts, parvenus, emanations, solitaries,
and deranged types whose background is either rejected, myster-
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"011',, III 1111"IIIIWII, SII'IIII'\ 1."01 111.1111111\\'111, 'i'11',11,1111\ 1'"11, Il'Y"
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1,11.,' Ih.11 1\ 1('1111;,1III IIII' IIIIVI,li·.li, 1111111'1"111111011II.IIall(,I';llId
I" II', I l'I'Il'SI'III;11 ill II ill hllgll.lg(', W(,Il' il 11<" "II ,I Il',i(,llillilid' the
11I'IIIVIIIIIIIS vllid, IlIllh lsh m.rr] .uul Pip, I,II' c x.uuph-, would be
111I11,11I";lhll', lsluu.nl pllillll'dly tl'lls us Ihat I,is narrative of
,1111,1'",11.1r x isll'lll'l' is a substitute for the philosophical flourish
\\'111, wllich Ca to threw -Lilllscif upon his sword. And the bond
I.. IWI'l'1I t hI' character's novelistic life and the death from which
'I' ,·.~I;lyl'd while he lasts before us is querulously summed up in
II", N~I!,I!('r of the Narcissus by James Wait, who announces, "I
11111'.1livr till I die,"

I sa id paren thctically above that the novel is a literary form of
,' •• Ilidarillcss; herc wc can refine this generality to say that the
""1'1,1 urak cs, procrcates, a certain secondary and alternative life
I" "".ihll· for heroes who are otherwise lost in society. In a sense,
IIII' IIIlVc!'S attitude as a formal institution toward its drama tis
",'"II',/(' is that of a chiding father who has endowed his children
\\'11h a patrimony and an abode he himself cannot really ever
1"IIII'I"ish. In being the author-and notice how this applies
"I'I,,1ly to the writer/author, the novel-father/author and the
I 11.11.utcr/au thor-i-one engages oneself in a whole process of
1.1,,11ion not easily escaped. In this (as in so much else) Don
f !lIi.l'o/(' is exemplary. There is the Cervantes-Sidi Hamete-Quixote
11-1.,1ionship. There is the Amadis-Quixote relationship, there is the
,1',1«nishingly fertile link between Quixote and Panza-now one,
IIIIW the other rears his partner in the furthering and fathering
'1111h of illusion; and there is, as every novelist and historian of the
IIIIVI'I avers, Don Quixote itself as parent novel. James Wait's "I
IIIIISI live till I die" is an alternative way of saying that as a
IIIIvl,listic character he must live in that abode, in the family of
1111'11(the crew) which is taken by the novelist to be the stuff of
III I ion and which is, so far as the plot is concerned, inherited from
IIiI' a nd from the life of novels, therefrom to be fashioned into a
11I1l'of succession. This line and this sense of heritage, it seems to
1111',stands at the absolute center of the classical novel; and yet
I" IW interestingly secondary, how intentionally flawed and derived
,I line it is. I shall return to it presently.

In using Marx, Kierkegaard, and Vico to point up requisite
I ouditions for fiction I have tried to parallel their thought with
Ihl' novel's ground in human experience. Thus the philosopher or
historian belongs in his work to a common mode of conceiving
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we Illay remark t hc siniilurit ics 1H'IWI'I'1I 11r,,"~1r1 t har produces
philosophical works, for instance, aml Ihllll~hl that produces
novels, Yet the difference is no less crucial. It is a differcllce ill
degree, The difference between Kierkegaard's anthropology of
authority and, say, Pip's in Great Expectations is that Pip is more
of an augmenter, continuer, and originator, both because Dickens
willed it so and because that is Pip's essence as a character. As to
the productive impulse that has such staying power that is not
commonly diverted into either philosophy or history (Tolstoi is an
exception), we can look ahead briefly to Freud for an explanation.

In any of the reconstructive techniques, whether history,
philosophy, or personal narrative, the objective, according to
Freud, is both to create alternatives to a confusing reality and to
minimize the pain of experience. In other words, the project is an
economic one. Yet insofar as it is also a repetitive prqcedure it has
to do with instincts leading the mind over ground already traveled.
Some instincts are life-promoting, others return one to the primal
un ity of death. The novelistic character gains his fictional
authority, as we saw, in the desire to escape death; therefore, the
narrative process endures so long as that essentially procreative
will persists. Yet because a character's real beginning takes place in
the avoidance of the anonymity of pure negation-and this is
nowhere more beautifully described than in the first and last
volumes of Proust's novel-there is a simultaneous pressure exerted
upon him by that which he is always resisting. The dernystifica-
tion, the decreation or education, of illusions, which is the
novel's central theme-and, paradoxically, its own alternate
theme-is thus an enactment of the character's increasing
molestation by a truer process pushing him to an ending that
resembles his beginning in the midst of negation. The sheer length
of the classical novel can almost be accounted for by the desire to
initiate and promote a reduplication of life and, at the same time,
to allow for a convincing portrayal of how that sort of life leads
inevitably to the revelation of a merely borrowed authority. The
element that contains as well as symbolizes the whole enterprise is.
as recent critics have shown, the language of temporal duration.'?

But whether we depict the narrative in temporal or strictly
verbal terms, the important thing is that one must understand
narrative as wholly qualified by the extremely complex authority
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l'ngages our serious intcrcxt as readers. 1:llr Pip's illusions there are,
as an unforgl·ttable counrcrpoisc, Miss Havish.uu's solitary paral-
ysis: whereas he gelll'rates a life for himself whose falseness is
more and more manifest, she does next to nothing, memorialized
in the sarcophagus of Satis House. Late in the novel he tells her
accusingly, "You let me go on"; what is enough for her is only the
beginning for Pip. And Dorothea's affections and aspirations
contrast sharply with Dr. Casaubon's frigid personality, symbol-
ized by his unfinished, locked-up manuscript. Lastly, James
contrasts Isabel's flights with Osmond's perfect retreat at
Roccanera, the one whose manner is that of a beautiful projector,
the other the creature of a prison from which all humanity has
been excluded. Within a novel, then, the principle of authority
provides a motion always attempting to steer clear of obstacles
that emerge to inhibit, maim, or destroy it utterly.

In historical novels of the early nineteenth century there are
figures of authority to whom the protagonists are subordinate.
Cardinal Borromeo in I Promesi Sposi and the King in Quentin
Durward, to mention only two examples, each serves within the
novel as a reminder of the limits to a character's secular power,
limits that are vestiges of the "real," historical world, the truer
realm, which persist into the fiction. Yet the function of each will
become incorporated into the character's increasing
self-consciousness of his weakness in the world, in the same way
that the Marshalsea Prison in Little Dorrit is still more a
psychological molestation of poor Mr. Dorrit when he is free than
even it was in reality. The incorporation of reality into the great
realistic novels of the mid-nineteenth century is performed by
converting figures of secular authority into forms of sociomaterial
resistance faced by the protagonists. If these forms are not
imaginatively represented by cities-as in the Paris of Balzac and
Flaubert, Dickens's London, and so forth-they are nevertheless
felt by such figures as the Underground Man to be the generally
hostile outer reality.

Such exterior circumstances exist at the level of plot. I want now
t9 return to the authoritative character as the novel's conceptual
matrix. Sometimes, as in Goethe's Wahlverwandschaften or
Laclos's Liaisons dangereuses, the fiction is sustained by pairs
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of the novrls ex isu-n cc: silllilarly V..l11I1I1I1,111.1Mcrr cui], whost'
schemes together are the veritable abstraci without which the plot
could not be, Richardson's Clarissa, ill courparisou , is an example
or private authority resisting interventions, yet beseeching Love
lace's interventions by the deep attractiveness of her inviolate
privacy, In the case of Pip-which I want to analyze in some
detail-we have a remarkably economical individual character.
From Pip, Dickens is able to derive a very diverse range or
originating circumstances (circumstances that give rise to an entire
world), which taken as a grau p provide a perfect exam ple of the
authoritative or authorizing fictional consciousness. The more
remarkable is this economy when we realize that Dickens makes
use of every traditional narrative device-development, climax,
linear plot sequence, physical setting, realistic accuracy of detail-
together with a thoroughly imaginative method of usigg them, in
so complete a way that even James and Eliot cannot match him,
Great Expectations reposes upon Dickens's portrayal of Pip as at
once the novel's condition for being, the novel's action, and the
character in it: this gives the notions of authority and molestation
I have been discussing an archetypal form. The first-person
narration adds to the purity of Dickens's achievement,

Pip's name, he tells us at the outset, is the sort of beginning
sign for the identity he is left with after he mixes and shortens his
given name Philip Pirrip, words no longer meaningful to him but
inherited by him "on the authority" of his parents' tombstones
and by his sister's command. He lives, then, as an alternative
being: as an orphan without real parents and as a harassed
surrogate son of a much older sister. Throughout the novel the
initial division will be perpetuated. On the other hand, there is
Pip's natural, true genealogy that is banished from the novel at the
outset, but which makes its appearance fitfully through Joe,
Biddy, and the new little Pip who springs up near the novel's end.
The fact that Joe Gargery is like a father to him, though in fact
being his brother-in-law, makes Pip's alienation from the family
continuity all the more poignant. On the other hand, the second
branch in the novel's order is a substitute family, which has its
roots in the unpleasant household of Mrs. Joe. Once established by
Dickens, this order recurs throughout, with Pip going from one
incarnation of it to another. This is the novel's most insistent
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1llIl'"gh IIII' ~~ll'al rx pvc r.u iou s 111.11 11I1,"ly dl'slI"uy him. Each
1.1l11i1y is revealed sliccessivl'ly Iu bl'lulI~ w it hiu the sphere of
.mot ln-r , m orc domiuuut , prior o nv. Miss llavisham and Estella's
,"1·11' later admits Jaggers, then Magwitch, then Molly and
(:'lIl1pl'yson. And after each revelation Pip finds himself a little
11101"1' self-implicated and a little less central. Each discovery
IIIIUI"IIIShim that his beginning has been preceded by compromises
IILlt emerge, one after the other, to wound him.

III this sequence of discoveries Dickens allows Pip, even though
III' seems occasionally to be fortunate, to see how there is a
Ill'cL'ssary connection between himself and prison and crime.
Those fearful things are real enough, as are, too, the harshness of
Ilis childhood, the schemes of Magwitch and Miss Havisham (his
.ilu-rnate parents), and the bankruptcy to which he arrives later
uu . Set against this theme is the motif of reassembling un pleasant
Iragments-for nothing is given whole to Pip, or to anyone
vlsc into new, fabricated units. A brief sojourn at Miss Havisham's
IS transformed by Pip into an extraordinary adventure which,
.lcspite Joe's solemn warnings, he will repeat again and again. The
ironical significance of Pip's constructions is accentuated by
Wcmrnick's house, that fantastic melange of remnants fabricated
ill to a mock-medieval castle by the man's irrepressible desire to
create a better life at Falworth-and also by Wopsle's acting, for
which Shakespeare is only a beginning excuse for a rather free
improvisation. These, like Pip, are bricoleurs, who, "brought up by
hand," by fits and starts, assert their authority over the threats of
lIllpleasant dispersion.l" The image of a fabricating hand and its
cognates is carried over into almost every corner of the novel: for
example, chains are filed through, a release effected, and the hands
retied in a different manner. Pip is linked by strong hands with
Magwitch's and with Miss Havisham's compensatory impulses and,
through Estella, with Molly's exceptionally powerful hands. After
his breakdown, Pip finds himself reposing like a baby in Joe's
paternal arms.

The basic scheme I have been describing is the cycle of birth
and death. Pip's origin as a novelistic character is rooted in the
death of his parents. By his wish to make up for that long series of
graves and tombstones he creates a way for himself; and yet, over
the novel's duration, Pip finds one route after another blocked,
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()lIly by tlu-n a IIl'W, more autlu-utu displ'lIS,llioll lias been bred,
which finally yields lip a new little Pip:

For eleven years I had not seen J De nor Biddy with my bodily
eyes though they had both been often before my fancy in the East-when,
upon an evening in December, an hour or two after dark, I laid my hand
softly on the latch of the old kitchen door. I touched it so softly that I was
not heard, and I looked in unseen, There, smoking his pipe in the old place by
the kitchen firelight, as hale and as strong as ever, though a little grey, sat Joe;
and there, fenced into the corner with Joe's leg, and sitting on my own little
stool looking at the fire, was-I again!

"We giv' him the name of Pip for your sake, dear old chap," said Joe,
delighted when I took another stool by the child's side (but I did not rumple
his hair), "and we hoped he might grow a bit like you, and we think he
do,,,)9

Between them, the two Pips cover an expanse whose poles are true
life, on the one hand, and novelistic life on the other. Both
Dickens in Great Expectations and Flaubert in Madame Bovary
use money to signify the protagonists' transitory power to shore
up their authority to dream and even for a while to be something
they cannot long remain being. Catherine, the aged farmworker,
little Pip, Joe and Biddy -these are the inarticulate, abiding
natures that money cannot touch nor illusion tempt.

Together little Pip and old Pip are Dickens's way of aligning
the molestations of truth against an imperious authority badly in
need of restraint. That Dickens makes the alignment explicitly
only near the novel's end is a sign of how, relatively late in his
novelistic career, he had come to see the problem of authority as
rooted in the self and therefore to be checked primarily also by
the self: hence little Pip appears only to confirm Pip's transgres-
sion, his subsequent education, and his irremediable alienation
from the family of man. One indication of Dickens's later acute
understanding of the self's way with itself is that in Great
Expectations Pip undergoes the experiences of mystification and
dernystification on his own, within himself; whereas in Martin
Cnu.zzleuiit two estranged Martins, one young and one old,
educate one another into a family embrace. In the later novel
Dickens represents the harsher principles of authority-that at
bottom the self wan ts its own way, unshared, and that its
awakening to truth entails a still more unpleasant alienation from
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'.1III, ill "Thl' Secrl'I Shan'!'," III all I III'I'l' ()I I h"sc works, however,
rill' ;1111'1'q!;() is a hidde-n n-mind.-r Ilf' tlal' primary self's unstable
.uu horit y. Jekyll's sense of "the fortress of identity" includes as
w,,11 a rccogn it ion t ha ~ the fortress has hideous, molesting
1lIlIlIdations. Dickens refused to embody these recognitions
I'" tsidc the individual, as would Wilde, Stevenson, and Conrad: it
I~ imperative in Dickens's view that such an individual as Pip
·,IHlldd become the architect equally of his expectations and of
1heir destruction. Doubtless he saw Pip's predicament as one
Illllllllunally shared and even abetted. But nowhere is there any
rx cusc for Pip-neither orphanhood, nor poverty, nor circum-
·,t.lnce - that can reduce the deliberateness of his choices, his
urdividual responsibility, and his often venal compromises with
It'ality, all of which return finally to burden him:

That I had a fever and was avoided, that I suffered greatly, that I often
Illst my reason, that the time seemed interminable, that I confounded
uupossible existences with my own identity; that I was a brick in the house
wall, and yet entreating to be released from the giddy place where the
builders had set me; that I was a steel beam of a vast engine, clashing and
whirling over a gulf, and yet that I implored in my own person to have the
1'lIlo\incstopped, and my part in it hammered off; that I passed through these
phases of disease, I know of my own remembrance, and did in some sort
k uuw at the time.20

l lerc the severe re petitiveness of his realizations and their insistent
parallelism appear to Pip as the actual material of a reality from
which he has hitherto hidden himself. After such knowledge he
can only be "a weak helpless creature" and thankful for the
(;argery family's solicitude; but he remains an orphan.

Yet Pip's history begins with the loss of a family and-no less
important-with a favor performed out of fear. Pip's act of
terrified charity is the germ of his later experience; so far as the
plot is concerned, it is the author of his history and, of course, of
his troubles. One might be perhaps too rash to say that in its bases
at least, Pip's act, with its extended consequences, is an aesthetic
dialectical reduplication, even an ironic one, of the charity we
associate with Christ's ministry and agony. And yet, directly or
1I0t, novels too reflect the ethos of the Christian West. The original
instance of divine errancy, the Incarnation, transformed God into
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at many rCIllOVl'S,and after lllallY Sl'l'IILIi' t r.urxlormat ions. 'l'he
beginning attribution of authority to a ch.rr.uu-r by a writer; the
implementation of that authority in a narrative form, and the
burdens and difficulties admitted as a result-all these are ways by
which the almost numinous communal institutions of language
accept and conserve the imprint of an individual force. This is why
the novel is an institutionalization of the intention to begin. If in
the end this institution chastens the individual, it is because he
needs to be reminded that private authority is part of an integral
truth that it nevertheless cannot fully imitate. The authority of
any single piece of fiction repeats that insight, for invariably the
central consciousness of a novel is found wanting in the wholeness
which we normally associate with truth. Each piece of fiction,
therefore, excludes a larger truth than it contains, even though it is
the novelist's task to make his readers see active .relationships
among various orders of reality or truth both inside and outside
the text. In few major novels does this activity dominate the
author's concern more fully than in Nostromo, and so it is to a
detailed examination of that work that we must now turn.

II

Despite its extravagant range of national and social origins, the
cast of Conrad's Nostromo-the most massive of his works-is
bound together by two inner affinities. The first is that everyone
in the novel has an unflagging interest in the fortunes of
Costaguana, for the most part in the form of a private vision of
personal advantage. Charles Gould, for example, considers the
good of Costaguana synonymous with the good of his work in the
San Tome mine. The second affinity is that nearly everyone seems
extremely anxious about both keeping and leaving a personal
"record" of his thoughts and action. This anxiety seems to be
based upon an extraordinary preoccupation with the past, as if the
past, left to itself, given only ordinary attention and no official
recording, were somehow unthinkable and without sufficient
authority.

After a few pages of impersonal geography and history, the
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"V"llls," Wlicu hI' l.rtcr illfOl'llls his ;llItiil'lll"t, that, like a much-lived
IIIII( J. traveled Ar nc as , Ill' tuo was a part of these events (quarum
III",~II" IJars jili), the siza b lc distance sc parating his ingenuous
11'( IIrd from the reality appears even wider. His loquacious and
11I"lstent recollection of the past takes for its theme the high
.ulvrnturc of life in Costaguana, though the dominant variation on
IILlt theme is the inherent rascality of the "foreign" mind,
Mitchell's unfortunate run-in with the sanguine Sotillo-in which
Mitchell clearly emerges as the victor-emphasizes the disparity
111'1ween "colonial" and native, a disparity that removes Mitchell's
11'1itation of his activities even further from the truth. In short,
Mitchell has little sense of the complexity with which his artless
u.urative has been coping.

In no characterization does Mitchell's narrative miss the mark
widely as in his portrait of Nostromo. But in this Mitchell is

IIl1ly as wrong as everyone else. That the admirable capataz de
"I/gadores has sacrificed his honor to a desire for a spotless,
('Ilviable reputation is a matter known only to Nostromo. Only
Nostromo understands the meaning of his remark to Dr. Mony-
v,ham in a moment of passionate irritation with the hombres finos
who have apparently robbed him of his enviable reputation. He
will later find out that he still has the reputation and, with it, an
unmensely onerous burden.) "The capataz is ... destroyed." he
s;IYs at this point; "there is no capataz" (p. 487).21 As the town,
I he republic, of Sulaco grows in prestige and wealth many years
later, so also does Nostromo grow in eminence within the new
republic, Yet he lives outside his fame, which to our eyes seems a
thing apart from him, as if a great public reputation possessed its
own authority. The man and his reputation have become
«ompletely distinct; to Sulaco, though, Nostromo's carefully
"Ilgineered record of heroism is Nostromo, and Sulacoan indepen-
dence is attributed to his efforts.

The more modern and civilized citizens of Costaguana are no
less sanguine about the records they want left. Their subtle
intelligences allow them, however, a scarcely more accurate sense
of history. More nervous, more sophisticated and introspective,
their "records" -kept by them in various ways-are hardly more
than poignant abstractions for which there is little evident use.

101



Martin 1"'11111.1, II", Illiglll.lllll Ii lilt! II" \1'1111111 It! SIiLaIIl,III

illdl'PI'lllkllll', i'illd~ t inu: ill 11.1' 1111.1',1 Itl ,I 111'11" h"llIh;ll"dllll'lIl III

write his xisrc-r a 11'!lI'1" t h.u lIlay IH'VI'I 11',11 It 111'1

In the most sceptical heart there lurks al sllih moments when the
chances of existence are involved, a desire to leave a correct impression of the
feelings, by which the action may be seen when personality is gone, gone
where no light of investigation can ever reach the truth which every death
takes out of the world. Therefore, instead oflooking for something to eat or
trying to snatch an hour or so of sleep, Decoud was filling the pages of a large
notebook with a letter to his sister. (p. 255)

No matter how urgently recorded and felt, feelings like this are
regrettably private; counterbalancing them in the novel is Don
Jose Avellanos's enduring record in which the country's elder
statesman leaves a public narrative of Costaguanan political life.
His book, Fifty Years of Misrule, is written out of disinterested
political wisdom; Decoud's letter to his sister, and his subsequent
activity on behalf of Sulacoan integrity, are motivated by his
lover's illusion.

Neither, if judged by their practical effects on'"Costaguanan
history, can compare with the record left by Charles Gould, writ
large in the incredibly influential history of the San Tome silver
mine whose economic and moral authority overrides the country
with ever-increasing strength. Holroyd, who thinks of himself as
leaving a record of his Christian altruism; Sir John, the British
railroad builder who crisscrosses the land with steel rails that
signify progress and expansion; and Gould, their reticent minion in
Sulaco-these three work for the mine together under the auspices
of Costaguana's major idee reque: material interests. In the minds
of their agents, these interests give rise to so dehumanized a set of
goals that spiritual life petrifies into a slavish round of work in the
service of the mine. The record of this work is, of course,
preserved in the history of the mine's grand success.F

To this maliciously successful record, Giorgio Viola's touching
faith in "liberal" politics provides a sad and hopeless foil. His
dedication to an irrelevant ideal-irrelevant because Costaguana is
so thoroughly dominated by silver interests-makes him, in Sulaco,
a relic to whose ponderous silence and majestic bearing the city is
vaguely deferential. His one decisive act, the accidental murder of
Nostromo, is a ceremony inspired by an ancestral record of
"honor" and Garibaldean ethics. Inadvertently, Viola mars the
record of Nostromo's perfection; this is the climax to what
Douglas Hewitt calls Conrad's "deflating" of Nostrorno.P
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.dl.lbl!'. :llId reiaxl'd, 111 till' phLIS!' "IIII' IlIlIsl ;l1lXillllsly meditated
"I lilly I Illllger uovclx" (p, I). fill' cx.uuplc , 1l1Il' gets ollly a sense
,01 Ih!' trouble the novel caused him, Yet a random sampling of
1"llns to friends written by Conrad while composing the novel
r rvra lx a struggle with difficulties of a sort that make "anxious
1111'ditation" seem an innocous euphemism, Early in 1903, some
wc-r k s after he had begun the novel, he wrote H. G. Wells a letter
Ih;1l concluded with the following remarks:

I ... am absolutely out of my mind with the worry and apprehension of
Illy work, I go as one would cycle over a precipice along a 14-inch plank. If I
l.iltcr I am lost,25

111May he wrote Edward Garnett, his "literary confessor ,"26 that
Nostromo was not yet one-quarter written: "I am indeed appalled
.11myself when I think what rotten contemptible bosh it must and
~h:lll be. By Jove I am too tired and with a heart 'worn too
Ihrcadbare to be honest."27 Conrad's honesty with his friend A.
II. Davray was sufficient, on August 22, to describe a terrible state
,,j' affairs produced by stupor of mind, a disgust of his pen, and a
urror of the inkpot. With half of the novel now written, he had
«mbarked upon a terrible journey from which he could expect no
rclief: "Solitude is taking me over: it is absorbing me. I see
11llthing, I read nothing. It is like being in a tomb which is at the
xune time a hell where one must write, write, write."28 On the
same day he described himself to John Galsworthy as "a mental
aud moral outcast, ... always deeper in the mire."29 As the year
wore on, writing Nostromo became more and more of a physical
task. He wrote Wells on November 30 as if the book were
threatening him with a physical catastrophe:

Things are bad with me-there's no disguising the fact. Not only is the
scribbling awfully in arrears but there's no "spring" in me to grapple with it
effectually. Formerly in my sea life, a difficulty nerved me to the effort: now
I perceive it is not so. However, don't imagine I've given up, but there is an
uncomfortable sense of losing my footing in deep waters, ...

I say so because for me, writing-the only possible writing-is just simply
the conversion of nervous force into phrases. With you too, I am sure, tho' in
your case it is the disciplined intelligence which gives the signal-the impulse.
For me it is a matter of chance, stupid chance. But the fact remains that
when the nervous force is exhausted the phrases don't come-and no tension
of will can he1p.30
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a homo dl//l/t'x. ill IIIr uc t h.m (JIll' Sl'II~I',"" '1'111' iclln was wrirtvu
at a time when Conrad knew thai appl'.rls III his publisher fur
sympathy for his overworked capacities .uul fur his terrific
spiritual problems with his work would ue ithcr earn pity nor gaill
an extension of deadlines. In 1902 he had weathered a severe crisis
with William Blackwood, then his publisher. 32 Now, at work on
the most troublesome project of all, Conrad realized that the
shortest way to the world's affections was a show of cheer; he
hoped that a stiff upper lip would make him more understandable
to his adopted countrymen. Thc horrors of composition con-
tinued, of course, but he developed a rather mannered outward
composure. He literally created a genial, outward Conrad, his
persona, to whom struggles with work were unknown except as
manifestations of an underground second-self over whom he had
no control.P As Conrad continued in later years_.to please his
successfully won-over public, the underground man disappeared;
the evasive and charming author of the introductory notes
remained instead. So amiable and authoritative a personage could
not discuss such embarassments as, for example, the loss of
spiritual footing; molestations like that were better left in an
ignorant, hidden past. Thus the personal record the author
presented to his public was as different from the realities that the
record concealed as Captain Mitchell's "historical events" are
different from real events, (Mitchell, of course, is ignorant of what
really happened; Conrad was not, obviously.) The "homo duplex
in more than one sense" that Conrad spoke of to Waliszewski
refers, I think, to the consciously authored doubleness of his life
at the time that he was working on Nostromo. If for no other
reason than a desire to forget what was extremely unpleasant to
him, he postured outwardly as if everything was fine, and-because
he seemed to have little choice-he continued his hellish efforts to
finish his novel.

By the early part of 1904 he was again writing Wells, this time
assuring him that "no one's position is too absurd to be argued
with, An enlightened egoism is as valid as an enlightened
altruism-neither more nor less.,,34 The meaning of this assertion
is that Conrad had arrived at a point where two opposing
positions, or realities, secmed to have cqual validity. Was this not
another way of saying that his real struggles with Nostromo on the
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April S. II}04. hc wrote to Il;rvid Mc ldrrun Ih.u he was "verging on
rus.ru it y ,,,.IS That lie lIIall;l~ed to ~o Oil wit" what he used to call
"I h.u dread thing" is, I t hiuk , sonll·thillg of a rniracle. He suffered
'";IIIY bouts of debilitating illness, his wife was also freguently ill,
.urcl , as his letters to William Rorhcustcin show, he was almost
(ontinually in financial straits. Writing Rothenstein on June 27, he
,.,Iid:

I dare do nothing. Either my soul or my liver is very sick. If it is the liver
Ihl'll the cold shall make it worse. Even here I go about shuddering when a
.llllid passes over the sun. And I am tired, tired, as if I had lived a hundred
y,'ars. Reverting to the matter of that salvage you are conducting to preserve
,I rather rotten old hulk (but full of the best intentions)-I think .... [Here
lollows some detailed advice and requests about some money Rothenstein
was arranging to get for Conrad.) It is late-and tomorrow is another dread
day, G. Graham has been here for the Sunday and we talked much of you. He
" ill very good form and very friendly but the episode of his visit has not
u-Ircshed me as much as I expected. I am not myself and shall not be myself
rill I am born again, until after Nostromo is fmished,36

The agony was terminated a short time later: Nostromo was
hnished on August 30, 1904. Eight years later he wrote Andre
(:ioe of the novel in terms that expressed a combination of
urcrcdulity and alienation, for by 1912 the composition of
,\'ostromo had become a problematic experience he could no
I(lnger stand to recollect in detail: "It's a black oven [un four
uoir J , you know. I, I have a kind of tenderness for that enormous
machine. But it doesn't work; that is true. There is something that
prevents it from working. I don't know what. All in all, even with
;.11 my tenderness, I myself cannot stand to read it.,,37 Because
(:ide was one of Conrad's closer friends, the letter has none of that
impersonal whimsy of which Conrad was capable in his intro-
ductory notes. Nevertheless, it is quite apparent that a disengage-
merit has occurred in Conrad's mind between the actual process of
«omposing the novel and his manner of recalling the experience
xorne years later. Perhaps the manner of the later recollection was
only a convenient way of narrating a messy affair; after all, who
inclines to specific details when details-unpleasant ones with
neither shape nor focus-are all that one remembers?

There is an interesting parallel to be drawn between the
characters of Nostrorno and Conrad himself. In each case the
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complic.uions, that, Oil t lu: riiu« il 11l11I1~" I hI' iudividu.il rs totally
immersed in it. Whell the act iou is lain n'(;dll'd, it has become
"history," which ill the novel at least is usually a comparatively
thin record whose author is a known figure: his work appears as a
summary definition of the past. In their recollection of the past,
the characters of Nostromo are also affected by their idealism,
which, to judge by its force, borders on vanity. Nostromo's ideal
of what a brave man should be forces him to hide the secret of his
scandalous theft; among his fellow citizens he pretends that the
silver has sunk to the bottom of the Golfo Placido so that they
may continue to believe that his "record" of behavior is still
unimpeachable, There is little doubt that his interest in the silver is
quite subordinate to his concern about his reputation. But the
novel's task is to represent the actuality, the record of it by an
individual, and the individual himself in the act of being an author
as he mediates between actuality and record. All 'three of these
things add up to Nostromo 's dense fabric.

So strong a plan of representation derives, I think, from
Conrad's habit of viewing his life as an uneasy compromise
between two conflicting modes of existence. Because it reflects
Conrad's radical uncertainty about himself and also the tension he
so often felt between opposed positions on any given matter, it is
a complex habit. The first mode is to experience reality as an
unfolding process, as action-being-made, as always "becoming."
To experience all of this is to feel oneself in the midst of reality.
The second mode is to feel reality as a hard quantity, very much
"there" and definable, To experience this is to view reality
retrospectively, since only in looking back upon what has already
occurred can one master the unceasing movement of action-being-
made, In other words, the first mode is that of the actor, the
second that of the author. Yet because mastery inevitably means
control, the retrospective view modifies, and even contradicts, the
richly complex dynamics of a specific action. In Nostrorno the
two modes are of course the conflict between immersion in action
and the retrospective definition (record) of that action; and as
readers, we are expected to note the often startling disparities
between action and record that such a conflict produces,

We are also expected to ask whether a correspondence
between the record and the action is ever to be hoped for.
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1I'lrospel'tiIJIl distort realily ;1I1I1I)sl lH'ylllld recognitiull. This is
"III' "I' the novel's peculiarities ih.u earh character is portrayed as
till' author of a record in conflict with several other records. That
I'. why nearly every chajactcr seems curiously myopic about
(:"staguanan politics. No one wants to see the whole of what is
lI'ally happening. Instead everyone sees what he likes to believe
h.rppcned , The result of this myopia in Costaguana gives Nostromo
•1111'of its principle subjects.

The reconciliation between action and record is performed by
Mrs. Gould. the only character in the novel with really accurate
vision. She has the capacity both for understanding action as it
happens and for being aware of the psychological traps men create
IIII' themselves as they cast a congratulatory glance back over their
.ut ivity and plan new action. It is, after all, because the
ntrospective inaccuracy of a personal record breeds inaccurate,
wrongheaded self-assessments that Charles Gould is so pathetic a
ligure in the novel. A lifelong education in the pathetic mis-
IIlanagement of a life comes to Emelia during the course of her
ruurr iage to Charles. She watches him slowly drawn away from her
hy the attractive personal challenge he finds in the mine. The more
-uccessfully he copes with the challenge, the more he is claimed by
material interests. For his success is measured in the enlarging
\l'Ope of his material interests: he is Charles Gould first, and then
hI' becomes el rey de Sulaco. But Emelia can admire the king at
Ihe same time that she knows the other Charles, a poor slave who
sacrifices himself to the delusion that silver, his silver, can be
humane. The more he is a king, the less able he is to know what a
slave really is.

Emelia's ability to see accurately and at the same time
charitably to accept people for what they are is so unique in the
novel that everyone of the men is attracted to her. Dr. Monygham
sees her as a good fairy seated in a charmed circle at the Casa
Gould, Decoud quite naturally gravitates toward her quiet house
;llId honors her even as he loves Antonia Avellanos. It is left to
Nostromo-perhaps because he has dared the most-to pay her the
supreme compliment, which is to reveal his dishonoring secret to
her. During that wonderfully described, hushed moment toward
the end of the novel, the uncomfortable vacillation between what
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Because the Republic of SUiaCII IIWI':--il s IIHlcpl'lldeIlCl' to his
daring ride over the mountains for rllyali.';1 help ("He carried all
our lives in his hands," p. 539), it also is exposed as a state based
on a sham reputation. Here is a portion of the scene:

"Nostromo," Mrs. Gould whispered, bending very low, "I, too, have
hated the idea of that silver from the bottom of my heart,"

"Marvellous!-that one of you should hate the wealth that you know so
well how to take from the hands of the poor. The world rests upon the poor,
as old Giorgio says. You have been always good to the poor. But there is
something accursed in wealth. Senora, shall I tell you where the treasure is?
To you alone .... Shining! Incorruptible!"

A pained voluntary reluctance lingered in his tone, in his eyes, plain to
the woman with the genius of sympathetic intuition, She averted her glance
from the miserable subjection of the dying man, appalled, wishing to hear no
more of the silver.

"No, capataz," she said. "No one misses it now. Let it be lost forever."
(pp, 624-25) ~

The intense poignancy of the scene is all the more effective
when we remember the agonies of Conrad's creative life. It is not
difficult to imagine him wishing for some relief from the
deception of the pose he was forced to assume. Nevertheless, he
must have known that his entire creative existence could remain
viable only so long as he maintained his masquerade as a cheery
writer of tough adventure yarns. He could never confess himself to
anyone, but he could do it vicariously in nearly everyone of his
stories. For all of his heroes hide some shameful secret, and each
of them dreams of the day when hc can be cleared before those he
loves best. Yet Conrad's severity of vision enables Mrs. Gould to
express understanding and assurance without granting either one
or the other to anyone else in the novel. Busy Sulaco has become
so prosperous that its shabby past can no longer embarass it. It
stands above its complicated history, secure in the unambiguous
record of its rags-to-riches adventure. Only Mrs. Gould knows
Sulaco for what it is, but she can never make her knowledge
effective. Her moment of greatest understanding and illumination
is also her moment of least practical influence. Yet she knows that
it is possible for the integrity and courage of one person to sustain
the life of a nation, So, as Nostromo once saved Sulaco with his
daring ride (although he had already by then dishonored himself),
now she preserves Sulaco's record by withholding a secret certain
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,I whllie country? From wli.u sml ot" re;tI, lallgible threat has she
'"Iwd Sulaco? The Illagllif'in.·II("(' of t lu: ruomcut dues not entirely
I""Pl'IHI upon our admtracion for Mrs. Gould, but also upon
I '''iliad's justly cynical depiction of her as a frail, politically
I" .wcrlcss woman, childless, a parent without offspring as much as
.t g"od fairy without good deeds. One can picture her proclaiming
111'1secret in order to arouse the conscience of Sulaco-and being
.hplomatically hushed by Don Juste, the elegant parliamentarian.

* * * * * * * *
As in so many of his other works, in Nostromo Conrad pits the

',('a against the land as if they represented opposing values; unlike
IIH,st of his "typical" works, however, Nostromo concerns itself
IIl.lillly with land affairs. Yet the sea is very much a power of
which Costaguana is aware: it defines the republic's coast, a vast,
1111'xpressibly strong and unchanging desert, very different in its
I'Il'rnal brooding from the petty self-seeking of land life. The sea
vw.illows up Martin Decoud with huge indifference to his human
Iii tlcness; in his final yielding to it, Decoud seems drawn to its
unlimited power like a man seeking union with the infinite.

Decoud's death very convincingly dramatizes the difference
lutween land and sea. The values of the land in Nostrorno have
lu-cu concentrated into silver, which, when put to the test of the
"pen sea off Costaguana, fails Decoud miserably. The history of
Ilie land is begun when values, like those of the silver, are made
Ihe focal point of all subsequent life. Yet silver gradually assumes
q ill greater influence in the lives of Costaguanans. By the end of
Ihe novel it has practically become the raison d'etre of the
independent Republic of Sulaco. Decoud goes as far as to call the
silver-producing mine "the greatest fact in the whole of South
America" (p. 237). The silver enslaves everyone in the novel
I'xcept Mrs. Gould, for whom alone silver's valuable solidity and
hardness is not an attraction. The trouble is that silver seems to
provoke visions of concrete power and achievement in the minds
of its devotees. Men want to model their lives into perfect, hard
blocks of silver; yet they do not realize that such lives will be
stunted and selfish. From its beginning, the craze for silver
displaces normal human judgment so completely as to divert the
broad course of human activity into a narrow stream that
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fetishism is a particular branch.

To have put all of this into the book is Ilot a simpleminded
social novelist's trick to shock readers into all appreciation of the
value of spiritual interests-or, for t ha t matter, of "sea" in terests,
Nostromo has little to do with advocating other interests over
material ones. It accepts material interests as a fact and not as a
fantasy to be wished away. The novel does, however, use
Costaguana's beginning passion for these interests in order to trace
a pattern, ostensibly social, historical, and economical, which
makes pertinent reference to human psychology and to a kind of
inscape of Conrad's mind. Thus Nostromo is a novel about
political history that is reduced, over the course bf several hundred
pages, to a condition of mind, an inner state. It is like a
trompe-l'oeil painting of a city that upon closer inspection turns
out to be an anatomical drawing of the brain.

Like all great novels, Nostromo has an almost inviolable
objective impersonality; but unlike most great novels, Nostromo
also has a very subjective personality of its own that criticizes and
undermines the objective edifice. This point cannot be emphasized
too strongly, for it has become customary to speak of Nosiromo
as belonging to the same class of fiction as War and Peace, in terms
not only of size but also of manner and conception.i" In sheer
size, of course, the two novels are similar; but beyond that,
comparing them is not valuable. Nostromo aspires to no authority
on matters of history and sociology, and neither does it create a
normative world that resembles our own. Rather, it is the result of
a strangely idiomatic vision (something which War and Peace is
able to conceal definitively) that obviously derives from the
almost incredibly peculiar life and vision of its author. Finally,
Nostromo is most assuredly not the product of a great established
literature. Even though it is written in English, its author was not
an Englishman but a Polish emigre who was educated in France.
Because its origin as a novel is so devious, Nostromo bears little
resemblance to novels in either French, English, or Russian. It is
most profitable to compare the novel with novels written in the
more insecure, individualistic, and nervous American tradition.
Nostromo's closest counterpart anywhere-at least in strangeness
of idiom and intention-is Moby Dick.

There are certain clues planted in Nostrorno that incline one to
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III' South Amcric.i , a coulllry whose I,istory rc llc cts the continent
Ill' which it is a part. The heritage of South America is, "as the
great Liberator Bolivar had said in the bitterness of his spirit,
[that I 'America is ungovernable. Those who worked for her
independence have ploughed the sea'" (p. 206). In this struggle
for independence the "ancestral Goulds," whose presence in
Costaguana is so "indelible" (p. 52), participate very actively.
They have been there for three generations, prospering as
merchants, revolutionists, and liberators; they are well known and
respected. Until the era of Charles Gould, however, no Gould
could command the respect and influence that earns the mine's
latest owner the title el rey de Sulaco. The background of this title
is what, in the Gould chronicle, concerns the novel most.

Unlike his ancestors, Charles has come to Costaguana after
Illany years of life abroad; in this he is similar to the majority of
characters in the novel. Each of them has a period of expatriation
from Costaguana-on the one hand because of exile, or, on the
other, because of foreign birth. In the first group are Decoud,
Montero, and Don Jose; in the second Nostromo, the Violas, Dr.
Monygham, and Captain Mitchell. During the course of the novel
each of these characters earns his citizenship in Costaguana either
by an act or by a process of naturalization. Charles Gould's
naturalization is accomplished under urgent pressures. He grows
up as a homeless Englishman in Europe who is helplessly tied to a
desperately angry father. Thousands of miles separate the boy and
his father, and the boy grows into manhood with a need for
attachment and purpose. Gould senior has been given the mine
concession against his will as a payment for a loan, and since the
mine is sterile he wastes his life in frustration. Charles, however,
becomes more interested in the mine at the same time that his
father is slowly being killed by it (p. 63). What for the father had
been a bitter waste of effort is a challenge to the son's moral
strength: not only will the mine vindicate his father's tenacity, but
it will also be the instrument of Costaguana's betterment. At this
point Charles cannot see that his own ambitions and the country's
improvement are almost the same thing. In young Emelia he finds
a worthy companion and steward of his hopes, and he marries her
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Illarnage:

These two young people rcmcmhcu-d rill' lif!' which had elldl'd
wretchedly just when their own lives had come lo~l' tlicr ill that splendor of
hopeful love, which to the most sensible minds appears like a triumph of good
over all the evils of the earth. A vague idea of rehabilitation entered the plan
of their life. That it was so vague as to elude the support of argument made it
only the stronger. It had presented itself to them at the instant when the
woman's instinct of devotion and the man's instinct of activity receive from
the strongest of illusions their most powerful impulse. The very prohibition
imposed the necessity of success, It was as if they had been morally bound to
make good their vigorous view of life against the unnatural error of weariness
and despair, (pp. 81-82)

When transplanted from Europe to Costagpana, "a vigorous
view of life" and an "idea of rehabilitation" become modern
concepts that implicitly defy Bolivar's bitter maxim. Charles can be
defiant because he is young; and as any reader of Conrad's
"Youth" will remember, youth has a facility for romanticizing
unpleasant realities. Charles also has a severe sense of rectitude; he
is like an architect who sees that a building is "off" because of
some defect in construction and cannot resist correcting it. Yet
making a success of the mine represents more to him than the
fulfillment of a moral imperative. Once he realizes that "the mine
had been the cause of an absurd disaster" and that "its working
must be made a serious and moral success" (p. 64), Charles begins
to respond to the attractions of action considered for its own sake.
He thinks that doing something is always better than doing
nothing, particularly as his father's plight has taught him the
unhappiness of inactivity. Charles's plan is to rebuild the mine, to
rework it, and so to "plough the sea" to which Bolivar referred.
Furthermore, the mine project is Charles's way of disproving his
father-and God-neither of whom had seen anything of worth in
Costaguana.

And he asked his wife whether she remembered a passage in one of his
father's last letters where Mr. Gould had expressed the conviction that "God
looked wrathfully at these countries, or else He would let some ray of hope
fall through a rift in the appalling darkness of intrigue, bloodshed, and crime
that hung over the Queen of Continents."

Mrs, Gould had not forgotten. "You read it to me, Charley," she
murmured. "It was a striking pronouncement. How deeply your father must
have felt its terrible sadness!"

"He did not like to be robbed. It exasperated him," said Charles Gould,
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sltl' glanced up at him with admiration. He was competent; he had given
, v",,1 shape to the vagueness of her unselfish ambitions. (pp, 92-93)

Charles embarks upon his mission, his mind preserving "its
',I,',II Iy poise as if sheltered in the passionless stability of private
,11111 public decencies at home in Europe" (p. 53). He believes in
"', Ilk, in honesty, in self-possessed conduct, in steadfastness. Like
IIf(' other characters in the novel, he believes that if he abides by
III" program (which he believes will be his record for the future)
,III( I a cts according to it, then the results foreseen by the program
IV til ill fact be realized. The more he believes and then ads on his
1 ... licf, the more tenaciously he clings to his beliefs-and the less
',lp;lble he is of thinking critically about what he is doing and
IV" y, Man, Conrad reminds us, "is a desperately conservative
,I ";11 urc" (p. 61). Gould's conservatism-as anyone's might be-is
," t lie kind that banishes thought from his existence on the
f',IIIlIllds that thought might produce ideas capable of damaging
wlrnt is being conserved. In time, Charles falls victim to a vicious
, lick, of activity as completely as his father was frustrated by the
lur ility of South America. "Action is consolatory. It is the enemy
"I thought and the friend of flattering illusions. Only in the
,.llIduct of our actions can we find the sense of mastery of the
1:,lles. For his action, the mine was obviously the only field"
(p.72).

It seems to Gould that life-instead of being, as Marlow had
pll t it eloquently and somewhat evasively in Heart of Darkness, "a
mysterious arrangement of merciless logic for a futile pur-
11I1SC,,39 -is the satisfactory realization of an easily understandable
I'lgic. Take for your beginning the most chaotic place on earth,
I)clicve something strongly enough, apply it to that place, and you
.rrc able to author a new beginning whose intention is to make
•.rdcr out of chaos, because underneath everything there is a
hcnign continuity. The discernment of that order, however, is
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believes in benign impcrsoua] 1()IIIIIIIIIIY.Till' Litle of his buo],
reminds us that for all of those fift y years or misrule there could
have been a right rule. Old Giorgio Viola intuits the right ru lvs
merely by looking at his treasured portrait of Garibaldi; Dccoud .u
first lives his life according to the rules of a boulevardier; aud
Captain Mitchell stubbornly applies the ramrod-stiff code of the
imperialist English gentleman among the "natives." Each of them
insists that his view of the world is the right one. It is a familiar
rationale. More than likely, Conrad may have discovered its
abstract pattern in Schopenhauer, who, as Galsworthy informs us,
had been a great favorite of Conrad's."? For what is an uncritical,
sustained belief in order but egoism based on th~eassumption that
"the world is my idea"? The purpose of this egoism is a sense of
mastery over life, and its true beginning perhaps the fear that life
may not be worth living after all, or that without a decreed
beginning life cannot have method.

As always, Emelia Gould is different from the others; or, if she
is not different at bottom, her character is less overtly venal. As a
young girl she seems to have been so sure of her competency in
living as to expect an equal competency in anyone she would love.
"Charles had struck her imagination from the first by his
unsentimentalism, by that very quietude of mind which she had
erected in her thought for a sign of perfect competency in the
business of living" (p. 54). When she becomes the first lady of
Sulaco, "gifted in the art of human intercourse" (p. 50), we are
given superficial evidence of the competency in her; a more
profound sign of that competency is her realization that it is only
Charles who can give "a vast shape . to the vagueness of her
unselfish ambitions" (p. 93). Another person, an incompetent one,
might have stood in his way; but she dedicates herself-with
noblesse oblige-to the furtherance of his ambitions. Society in
Sulaco is hers; whereas her husband conquers the land financially
and politically, .she conq uers it socially.

A woman with t a masculine mind is not a being of superior efficiency;
she is simply a phenomenon of imperfect differentiation-interestingly barren
and without importance. Dona Emilia's intelligence being feminine led her to
achieve the conquest of Sulaco, simply by lighting the way for her
unselfishness and sympathy. She could converse charmingly, but she was not
talkative. The wisdom of the heart having no concern with the erection or
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tIu lilli' virility III mall, is 1'\PIl'~M'.1 ill ,Illillll III' ,I 1'lIlHllIl'rilllo\ k iud, (pp,
, I 1-1)

(:llilrad Il'avl's Us ill litt lc doubt that the "action of a
'"llqlll'l'lIlg killd" (which Wl' shall discuss a little later) is
1llllll'I'takl'n by the Goulds because they have committed them-
,,'IVl'S from the beginning of their married life to the world they
II,IVI'created, the world in which their "unselfish ambitions" are
f',IVI'1Iconcreteness and form, At the moment that Emilia accepts
111'1 husband on that unhappy day in Italy many years ago, Conrad
wt urs, "immediately the future hostess of all the Europeans in
'vul.ico had the physical experience of the earth falling away from
IIlIdn her. It vanished completely, even to the very sound of the
1",11" (p. 69). Charles's world becomes hers, and the history of
Iltl'il" married life becomes the history of the mine (p. 73). The
IIWITbusiness of living is transformed by them into watching over
vested interest. It is their world and they become unthinkable

WII hout it: life turns into a perpetually renewed act of attach-
1I1l'1It.Their beginning provides their later existence with cere-
1IIlIIIyand continuity,

The norm of Charles's existence is the constant saving of the
I II till try from the savagery of its inhabitants (pp. 53-54). Every
uu cllectual and spiritual value that usually complicates human life
(~'ll'pticism and self-criticism, for example) is put aside. Instead, all
v.ilucs derive from the silver ingots that, standing for the beginning
lit' life, have become life's goal. To the Goulds, and indeed to
"VL'ryone in Costaguana, the silver is not merely the object of a
-uuple concupiscence; if it were that, it would have been easy, as
( .onrad's predecessors among the Victorian sages had done, to rail
,II the obvious corruptions brought on by the cash-nexus. No, the
<ilvcr has "a justificative conception, as though it were not a mere
l.rct, but something far-reaching and impalpable, like the true
«x pression of an emotion or the emergency of a principle" (p.
II R). It follows that "the San Tome mine was to become an
institution, a rallying-point for everything in the province that
needed order and stability to live. Security seemed to flow upon
t his land from the mountain-range" (p. 122),

With his "shoulders sustaining the whole weight of the
iinperiurn in imperio" (p. 164), Gould is to Costaguana as
Shakespeare's Prospero is to his island. The management of the

115



miur , Iti~ (()IISI.IIII VI.',il~ I() II, .uu] II .. d\'II.IIIIII" III' pl.llIl~ ill il :III'
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He is able 10 radi:iIT lll:if.\icd 11111111'111I' 111111I'Vl'I'y corner o(
Sulacoan life; the Casa Gould is Sld.11 ()'~ vcrsiou of Prospcro 's
cave. But just as Prospera has sacrificcd his IIWII dukedom for the
scholar's robes, so conversely has Gould sacrificed his proper
estate, his humanity, for the mine. Emelia Gould is her husband's
only concession to humanity, for, as he once tells her, the best of
his feelings are in her keeping (p. 79). Such a remark makes it
possible, I think, to speak of the death of Gould's soul, if we mean
by soul that entity in man which is most concerned with human
feeling and activity. The engrossing work that Gould performs for
the mine's sake has claimed his attention so thoroughly (particu-
larly as it is work requiring a minimum of human feeling) that his
soul has become supererogatory and simply ceases to exist. As
evidence of this death, one ought to consider, for example, that
for a character so apparently powerful in Sulaco Gould radiates an
extraordinary passivity, especially when he is com pared with his
wife and with the three energetic characters in the novel-Oecoud,
Nostromo, and Dr. Monygham-who also undergo a death of the
soul.

Gould dies in the mine's service but is never reborn out of it.
Rather than ennobling him, it debases him, and he "lives" on a
purely mechanical level as a deh umanized organizer, the arch fore-
man of an endless mechanical process. There is something of the
same depressing effect of Gould's activity in Lawrence's descrip-
tion of Gerald erich in Women in Love, who totally organizes his
family'S coal mine into what becomes, for Lawrence, a monument
to death-in-life. Oecoud's agony on the Isabel is that he suffers a
death whose cause is the crushing of his soul by a solitude that he
cannot resist. Even if Decoud's struggles against the overwhelming
power of silent immensities do not save him, he has nevertheless
remained vital right up to the end: his recollections of Antonia
and his ironic musings on his predicament are proofs of his human
activity, even though his beginning is an insubstantial sentiment.
Gould of course survives human solitude only because he concedes
his human problems and works uniquely for the sake of an
inhuman process. Nostromo dies a metaphorical death on the
Golfo Placido, but he is reborn a thief and a scoundrel.
Monygham, too, has died when, under the torture devised by
Guzman Bento, he betrays himself completely. Yet he later
chooses a myth-Mrs. Gould-and begins to live again, using it to
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ElIll'lia's rcxilicu t cOlisisll'lll'Y 01' character is remarkable
hl'cause Nost romo is so concerne-d. even obsessed, with rapid
litallge, with inaugurations of new states, with a cascade of
hl'ginnings that initiate novel visions, actions, and protagonists,
'I'licrc are constant changcs from one political status to the next,
11'1)111 one emotional mood to another, from one personal
(l)llfrontation to another. The paradox is that all these bewildering
,itanges occur for one unchanging reason: the silver, the arch-
heginning. In his own life, Gould typifies the change made for the
silver's sake: while his feelings are in someone else's keeping, he
klS become the mine's wholly devoted steward. Since, in so
becoming, he has given the country one firm, unimpeachable,
unchanging value-the silver-and has himself become as constant
;IS the mine, it remains for everyone else to adjust to these
.onstan t values. Each person believes himself to have made a
Jlerfect adjustment, and yet each of these adjustments provokes
discord. The reason for this is guite apparent: to everyone, the
best adjustment is the final possession of the mine. No wonder
Ihat immediately after the mine is established in Costaguana a
whole series of revolutions takes place. Only when Gould decides
10 intervene on the side of the Blanco party is order restored;
Could and the Blancos bring Ribiera, who is "their own creature"
(p. 41), to power.

The extent of "revolutions," of inaugurations into new states,
in Sulaco is further complicated and enriched by Conrad's subtle,
yet functional, adumbration of the South American setting. He
shows, for example, the relationship between the atmosphere of
the New World and the art of declamation (p. 91) which presses
for&mtinual changes in the emotional and political status guo.
Also, he understands the effect of Old World Caesarism upon the
emerging political mentality of the New World. The brilliantly
accurate account of the Monterist revolt is a result of Conrad's
grasp of this phenomenon. Most remarkably, he catches the
climate of ungovernable excess that dominates life in Sulaco once
there has occurred the critical break from the values that the silver
has dislodged-a break for which the Goulds are perhaps re-
sponsible.
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to flll'geI th.u he is ti('pici ill~ .1WI" l.l hoi','" I "1'"11 uurc.ilit y, 'I'hl'
mine's service is c xtrcmcl y dl'llI.llldlll~ .. IIId II IS IlllI~:but it is not ,
as one might think merely "uorm.rl": Ihl' tllusion of normality is
all the more remarkable when Conrad c xrcnds it to cover all
phases of life in Costaguana. Yet to have considered the
implications of the action of the novel, as we have done, is to sec
the entire foreground of the novel as undergoing a prolonged
revelation of horror, a revelation initiated at the beginning of the
mine's influence and ending with Nostromo's death. In order to
make this a little clearer, it will be useful to review the distinction
made in the first part of this discussion between action and record
in Nostromo. To read Nostrotno as if its intensely articulated
surface were all there was to it (and, I hasten to add, the richly
documented surface is designed to give the illusion of all the truth
one needs to know) is to read a record very much like the ones
created by the various characters in the novel. This is another way
of saying that Nostromo is masquerading as an ordinary political
or historical novel. The real action, on the other hand, is
psychological and concerns man's overambitious intention to
author his own world because the world as he finds it is somehow
intolerable: this action underlies the historical and political events
in Nostromo. The horror occurs in the gradual, prolonged
discovery that the world created by one man is just as intolerable
as the world he has superceded. Such a far-reaching conclusion
needs political and historical substantiation; hence Nostromo's
bias for connecting individuals to history, and history to the cruel
designs of life.

The example of Charles Gould is instructive. In his decision to
take up his father's work in the mine he is given very little real
choice. Can one believe that he could have done anything else
except return to Costaguana and make a moral success of the mine
that had killed his father?

Two big lamps with unpolished glass globes bathed in a soft and
abundant light the four white waIls of the room, with a glass case of arms, the
brass hilt of Henry Gould's cavalry sabre on its square of velvet, and the
water-color sketch of the San Tome gorge. And Mrs. Gould, gazing at the last
in its black wooden frame, sighed out:

"Ah, if we had left it alone, Charles!"
"No," Charles Gould said, moodily; "it was impossible to leave it

alone."
"Perhaps it was impossible," Mrs. Gould admitted slowly. (p. 231)
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u.uuc (If his rather t urus, hl'(OIT he is .rware or it , into a desire to
11I;lsterlife, to make it suliscrvicnt to him , Like mallY of Conrad's
r r] her protagollists, Could is decoyed by life into an impossible
,,)Jlrse of action. The difference between Kurtz and Gould is that
whereas Kurtz pronounces on the machinery of existence-"The
horror, the horror"-Gould is silent: he goes on with the work he
Ius begotten.

The major similarity between Kurtz's experience in Africa and
( ;, .uld's in South America is to be found in the atmosphere,
wI.ich , because it is conducive to extremes of thought and
«mot ions (perhaps because it is "foreign"), stimulates the protag-
1111 ist to further efforts at mastery. The so-called New World of
.....outh America is Conrad's metaphor for the whole modern world
which, because of its addiction to extreme forms of action
·.Iemming from willful beginnings, persuades morally convinced
Iwople of the necessity for action of a mastering, conquering kind.
The articulate Decoud muses on the character of the New World:

There is a curse of futility upon our character: Don Quixote and Sancho
l'auza, chivalry and materialism, high-sounding sentiments and a supine
morality, violent efforts for an ideal and a sullen acquiescence in every form
..r corruption. (p. 189)

l.cfr to themselves, Quixote and Sancho might destroy each other
III a crazed war. But, as Decoud says, behind this deeply divided
rharacter are "the natural treasures of Costaguana." They "are of
uuportance to the progressive Europe represented by this youth"
(p. 189). So Gould, the representative of progressive Europe, seeks
'0 possess that treasure because it means revenge for his father, the
uuposition of order in the New World, and the chance to
dominate.

Gould is convinced that what he does is right. Once again the
prescient Decoud comments indirectly: "It seemed to [Decoud ]
Ihat every conviction, as soon as it becomes effective, turned into
Ihe form of dementia the gods send upon those they wish to
destroy" (p. 221). The real horror of this thought becomes
apparent when one reflects on the impossibility of life without
«onviction. Life is authoritative action: action is based upon
conviction: conviction is the molestation underlying dementia:
Iherefore , life is dementia. Decoud himself proves this. Raillery to
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a mall capable of a lover's illu siou [w lru hi" .1 1111'111of couvirr iou
whose aim is domination ). As he till's. Ihe illusion lu-comcs less
and less applicable to the terrifyill~ solu ud« Ihal under lies the lifl'
without action to which he is committed oil the Isabel. His more
successful companion, Nostromo, is another example of the
process repeated. Decoud dies, but Nostromo emerges from the
darkness as a thoroughgoing cheat. In the end Nostromo is also
destroyed, and we are left asking the same question about life that
Conrad himself is asking: is there any other pattern, any other
outcome for an intentional beginning, in life? In Sulaco there is an
unreal prosperity based on Gould's mission and Nostromo's
exploit. On the Golfo Placido, what is there but solitude and
~~? '

After Nostromo returns from the sea, and after he rides over
the mountains to save Sulaco, we are reintroduced to Sulaco , once
again by Captain Mitchell. If his first guided tour of the city
(which occupied the early part of the novel) was inaccurate, the
second is nothing but well-intentioned propaganda. As if to
underline the irony in Mitchell's views on Sulaco's new-found
prosperity, Conrad has him take a hypothetical visitor on a tour of
all the main "places of interest"; the point is that propagandistic
descriptions of monuments, as Nietzsche once observed, provide
one with the most insufficient and inaccurate sort of history. And
so goes the chronicle of Sulaco. It flourishes in its monumental
prosperity, with its silver exports reaching every corner of the
world, and excludes, in the manner described by Foucault,
everything inimical to it. In Foucault's terminology one can also
say that Sulaco's archives contain rarefied versions of its history.
"The most famous and desperate affair" (p. 582) of one man's life
has thus produced the very richest rewards. The reader is caught
up in the jocular warmth of a wealthy country, jealous of its
prestige and power, a partner among civilized nations. No one in
Sulaco (except for Mrs. Gould) has second thoughts about the
origins of Sulaco's power and wealth: no one remembers Costa-
guana, no one really cares about Decoud's death, no one worries
much about the meaning of Sulaco's independence. This, of
course, is the way of political life, and Conrad portrays it
realistically and "archeologically."

But we must remember that Sulaco is a newly created state
and that as such it represents the triumph of Gould's work, which
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"hjl'l'lifi!'d wish "I' ""l' """1. III dl'lylll~ 1"1'\ 11111.11t.iluht v , (;"lIld
II.IS l'scqll'd in t o a world of lris I'WII 11I.lkillt!. ;t world, however,
i li.u filially mnk cs a prisoucr o( him. ()IIly his wifc is able to
.111iculatc her awarcucss of the horrible pnfection that this plan
1t.ISachieved:

She saw the San Tome mountain hanging over the Campo, over the
whole land, hated, wealthy, more soulless than any tyrant, more pitiless and
.uu ocraric than the worst government, ready to crush innumerable lives in the
" x pansion of its greatness. He did not see it. He could not see it. It was not
his fault. He was perfect, perfect .... But she saw clearly the San Tome mine
possessing, consuming, burning up the life of the last of the Costaguana
(;oulds; mastering the energetic spirit of the son as it had mastered the
l.uuen table weakness of the father. A terrible success for the last of the
( ;oulds .... An immense desolation, the dread of her own continued life,
.lrsccnded upon the first lady of Sulaco. With a prophetic vision she saw
hnself surviving alone the degradation of her young ideal of life, of love, of
work-all alone in the Treasure House of the World. The profound, blind,
vu ffering expression of a painful dream settled on her face with its closed
,·yes. In the indistinct voice of an unlucky sleeper, lying passive in the toils of
.1 merciless nightmare, she stammered out aimlessly the words:

"Material interests." (pp. 582-83)

l-vcn though Emelia, like most of Conrad's female characters, is
,"Iltent to endure in virtual silence, it is necessary for the critic to
discover what is common both to so eloquently expressed a sense
III' horror as hers and to Conrad's urgent passion to incarnate this
horror so painstakingly in fiction. To this discovery-which is a
discovery of Conrad's vision of life's beginning machinery-we
must now turn.

* * * * * * * *
In her comprehending silence at the end of the novel-which

I~ ironically set off against Giorgio Viola's uncomprehending and
murderous silence-Mrs. Gould achieves a balanced view of past,
present, and future: "It had come into her mind that for life to be
Llrge and full it must contain the care of the past and of the future
ill every passing moment of the present" (p. 582). This is the
wholeness of vision which Nostroma's winding narrative stream
II;IS been seeking ever since the novel's murky, disorienting early
pages. In the confusion of its uncertain focus, Nostromo resembles
Illany of Conrad's other tales in which the course of the narrative
stream is unclear; because of this we are never really certain about
Ihe novel's time scheme. Thus the present seems most reluctant to
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moving, perhaps because he rl'l'ls hilllwil "ill IIII' Ihick of history"
(p. 150). Even Mitchell only st art x his u.ur.u ive and proceeds to
add a few reflections, before he is pushed aside, almost dissatis
fiedly, by a torrent of qualifying recollections. Within the first
eighty-five pages in the novel we pass from a general description of
Costaguana to Ribiera's rescue, to the Viola family, to Nostromo's
part in the rescue, to the dinner party on the eve of the railroad's
inauguration, to Sir John's trip, to Henry Gould's presidency
under Bento, to tea at Don Jose's house, to the history of the
mine, and then to the courtship of Charles and Emilia Gould-as a
prelude to the story of the slow establishment of the mine in
Sulaco, which is the burden of part 1 of NostrOlAo. Part 2 revolves
around two long scenes: the one between Decoud and Antonia at
the Casa Gould, and the rescue of the silver by Decoud and
Nostromo. Finally, in part 3, the novel takes up the defeat of the
Monterist revolt and the new era in Sulaco's history, during which
period Nostromo is killed. Interspersed are the stories of Dr.
Monygham, Hernandez, Father Corbelan, Hirsch, and Sotillo;
there are also some important interludes provided by scenes
between the Goulds and scenes at the new parliament. Yet all this
unfolds without benefit of any linear chronological order.

This roundabout narrative approach, as opposed to a straight-
forward linear one, was of course promoted and practiced by both
Conrad and Ford Madox Ford, Conrad's erstwhile collabor-
ator."! Conrad and Ford argued that the approach allowed them
the maximum in psychological realism, since, as in real life, one
does not comprehend an event all at once; instead, knowledge of
an event comes to the mind in small pieces and is only gradually
pieced together. The concentrated, prepackaged "reality"
presented by earlier novelists, they felt, cannot do justice to life's
diffuse complexity. In Nostromo, however, the narrative's
reluctance to pin down the present is perhaps the result of a more
interesting and functional hesitation to begin, a hesitation seem-
ingly induced by the "cool purity" of Higuerota, the tall mountain
"which seemed to hold itself aloof from a hot earth" (p. 29) and
from Sulaco at its foot, and which shames and humbles the
inconsistent, weak, and wavering humanity below. Higuerota holds
Sulaco in its gaze as if it, Higuerota, were the eye of God, turned
away from the Golfo Placido and now brooding over Sulaco.
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",.laco's atOillizl'd political lifl' .uu] Ili~lll'Iola'S solid, abiding
1"l'Sl'nc(' that led Arnold lkllnet!, writillg 10 Conrad concerning
Nostrotno in 1912, to maintain that "the said mountain I is] . the
principal personage in the story.,,42 While Bennett's remark of
. ourxc is an exaggeration, the force of the mountain is nevertheless
unmistakable. One can imagine Conrad feeling the grand,
( )1 ym pian presence of the mountain in the narrative and. seeking a
.omparable human force in the panoramic action he is about to
ulate , hesitating, explaining, qualifying. Where to begin? From his
own experience he knew that a master mariner, for example,
, omrnands the art of sailing with the same authoritative,
(()nsistent domination that Higuerota commands Sulaco , In
Su lacos political life there is no analogous dominant individual.
l.ilc is too untidy, man too weak. The narrative's meanderings
(I) 111prise a search for such a superior man, a man who, like
Nietzsche's Uberrnensch, compels history.

All of this is rather speculative. Is it not safer to remark that
Iliguerota's presence endows the novel with a sense of height and
~pace and depth? There it stands, its solidity giving the novel a
specific spatial perspective. Yet an examination of Conrad's many
.wailable letters to his closest personal friends reveals a desperate
~l'arch in his personal life for Higuerota's positive qualities of
consistency, power, and unity. The mixed elements of his life-his
Polish birth, French cultivation, and English citizenship, and his
double career as a sailor turned man of letters-gave him an acute
sense of splintered individ uality. In his letters to Marguerite
Poradowska between 1890 and 1895, for example, he often
appears in pursuit of a single workable identity. While these
l' xtrernely self-conscious letters for the most part ramble on, when
Conrad briefly finds himself he displays a lucid awareness of a
persistently dual "sclfhood ": one is "afraid" of oneself, he writes,

of the inseparable being forever at your side-master and slave, victim and
executioner-who suffers and causes suffering. That's how it is! One must
'!rag the ball and chain of one's selfhood to the end. It is the price one pays
lor the devilish and divine privilege of thought; so that in this life it is only
the elect who are convicts-a glorious band which comprehends and groans
but which treads the earth amidst a multitude of phantoms with maniacal
gestures, with idiotic grimaces, Which would you be: Idiot or convict?43
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he about himself that his l1Iilld ('Intld sl'lI!' IIpllll 110 point ill citlu-r
time or place for the purpose o l 11l'~illllill~ Iu write. Perhaps his
most pathetic lament is in an IWJS letter to Edward Noble, all
apprentice writer: "[Yours] is an individuality," he writes, "that
will stand wear and tear, that has resistance and power-while I
shall be used up in a short and miserable sputter of dim flame.":"
Whenever he persevered in his hope that his individuality might
achieve lasting strength, he worked himself into a rage at the folly
of such a thought; individuality, he concluded, was a mere sham.
He wrote Garnett of this in 1896:

When one looks at life in its true aspect then everything loses much of
its unpleasant importance and the atmosphere becomes cleared of what are
only unimportant mists that drift past in imposing shapes. When once the
truth is grasped that one's own personality is only a ridiculous and aimless
masquerade of something hopelessly unknown the attainment of serenity is
not very far off. Then there remains nothing but the surrender to one's
impulses, the fidelity to passing emotions which is perhaps a nearer approach
to truth than any other philosophy of life. And why not? If we are "ever
becoming-never being" then r would be a fool if I tried to become this thing
rather than that; for Iknow well that Inever will be anything. Iwould rather
grasp the solid satisfaction of my wrongheadedness and shake my fist at the
idi . fH 461 iotic mystery 0 eaven.

But to "grasp the solid satisfaction of [his I wrongheadedness"
was not within Conrad's ability. He needed an inner security of
mind and character to sustain him, even in wrongheadedness, that
his lonely battles with his fiction made impossible. In describing
the progress of his work to his friends, he wrote frequently of
struggles in a black cave, of being in a terrible nightmare, of
rowing across an ocean of ink without any goal in sight."? Thus he
considered his portrayal of MacWhirr in Typhoon to be the
portrayal of an unimaginative man single-mindedly standing up to
nature's worst, as something of a counterbalance to his own lack
of strength of character. In 1901 he wrote to William Blackwood
about a book of naval experiences, written by an Admiral William
Kennedy, which apparently contained much that Conrad
considered reminiscent of Typhoon:

Now a book of that sort is the man-the man disclosed absolutely; and
the contact of such a genuine personality is like an invigorating bath for one's
mind jaded by infinite effort after literary expression, wearied by all the
unrealities of a writing life, discouraged by a sunless, starless sort of mental
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Ilavillg l'I"L'atl'd ill MalWhilT a I h.u.« 11'1" 01 ("ollsistL'llcy and
,.lrl'llgth, t1lllugh, Conrad CIIIll' II) IIll' uuc x pccu-d conclusion that
Ill' should hold MacWhirr ill emphatic disrespect, reasoning that
Ihl' vitality of someone like MacWhirr failed to compensate for
whatever desirable virtues (skepticism, for instance) wert: lost in
.uliicving such a "consistent" character. Beneath this rather
shrewd reasoning, as in his letter to Galsworthy later in 1901, is
Ihe obvious fact that Conrad's disrespect derived from his envy for
what he personally lacked:

Say what you like, man lives in his eccentricities (so called) alone. They
~ivc vigour to his personality which mere consistency can never do. One must
I' xplore deep and believe the incredible to find the new particles of tru th
Ilo;tting in an ocean of insignificance. And before all one must divest oneself
",. every particle of respect for one's character. You are really most profound
.md attain the greatest art in handling the people you do not respect.49

So curious an amalgam of attitudes accounts for such diverse
Iypes in Conrad's shorter fiction as Kurtz and MacWhirr. As
«onsistent characters they are puzzling to the reader because of
Conrad's shifting point of view toward them. Are either Kurtz or
MacWhirr noble or admirable? The difficulties this question raises
r.m be traced to the deathly inner emptiness in which lies, for
better. or for worse, the real individuality of these characters.
Because of the extraordinary sense of inner lifelessness commun-
icated by these apparently heroic figures, Conrad can be said to
have a truly ambiguous conception of character. Although these
characters are endowed with the consistency and courage that
Conrad believed absent in himself, they also remind one of
spectres. The same can be said of Charles Gould and Nostromo.
Each in his own way rescues the action of the novel from
.iimlessness: each dominates it authoritatively and momentarily,
just as Higuerota dominates Sulaco. Each such individual in a sense
"authors" the action of a large part of the fiction. Conrad's
habitual image for authoriry in his fiction is a rescue, usually one
performed by an able man who is later revealed to be a sham. Thus
in the first third of Nostromo there are two "rescues" of
Costaguana's history: Nostromo's rescue of Ribiera and Gould's
rescue of the San Tome mine. Gould is figuratively captured by
the mine at the outset: because of his servitude, rather than
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that the consistcncv of chara<ll'l" )!,ailll'd by Gould (which is
institutionalized in his royal rirlc ) is not worth the sacrifice of his
human "eccentricities."

Nostromo is a different case. He is presented to the reader in
the most flattering way as the dashing devil-may-care leader of
Sulaco's dockhands. Yet from the beginning his personality is
somewhat paradoxical, for he is, as Mitchell remarks, the leader of
"an outcast lot of very mixed blood" (p. 15), and he is also
Nostromo-literally bosun and "our man" -to all of Sulaco. The
outcast and the man who is "one of us" remain the two aspects of
his formiJable character that hold our interest: even though the
second, popular aspect will grow like a cancer to envelop the
other, freer, outcast one. (There may even be an intended
connection between his name, "our man," and the mine he serves
in the later part of the book: the San Tome silver can say
confidently of him, he is mine.)

Nevertheless, in part 1 Nostromo is allowed an extraordinary
moment of beautiful, unspoiled freedom. To my mind it is the
most splendidly theatrical moment in all of Conrad's fiction,
belonging, for the sheer excitement and immediacy of its effect,
next to Hemingway's superb description of Maera, the proudest
and the most tragic of matadors, in Death ill the Afternoon.
Maera's pride and his unparalleled manly carriage are quite equal
to his bravery and skill with the bulls. 50 Like Maera, Nostromo
has, during his moment of real glory, an inner, authentic nobility
that matches his dazzling appearance. Resplendent in his uniform,
the mounted capataz is confronted by Pasquita, his Sulacoan
sweetheart; the lovers are surrounded by a crowd that is curious
about Nostromo's every act. He is this crowd's man just as surely
as the matador is the arena's man when he is fearless and free. The
girl hurls a flower at Nostromo's face, and then she taunts him; he
remains slow and careless. When she threatens to stab him for his
indifference, he leans down and picks her up, asking at the same
time for a dagger. He lets her cut off all his silver buttons, and
then he is finished. "The circle had broken up, and the lordly
capataz de cargadores, the indispensable man, the tried and trusty
Nostromo, the Mediterranean sailor come ashore casually to try
his luck in Costaguana, rode slowly towards the harbor" (p. 144).
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The l':lI':llaz's Irilliliphs d" mu , h"Wl'VI'I, ~~I'11111 ril irizl'll. III
t hc first place, Conrad heaps lllll IliallY Ilalll'l'ilig phrases upon
him. The relevant tcclmiquc , which l'haractnizl's the style of the
whole novel, is Conrad's excessive lise of appositional phrases.
Thus Nostromo is not just the capataz, but also "the indispensable
man, the tried and trusty Nostromo"; De coud is the "boulevar-
dier," the "universal wit," the "lover"; Gould is the "king of
Sulaco," the "hope of Costaguana," the "perfect man" -and so
on. A source of constant ironic shocks, excessive in its jocularity
and courtesy, the technique is Dickensian. Phrases of this son used
repeatedly cannot be developed; hence they serve to remind us of
the character's beginning authority, of his initial desire to be a
public institution or monument or record. Further criticism of
Nostromo is furnished explicitly by Teresa Viola, who cannot
resign herself to the successes he gains because she believes that he
unashamedly kowtows to the English. Her constant objections to
Nostromo's behavior are like mocking echoes of the adulation he
receives from everyone else. For the most part, however, she
succeeds in piercing his perfect camouflage of style and splendor
to glimpse the equally perfect vanity that drives him. What
enables her success in this is the "intimacy of antagonism as close
in its way as the intimacy of accord and affection" (p. 280). Yet
Nostromo tolerates her for her husband's sake. The old man has a
"personal quality of conviction ... his terribilita" (p. 35) that
Nostromo deeply respects. Not that Nostromo lacks an equally
intense conviction; rather, Viola's is somehow more objective than
Nostromo's completely subjective, degenerate self-conviction, a
trait that perhaps renders him vulnerable to Teresa's attacks even
though she does not understand that for all his vanity Nostromo is
as amoral (rather than immoral) as any animal. It is not, as she
believes, the "fine words," but the silver, that corrupts him: it
makes him a slave to his own unthinking vanity and greed. The
silver also makes his reputation a problem, for until his magnif-
icent exploit in the Placido he had managed to blend the two
aspects of his character (the popular and the outcast) into a free,
profitable, and rather picaresque existence.

Because of his uninhibited vanity and faith in himself,
Nostromo distrusts Decoud's skepticism. Decoud appears to be
"an idle boulevardier" whose "cosmopolitan ism [is] in reality a
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his own nature" (p. 1()t)). (lilly WIIl'II Ill' ~1I1111111s to "thai note 01'
passion and sorrow unk nown 011 Ihe IIiOIT refilled stage of
European politics" (p. ] 73) is Dccoud able to accept himself and
put a stop to the scoffing that alienates him from his inner self.
Only when he becomes submerged in the rather attractive
scnrimcntaliry of his love [or Antonia Avellanos does Uecoud
begin to act like a rational patriot who welcomes the responsibility
of serious action-which is based, paradoxically enough, on a
lover's illusion.

All this time Gould is tenaciously committed to the mine he
has rescued and rehabilitated. When part 2 begins, Sulaco has itself
become involved in Gould's commitment, fat Sulaco's civic
existence is now completely dependent on the mine. Besides
Gould, only Nostromo occupies a position of comparable (though
not equal) power in the city. When a Monterist invasion threatens
the city, the duty of tending the silver is divided, quite properly,
between Gould and Nostromo: Gould will remain in Sulaco in
control of a charge of dynamite buried in the mine, and Nostromo
will take the silver ingots themselves out of the city. Decoud is
chosen to go with Nostromo because it is generally believed that
the educated, intelligent patriot is a necessary complement to the
foreign man of action.

Together the two men leave Sulaco in the middle of a very
dark night. The episode is described with a compelling tension,
one far more controlled in tonc and contour than the journey
Marlow takes into the heart of darkness. (Interestingly, the
presence of Hirsch, the cowardly stowaway, gives the scene
something of the same macabre absurdity to which Marlow, in his
description of the Congo voyage, insistently draws attention.)
There is no masking narrative voice as there had been in Heart of
Darkness, and so the distracting aspects of that voice-its
breathless insistence, its ill-timed jocularity-are avoided. The
greater effectiveness of the later passage, however, is due as much
to the episode's relevance to Conrad's personal predicament as it is
to his strengthened technical assurance. The setting of the difficult
adventure could have been taken straight out of his anguished
letters, perhaps even from this one written to Garnett in 1899:

The more I write the less substance do I see in my work. The scales are
falling off my eyes. It is tolerably awful. And I face it, -r face it but the fright
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As the two men row the li~hter out from the harbor, each
knows that the importance of the task is com pletely transforming
his existence. Sulaco's material interests become irrelevant to
Ikcoud, who is now "in the toils of an imaginative existence, and
that strange work of pulling a lighter [which] seemed to belong
naturally to the inception of a new state [now] acquired an ideal
meaning from his love for Antonia" (p. 294). Yet in a short while
he feels himself "on the verge of delirium" (p. 295) resulting from
his overintensified exertions in an unreal cause. This immediately
recalls Conrad's own sentiments as he worked on the novel.
Conrad's letter to Edmund Gosse on March 23, 1905, contains the
declaration that "I have often suffered in connection with my
work from a sense of unreality, from intellectual doubt of the
ground I stood upon."S2

Nostromo has no sympathy with this sort of intellectual
convolution. Because he is certain that only "sheer desperation
will do for this affair" (p. 306), he is inspired to new extremes of
vanity and bravery. Even Decoud, who has always known the
extent of Nostromo's vanity, is surprised by his behavior: "The
natural characteristic quietness of the man was gone. Something
unsuspected by everyone had come to the surface" (p, 313). This
is Nostromo's bloodthirsty determination to live up to his
reputation, a determination that sweeps aside all barriers of class
between the two men and compels Decoud into his service.

During this absolutely central episode in the novel, the two
men are intellectually and spiritually poles apart. Nostromo not
only exults in the darkness but turns it into an advantage because
he is so certain of himself; Decoud, 011 the other hand, suffers the
immense handicap of self-doubt and feels himself in the grip of a
growing sense of unreality. One man recoils when confronted with
the beginning of a major exploit. the other welcomes the
opportunity to author it. Yet Decoud gradually becomes accus-
tomed to the oppressive darkness. "J t was part of a living world,
since, pervading it, failure and death could be felt at your elbow"
(p. 314). Nostromo is the quintessential man of action who is
working to secure his great reputation even more firmly; Decoud is
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Each of them was as if utterly alone with his task. It did not occur to
them to speak. There was nothing in COlTIlIIOnbetween them but the
knowledge that the damaged lighter must be slowly but surely sinking. In that
knowledge, which was like the crucial test of their desires, they seemed to
have become completely estranged, as if they had discovered in the very
shock of the collision that the loss of the lighter would not mean the same
thing to them both. This common danger brought their differences in aim, in
view, in character, and in position into absolute prominence in the private
vision of each. There was no bond of conviction, of common ideas; they were
merely two adventurers pursuing each his own adventure, involved in the
same imminence of deadly peril. Therefore they had nothing to say to each
other. But this peril, this only incontrovertible truth in mhich they shared,
seemed to act as an inspiration to their mental and bodily powers. (p. 328)

The authentic ring of this scene derives, I think, from Conrad's
obsessive notions about himself. The cwo adventurers are the
double strain in Conrad's life which, as we noted earlier, he had
come to believe made him a "homo duplex." The atmosphere of
deadly peril in which the two men find themselves uncongenial
partners represents the nightmare world that Conrad inhabited as
he worked on his fiction. The analogies between Conrad and the
two men extend even into the past histories of Nostromo and
Decoud. The Genoese adventurer is a sailor whose desertion of his
ship is kept rather noticeably in the background; throughout his
career Conrad was fascinated with the idea of desertion, a theme
so recurrent that Gustave Morf, an early critic of Conrad, based his
integral reading of Conrad's fiction on it.53 Moreover, Nostromo
is a thoroughgoing man of action who has successfully moved his
profession from sea to land; if this is still Conrad talking about one
of the two men he was, Nostromo is an idealization of the
sailor-turned-landlubber that Conrad himself had become. Yet the
capataz is also an opportunist and an adventurer, which is one of
the unavoidable results of being a professional man of action. It is
significant that Conrad rather defensively anticipated the danger
of being called an opportunistic adventurer himself, perhaps
because he felt that at some point in his sea career he had been
one. Interestingly, he once wrote a correspondent a somewhat
petulant reminder that he was not a simple adventurer.t" Decoud
is Conrad's portrayal of himself as the confused intellectual for
whom the ground he walks on is subject to doubt, the author for
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Before considering till' real purpose of till' mission undertaken
hy Nostrorno and Dccoud it is necessary to consider Conrad's
reasons for bringing together the two men in the episode. If one
recalls that Nostromo examines the problematical relationship
between action and historical record, then the combination of
IIccoud and Nostromo represents the relationship on a human
level. (It goes without saying that the two men are sufficiently
realized as characters also to represent themselves more than
.idcquacely.) In terms of the novel's total concerns, the masterful
scene on the Golfo Placido takes up the issues of a true intellectual
knowledge of action versus the flattering distortions of a created
record; of individuality that is realized in a problematical, difficult
life in the world versus individuality that believes and makes
others believe in itself; of a complicated inner dimension versus a
strategically simplified exterior; of Decoud's complex and passion-
ate understanding of the wholly difficult realities of his situation
versus Nostromo's desire to make his reputation the dominant
image in Sulaco's life-in short, of Conrad's authentic voice in his
rich, confusing private writings versus the voice he created for his
prefatory notes.

All these conflicting alternatives are forced to surface by the
crisis in Sulaco's history, when, like an author about to begin his
writing, characters must determine a starting point and with it, of
necessity, a future course of action. What now happens to Sulaco
is to be decided by the deportment of the two men. The analogy
in Conrad's life to the "objective" historical crisis in the city is the
personal and artistic crisis he had reached by 1902. He felt that he
was not producing well enough, that he never had enough muney,
that his whole existence seemed to be in the most unimaginable
disarray (a point his publishers were always willing to make); there
seemed to be no alternative solution to his predicament except
drastic action. Shortly after this crisis a new Conrad emerges, a
Conrad who, as I have noted elsewhere, publicly replaces the
tortured figure of the preceding twelve years." This new person is
mirrored in the success Nostromo achieves because of Decoud's
timely death. A smiling public man emerges whose place in the
new Sulaco is based on a deliberate fraud. If Nostromo is partly an
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life with work, or, as Conrad had PUl il ill III-,If/ 0/ Dorkness, with
efficient devotion to an idea.56 Nostroruo and Dccoud an'
irrevocably tied to this devotion, even though each thinks that he
is acting for his own reasons. In the same way that Gould is "run"
by Holroyd, Nostromo and Decoud are "run" by Gould. None of
the three has any freedom; each is the sustainer of another's
vanity-Decoud of Nostromo's, Nostromo of Gould's, and Gould
of Holroyd's. After Decoud's death, Gould muses that

the only thing that was not changed was his position towards Mr. Holroyd.
The head of the silver and steel interests had entered int? Costaguana affairs
with a sort of passion. Costaguana had become necessary to his existence; in
the San Tome mine he had found the imaginative satisfaction which other
minds would get from drama, from art, or from a risky and fascinating sport.
It was a special form of the great man's extravagance, sanctioned by a moral
intention big enough to flatter his vanity. Even in this aberration of his genius
he served the progress of the world. (p. 21)

In the immediate context of the work he docs, each man,
according to the novel, believes himself and is believed by others
to be free, especially if he seems to have begun at the beginning;
from the point of view afforded the reader by the total action of
the novel, exactly the opposite becomes true. The king of Sulaco
is as subjugated as the lowliest peon working in the mine. In what
way, one wonders, is Gould different from the Indians to whom
the mine is a fetish (p. 442)? If both the workers and their master
are subservient to the mine, does the fact that the grand
Englishman doesn't work with his hands mean that his spiritual
slavery is any less degrading? True, Gould has position, but that is
all he has. If Decoud and Nostromo on the Golfo Placido represent
Conrad's double nature engaged in a struggle for freedom-and
even though the victory is Nostromo's we are left in little doubt
that it is a morally inferior one-then Gould, ever at his post with
one finger on the detonator, embodies the ever-continuing process
of life at its most disheartening, vainest level. It is the level at
which man insists upon creating his own world and then seeks to
preserve the values of that world at all costs. Better to destroy that
world than change it: he might change, but it must not. The rescue
of the silver brings both Nostrorno and Decoud closer to Gould in
this respect.
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IIlalign<Lnt plan, a sort of ultimate molcst a tiou which no one can
I·scape. As this plan beC0I11l'S appareJlt, a remarkable similarity
1'l1lerges between the curren t of a persol1 's life and the process of
history. In a human life-Gould's, for example-it might appear
possible to believe in the freedom of one's initiative or of one's
.u.tion ; at the same time, when such freedom is viewed from a
more accurate perspective, the same activity is seen to be unfree.
These mutually contradictory views also apply to the novel's total
.ution: the action at the beginning of the novel seems to wind its
«onfused way forward until a hero appears who can dominate it in
order to give it intention and method, whereas it eventually
hccornes apparent that the action has merely been searching for a
hero (Nostromo or Gould) to own, to use, to enslave.

It was no accident that Conrad so conceived the novel. The
moral of such a conception is that the fabric of life is
manufactured by some devilish process the purpose and logic of
which is profoundly antihuman. Man is never the author, never the
Ill'ginning, of what he does, no matter how willfully intended his
program may be. The substance of this belief was expressed by
Conrad in a powerful letter to Robert Cunninghame Graham:

There is a,-let us saY,-a machine. It evolved itself (I am severely
scientific) out of a chaos of scraps of iron and behold!-it knits. 1 am
horrified at the horrible work and stand appalled. 1 feel it ought to
cmbroidcr.c-but it goes on knitting. You come and saYi "This is all right: it's
only a question of the right kind of oil. Let us use this,-for instance,-
celestial oil and the machine will embroider a most beautiful design in purple
and gold." will it? Alas, no? You cannot by any special lubrication make
embroidery with a knitting machine. And the most withering thought is that
Ihe infamous thing has made itself: made itself without thought, without
conscience, without foresight, without eyes, without heart. It is tragic
accident-and it has happened. You can't even smash it. In virtue of that
truth one and immortal which lurks in the force 'that made it spring into
existence it is what it is-and it is indestructible!

It knits us in and it knits 'us out. It has knitted time, space, pain, death,
corruption, despair and all the illusions,-and nothing matters. I'll admit
however that to look at the remorseless process is sometimes amusing. 57

The idea is wholly despairing and eminently private. Authority, it
asserts, permanently resides outside man. Every beginning, every
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Nostromo by the textual web of pl'rsollal "I'l'cllrds" held together
by a "machine" that scants man and human action. All this
endows Nostromo with what Henry James, Conrad's admiring
colleague and friend, would have called "a deep-breathing econ-
omy and an organic form."s8 Conrad's remarkable achievement
lies in his ability to project this esoteric vision of life into the
public, solid, and real world of Costaguana. No wonder that
writing the novel proved such a strain on Conrad; to have
remained so fanatically true for so long to his extreme pessimistic
view of human existence must have been painfully difficult. It is
indeed possible to feel, as one reads the novel, the war going on
between Conrad and his fiction.

Readings of Nostromo that overemphasize its political dimen-
sion detract from the novel's overall effect. The accession of
Nostromo to the role of principal hero, for instance, is very
disconcerting to strictly political interpretations. Why should so
much time be given to Captain Fidanza's private life? With its
political course charted anew, Sulaco ought to retain stage center
instead of playing a supporting role in a semiconventional story of
covert passion and mistaken death. The fact is that Nostromo has
become, toward the end of the novel, a miserably haunted
creature because he has attcmpted to live as if the machinery of
existence did not exist. He has not attempted this by his own will
but because a lucky accident has conferred great wealth upon him
and forced him to become a sort of author in spite of himself. As
he muddles on he remains sufficiently interesting to Conrad to
warrant the continuing special attention that is so obvious in the
famous passage describing Nostromo's "rebirth" -a passage that in
fact reiterates his natural qualities, for it is these qualities that will
enable him to go on alone. He understands that he is thrust into an
existence beyond that of conventional society and that the
treasure, which is suddenly his, is the cause. But his growing
attachment to the silver and the suffering he endures for its sake
make it plain that he is still the victim of life's antihuman
machinery. Now he begins to feel a secret shame that intensifies
his moral disgrace-the price exacted by life from one upon whom
it has bestowed the status of "hero" or "father of his country."
Consequently, the idea of the treasure and secrecy become
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H(' was struck with amazl'd .1"';111 ;11 IhiN 111111 01 chance that would
kindle a far-rc;lChillg light upon Ihl' only sr rr ('1 spill of his life, whose very
csscucc, value, reality, consisted in its n·f1cclilln from the admiring eyes of
men, All of it but that; and that was beyond common comprehension,
something that stood between him and the power that hears and gives effect
III the evil words of curses, It was dark, Not every man had such a darkness.
And they were going to put a light there, A light, He saw it shining upon
disgrace, poverty, contempt. Somebody was sure to, .. Perhaps somebody
had already, . , (pp, 586-87)

Nostromo is nevertheless an unusual man. Only he and Mrs.
Could finally know all that there is to be known of life's horror,
he by experience, she by the knowledge he gives her of it. Perhaps
I)r, Monygham could also have shared this knowledge, but he is
t oo much under Mrs. Gould's spell to know it for himself. No, it is
Nostromo alone-like Kurtz and Lord Jim-who knows the dread
secret and feels its shame; this, after all, is the purest beginning of
all. Nostromo's tragedy-which has something farcical about it (p.
·105)-is that his shame is for a colossal secret for which the world
seems to have no use, Even in this, life, the machinery, has tricked
him. He must bear the burden of slavery to the silver that also
belongs to Sulaco, although he alone is selected to feel this
burden. Society cuts him off from itself by making it impossible
to reveal his secret to anyone.

When he dies, Sulaco has time only for its material interests;
110 one except Mrs. Gould has been made any wiser by his death.
Those who care that Nostromo is dead, people like Viola and his
wretched daughter, live in a silent world of immense, empty spaces
across which floats an incoherent cry symbolizing mankind's
inarticulate sadness for itself. The immobility that ends Nostromo
is a sterile calm, as sterile as the future life of the childless Goulds,
in which all action is finally concentrated into a cry of motionless
despair, No better ending for the novel could have been written.
Existence has worked its worst, and after that there is only an
acceptance of what is everlastingly true and hence everlastingly
novel; having shown that, the novelist's pen drops from an
exhausted hand, The only relief now would be for one who no
longer contemplated life's machinery. But because Conrad was a
possessed realist, for him such relief was not possible; a short time
after completing Nostromo he was to begin work on The Secret
Agent,
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vision of life, it is fitting that I:al lu-r 1{(IIII.1I1 Ihe onc chal'al'tl'l' in
the novel who is schooled in the traditio» ()j' grand visions ex pres',
the outlines of the vision most convincingly:

Political atrocities ... seemed to him fatal and unavoidable in the life 01
a state. The workings of the usual public institutions presented itself to him
most distinctly as a series of calamities overtaking private individuals and
flowing logically from one another through hate, revenge, folly, and rapaci ty.
as though they had been part of a divine dispensation. (p. 443)

Roman's interpretation is affected, of course, by his creed. Thus
the divinity he mentions does not contradict Conrad's represen
tation of a "divine" machinery in life, but it e/rs on the side of
optimism by assuming the divine to have a benign purpose.
Similarly, Roman envisions a logic to the com plications caused by
human weakness; but he does not, as Conrad does, see logic-
equally relentless and disastrous-in the "divine dispensation," in
the machinery that manufactures human life. The major qualifica-
tion enjoined by Nostromo upon Roman's vision is that such
weaknesses as hate, revenge, and folly do not alone carry calamity
through time. For human courage, idealism, and hope, like human
weakness, are also aspects of being human and being active as a
human individual. Man's fault, in other words, is that he is alive,
the very fact of his authority as a human being, for in being alive
he nurtures and sustains weaknesses that turn into strengths and
strengths that turn into weaknesses. Every moment of life is filled
with activity, and that activity issues from human beings whose
motives are invariably tarnished by their "humanity."

For Conrad the palpable harshness of the world and hence of
life in that world is itself something that provokes one into
attempting to master it and, failing at those attempts, into
allowing it to incriminate itself in the very process of failure. Thus
while Charles Gould, and indeed all of Sulaco, like the rest of
mankind, have fallen in love with their own creations (p. 442),
Conrad's precept, his example in the writing of Nostromo, was not
to have fallen in love with his creation. The ultimate greatness of
that novel is that life, through Conrad, authorizes it, but that
Conrad, life's harried agent himself authored by life, had enough
strength finally to withhold affirmative consent to it. The lesson is
one of self-abnegation, and it has intimately to do with a general
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This is a radical impasse arrived at through fiction by an
.rurhor for whom writing is a form of exposure or investigation.
Such an attitude in an author developed partly out of the
uistitutional logic of novels, given the dynamic of molestation and
.iuthority I discussed earlier. Conrad's exceptional status thus lies
ill having produced a novel (and novels) implicitly critical of the
bl'ginning premises of all earlier novels, Instead of mimetically
.iuthoring a new world, Nostromo turns back to its beginning as a
novel. to the fictional, illusory assumption of reality; in thus
overturning the confident edifice that novels normally construct
Nostromo reveals itself to be no more than a record of novelistic
self-reflection. What had once been the novel's creative abundance
becomes here regressive production: the metaphors, the method,
and the attitudes have changed radically, as the beginning premise
has become more problematic and more intrinsically a function of
the novel's textual ontology. The greatcr significance of this will
become apparent as we proceed to exam inc groundbreaking novels
roughly contemporary with Nostromo. Whereas in the classical
novel there had been both a desire to create or author an alternate
life and to show (by molestation) this alternative to be at bottom
an illusion with reference to "life," the later version of this desire
was a revulsion from the novelist's whole procreative enterprise
and an intensification of his scriptive fate, Not only does this
reaction constitute a critique of the traditional theory of mimetic
representation, it also radically transforms the idea of a text.

III

The discovery by Jude and Sue, at the scene of suicide and murder
of their children, of a wretched note of explanation for the
deed-"Done because we are too menny"-does nothing to
attentuate their grief.s9 Ever since he so inopportunely enters
their lives, Little Father Time is the emblem of their misgivings
about life, and these misgivings are lamentably fulfilled in the
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comment. For just as the sUjll'l'allllll.llI·d lilly hilliseir SlIlIlS lip .ill
the disasters heaped by time upon 111.111ill gellcral and UpOIl Jlld,·
in particular, so too the pun--a sort of distant echo of Nictzsclu-s
cry "human, all too human," in withdrawal from the distressing
quality and sheer weight of being human-itself sums up that
which perhaps turned Hardy away from fiction after completing
this novel. And that was the observation, which had beCOIIH'
increasingly more explicit in one after another of his previous
novels, that if fiction is to be narrative at all, it must necessarily he
linked to and coeval with the very process of life itself; and
furthermore, if narrative is to be mimetic as well as productive, it
also must be able to repeat as well as record the .l.fathering-forth ,"
"the over and overings" (the phrases are Gerard Manley Hopkins's)
of human life, the essence and image of which are biological
self-perpetuation and unfolding genealogy based on the pro-
creative urge, marriage, and fa mily.

Hardy's case in Jude the Obscure is, I believe, the recognition
by a great artist that the dynastic principles of traditional narrative
now seemed somehow inappropriate. Narrative was no longer, as
before, first fashioned by the writer according to the sequential
character of time, and thereafter given to the reader to be read, or
possessed, along the printed line in which his eyes and mind
repeated by miraculous multiplication the sense and direction of
life. These principles, so far as Hardy was concerned, can be said
to have terminated in an epitaph: "Done because we are too
menny." For coinciding in these words are man, his death, and a
futureless despair. Jude the Obscure, however, moves to its own
distraught conclusion, one that would be adopted henceforward
by Hardy as the crux of his purposefully short and compressed
poetry.r'' That poetry depicts an impasse among things human,
spiritual, divine, and inert, an impasse that is aesthetically useful
to Hardy because it isolates things from one another and, mocking
the sterility of time, proceeds to reassemble them in order to let
them be destroyed. Time-bound narrative here cedes its spacious
character and its familial coherence to crabbed, often destructive
convergences in which time and purpose are emasculated at the
moment of coincidence. One thinks in particular of Hardy's
majestically ironic poem "The Convergence of the Twain," and of
its final stanzas, with the scornful pun "intimate welding." The
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The intimate welding of their l.ucr history,

Or sign that they were bent
By paths coincident

On being anon twin halves of one august event,

Till the Spinner of the Years
Said "Now!" And each one hears

And consummation comes, and jars two hernispheres.P'

Both Little Father Time's name and his presence yield up
further observations which, we may feel-as did the bishop who
reportedly burned his copy of Jude the Obscuret? -do great
damage to the sacrament of ongoing human life. For the boy is
neither really a son nor, of course, a father. He is an alteration in
the course of life, a disruption of the archeology that links
p;cnerations one to the other. His death is the affirmation, or
realization, of this indisputable role that he plays, just as Jude's
successive dreams-of scholarship, of architectural ambition, of
patrimonial and matrimonial order-are realized in about equal
measure in his tormented life with Sue Bridehead and in the
gingerbread models of Christminster he is reduced to selling near
the end of the novel. Three conditions of radical, or beginning,
divorce are interconnected here: the divorce of man from his
generative role either as man or as author; the divorce of man from
time; and the divorce of man from his "natural" intentions,

This celibacy is gained at a very high price indeed; and we may
look to George Gissing's parable of the narrative life, New Grub
Street, to see the sacrifice made flesh. Every writer in this grim
vision of the economics of narrative manuscript production is
either sterile, blind, or celibate; otherwise he is not a writer but a
manager. The books produced are a wilderness of mirrors that
reflect the doomed effort to produce without originality, to
originate without energy, and to fable without bread. For neither
the nutrient of man nor of his work is given to the writer: it must
be quarried from unyielding matter, either the word or the world,
and thereafter wastefully enshrined in the tedious plots of
three-volume society novels.

Gissing's unrelentingly naturalistic New Grub Street and
Hardy's valedictory novel are both reflections of something like an
even t, near the end of the nineteenth century, in the life of the

139



nuvrl Ih,'II, Alld ',IIIi I' 1111' ""\'1,1 I', ,dll'III,IIIVI', l u t um.r] lri',I'II'
blllllldl'd Il.ldillllll.r1ly (,I', I', 1II',I,tlv) 11I'IWI'I'li hirllr ;111.1 dl'allr, WI'

search ill Iict iou , .IS WIrI'II 11',ldlllg III~I()IV, 1'111' l'llllf'igur;lrilllls III
sense, charactcr , cvcut , nu u ivr , .uul sigllil'icallcl' lhat link II",

absolute terminals of each til the u.uucs. Ior ms, and identities WI'

can discern. In fiction and ill history, narra tive , to borrow a pilr;I.""
from Joyce, is the ineluctable modality of the legible. We must ask
ourselves now: what is the significance of the moment in the Ii'"
of fictional narrative exemplified by, among other events, Fatlll'l
Time's death in Jude the Obscure and Reardon's death in Nt'II'

Grub Street-deaths whose monuments are, respectively, a pUll

ning note and the terrifying vision of bookdom's graveyard, the
Reading Room of the British Museum?

Modality no longer fruitful, but stopped short, brutally
interrupted, pushed inward. A moment that ~ill drive Bernard
Shaw, the erstwhile novelist, into dramatic forms like that of'
Major Barbara, forms that energetically imitate not the new modes
of hardheaded realism, socialism, and materialism which arc
lauded in the play's preface, but the "new" modes of Dionysiar
celebration, dithyrambic irrationality, musical fluidity. For ill
rewriting The Bacchae, Shaw was noisily substituting the rebirth
of bloodthirsty individualism, the gospel according to Undershaft-
Dionysus, for the stultified rigor of decent bourgeois life,
which-he asserted-the conventional novel took for its subject. A
moment that will turn Samuel Butler's hero Ernest Pontifex into a
symbol of rejection of family and, conversely, into a symbol of
acceptance of a mysterious force independent-like his munificent
Aunt Althea-of biological life itself. Yet Oscar Wilde deserves
greater credit than do either Butler or Shaw for seeing that, for the
artist, the natural continuity of things had been ruptured. In
leaving life to servants, Wilde recognized that his capricious,
though earnest, illusions were at least creative and worthy of
bothering with, whereas life was neither one nor the other. Yet
Wilde's artistic triumph made inevitable his personal tragedy: the
happy narcissist on the page intended the pilloried defendant in
court-a theme to which we shall return in Chapter 4.

Let me now integrate what I have been speaking about into an
account of narrative itself. Fulfilling the special conditions
(discussed in Section I of this chapter) for novels in practice
requires basically that two things be available to the novelist: first,
the technique of consecutive explanation, and second, the liberty
to return to whatever he has already passed over in the narrative
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Il'peatedly return, The variations ()j' which this rather simple
,,('heme is capable arc apparel1t nor oilly ill nove-ls themselves, but
.ilso in such seminal works as Harry Levin's Gales of Hom, Georg
l.ukacs's Theorie des Romans, and Rene Girard's Mensonye
iomantique et verite romancsque/" Disparities of method and
uitention notwithstanding, such critical studies illustrate the way
III which, to use I. A. Richard's phrase, the novel in particular and
hction generally are speculative instruments-that is, the way in
which readers have used novels to engage their own narrative
histories, or the way in which fiction participates historically in
Ihe most intimate actualities of human life,

As we saw, the primordial discovery of a novel is that of
"..If-and primordial is intended here in a privileged way: the
primordial as the preeminent, as the prior, as the first validating
«ondition for intelligibility. In a novel such as Tom jones, for
-xample, the foundling is discovered immediately after birth, only
lobe rediscovered-and this is the function of the narrative-
Ihrough a series of adventures that clarify the circumstances of
ihat birth: he is given paternity. By extension (and I intend the
sexual pun), Tom himself becomes capable of paternity, although
Ihis, also by extension, is to be fulfilled outside the novel. It is
precisely the contours and the occasionally embarrassing inti-
macies of this process with which Tristram Shandy tampers. The
..ighteenth-century novel is like the eighteenth-century personality
(one can think of Swift and Dr. Johnson as characters, together
with Tom and Tristram), growing out of the initial, somewhat
~rudging acceptance of egoism, slowly transformed by time and
unceasing activity into an irreducible character whose special
virtue is that he welcomes and easily assimilates stories about him.
Whether in a novel, or in Boswell's Life of johnson, or in the
'll1going sequence of Swift's work, narrative redefines ego so that
it emerges as strong historical identity; as Meredith saw, the Book
of Life and the Book of Egoism-the novel-gradually became
synonymous.

An important qualification to this characterization of narrative
and its novelistic version is the condition of secularity. If,
regarding what I have been saying so far, the fundamen tal text is
the Odyssey, then the fundamental antitext or antitype is the New
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incarnated within the absolute boundaries of human life. '1'111'
history of imitation in the West, as both Auerbach and Curt ius
have shown,65 is the history of a gradual literary specialization of
styles whereby the models of imitation slowly lose their excm
plary force and their Originally divine reference. We might keep in
mind, for instance, the distinction between Thomas a Kempis and
DOl1 Quixote and how it is that what I have referred to as tlu-
reflection of the Christian ethos nevertheless took place in two
such diffcrent works. It is from an aberrant version of this ethos
that the classical novel derives the unvarying temporal structure
that Lukacs calls ironic.t"

Thus the novel's mimetic ambitions are essentially secular,
evcn though the hcro's ambitions, as in the case of Don Quixote
himself, could have timeless and noble religious antecedents.
Religious narrative, Christ's biography, and what Vico called
sacred history are founded upon and originate in the original
mystery of a Virgin Birth that can never be wholly verified, but
which demands recognition and unqualified acceptance; whereas
secular narrative, our concern here, is based on-begins in-the
common and indisputable fact of natural human birth-or, using
more severe terms, in the natal banishment of man from
immortality and in his initiation into an afflicted family, not one
that is apostolic but is rather a problematical combination of
repression and love. This, as Stephen Dedalus poignantly comes to
recognize, has the profoundest implications for the verbal artist,
since the words of the language he uses are lapsed recollections of
the single Original Word. Narrative lives in the temporal, quotidian
element, that element which commemorates the absence of
timeless mystery.

In view of its mortal strictures, and insofar as it is centrally
concerned with the lives of men and women, narrative also
contains the seeds of its own aging and death. In order to be read,
a life has to be discovered; to he discovered, a life must have
begun; to begin is equivalent to having a beginning; and to have a
beginning, a life must in some way he novel. While narrative in the
great period of the European novel affirms each of these
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msta ncc , the lincur successive loru: of biCl~raphy, But all happy
t.rrni] ics (and marriages), Tolstoi saysill :1111111"£lr(,II;II£I, arc the
same, all unhappy families (and marriages) different. In order to
he original and recognized as such, a life must be different and
novel. And to be different is to sense most of the time that one's
life has an uncommon, even unhappy, destiny. By the time the
1I0Vei became a specialized institution in nineteenth-century
bourgeois society, narrative had been subverted for an adulterous
purpose: no longer a marriage between intention and time,
narrative had become a private arrangement between an original
character (Julicn Sorel, for example) and that character's version
of time. Such a character is hungry for the distinction of more and
more originality. His time is no longer the property of the
community, nor of the family man, but is rather an illicit dream of
projected self-fulfillment whose highly subjective achievement by
the novel's end has been radically undermined and molested by
the refusals, sacrifices, renunciations, and selfishness on which it
was based.f? Such a life resembles orderly biography less than it
does a series of collisions and compromises. The difficulties
presented by realism derive from its ambiguous attitude toward
these arrangements made between time and character, arrange-
ments which seek to replace the bonds of community with the
creative, subjective freedom of unfettered emotion. Yet this new
private affair-especially in its compulsive form-tends to represent
the substitution of irresponsible celibacy for fruitful marriage,
This last observation, however, sometimes only reflects orthodox
morality, for inasmuch as celibacy stands for irresponsible
freedom, it also represents constraints or, as I have already noted,
deliberate renunciation.

Hardy's Jude and Little Father Time are luckless epigones (for
one can scarcely call them children) of the mid-nineteenth-century
bachelor-protagonist: titans like Captain Ahab in Moby Dick and
sorrowful orphans like Pip in Great Expectations. In figures like
Ahab and Pip the realistic novelist depicts man's freedom of
choice in determining his own fate by showing him, from his
beginning, renouncing the common destiny for the sake of one
that passes for an "original" one. What destroys both Pip and
Ahab, who otherwise differ so much in temperament and energy,
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true family; Ahab loses his family wlicu he loses his leg. Ncit lu-r
character can have (Turgenev's Bazaruv is another instance) a true
biography. The more radical the flaw, the more symmetrical is tlu:
novel's structure of balance between authority and molestation
the more closely, that is, does the novel resemble a kind of drca III

edifice constructed of insubstantial hopes. A quest for wh.n
Ishmael calls the ungraspable essence of life-whether that essence
be a phantom, a whale, the sea, or even the theory and practice 01
being a gentleman when one is merely a couhtry lad-can 1H'
narrated only at the expense of not narrating life's ordinary
generative process. Pip's great expectations depend on the generos
ity of some unknown person, whom he secretly believes to bl'
Miss Havisham. He flatters himself by believing that she has turned
back from the brink of marriage for the express purpose of being
able to endow him with the benefits of a handsome will. Yet the
will, in one sense, is his own; in a more literal sense, however, it
belongs to a convict, who is banished from society and who
compensates for his isolation by making a gentleman-son out of
Pip.

One should not overemphasize the similarities between two
such different, but so strangely celibate, novels as Moby Dick and
Great Expectations. But what strikes one with great force in both
works of will (and I use the word will in the sense of both
"volition" and "inheritance") is how the main character in each
discovers that he has substituted volition for inheritance. Both Pip
and Ishmael stand to one side of life's generative processes, and
yet each occupies the narrative center of his novel just as Fidanza
occupies the center in the last part of Nostromo. In Pip's attempt
to fill in the blank of his true origins with the wealth of fantasy, in
Ishmael's attempt to embark upon a whaling voyage of instruc-
tion, in Ahab's demonic chase of Moby Dick-in each of these
three linked analogies, the narrative of adventurous exploits is,
first of all, a beginning that replaces the obscurity of ordinary life;
second, a willed effort the character exerts thereafter to live
exclusively in search of his projected aims; and third, a discovery
that at the beginning of the quest there stands an unwelcome

144



'1I"1t'1, 1il,II lilt' 1IlIl'~,111.,,('III~.,111,1111'1111'1,0111111'1"1'.11.11;"11"I Iii" I,y
,I, I ill' .\1,11will ,llld I.y .1 w11I1I'1i I"" '1,1, ,111,1111.11IIII' 1'1111,01 1111'
'111" .• 1 i," d('ciphL'lIlIl'III, b y whn II I 1111',1111111'I'ILI! ('1111'111,,, dll'
II"It' 1 wit h it s l'llICi(Lilillll hy dl"llh, ~I'IIIII1,", phy~'c", III' both.

N",II Ihl' end of l'al'h nove] Ih('l'(, IS ;) Plli~II;)lll sn'lll' wherein a
111101of alter protap;llilist is co llccu-d int o lhl' bosom of a family.
III (;/('<11 lixpcct ations this is the scene to which I have already
1,'I"lrcd, where Pip sees little Pip, Joe and Biddy's son. In Moby
I I" k Ishmael, no longer a Pcquod "isolate," becomes a member of
IIII' Rachel's crew. The common pattern here is thc initial
"'I"dion of natural paternity in the narrative, which then leads to
.1 ~'I'l'cial procreative yet celibate enterprise, which in turn leads to
,1",11h and a brief vision of what might have happened had the
11.111';)tive and the initial act of self-isolation never been under-
1.1" 1'11. All this illustrates how narrative returns to discover its
I,,'~illnings in the act whereby the generative faculty was sacrificed
III celibate individuality. In each case, therefore, the novelist has
"lIlllllitted himself to producing a record of that celibacy.

Marx's discovery of the imaginative role played by money in
uuci-nineteenth-centurv Western society is analogous to the dis-
, IIvery made by the novelist's record of a celibate enterprise. What
I have been calling the alternative life willed by a novel's
protagonist Marx calls "the confounding and compounding of all
11;11ural and human qualities." Money is always in evidence during
Ihe course of the realistic novel. I t seduces the protagonist from
II;)rural procreation to a "novelistic" enterprise, to living with
great expectations. Much of Dickens, Balzac, Flaubert , Thackeray,
l.unes, and Gogo! is contained in the following account by Marx
"f how money gives fiction its potency:

If I long for a particular dish or want to take the mail-coach because I am
'lot strong enough to go by foot, money fetches me the dish and the
mail-coach. that is, it converts my wishes from something in the realm of
imagination, translates them from their mediated, imagined or willed
existence into their sensuous, actual existence-from imagination to life, from
imagined being into real being. In effecting this mediation, money is the truly
cr('ative power.

... Being the external, common medium and faculty for turning an image
into reality and reality into a mere image (a faculty not springing from man as
man or from human society as society), money transforms the real essential
IJOwers of man and nature into what are merely abstract conceits and
therefore imperfections-into tormenting chimeras-just as it transforms real
imperfections and chimeras-essential powers which are really impotent,
which exist only in the imagination of the individual-into real powers and
(acuities. 68
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ways "confounding and com pOlIlHI in).;" a lid it is th is vcrv
interaction that the realistic novel munipulatcs. The result, in thai
type of novel and in Marx, is the description of something that is
unnatural even while being almost entirely effective=somethiug.
that is, capable of holding one's attention and enduring despite its
eccen tricity,

There is still a further stage in the narrative's developing
consciousness of its (by now) peculiarly unnatural aims. The chief
of these aims, as I said earlier, is to wed ina uf;ural promise to
time-to be, in other words, the course of such a marriage, the
issue of which is discovery, explanation, genealogy. The narrative
represents the generative process-literally in its mimetic represen-
tation of men and women in time, metaphorically in that by itself
it generates succession and multiplication of events after the
manner of human procreation; yet the history of the nineteenth-
century novel documents the increasing awareness of a gap
between the representations of fictional narrative and the fruitful,
generative principle of human life. These are divergent paths that
eventually become completely irrelevant to one another, The
awareness, therefore, is that narrative cannot represent, cannot
truly mime, marriage and be original fiction at the same time.

The purpose of Flaubert's lifelong strugglc with the dull and
the humdrum was to show that the novel could be made
productive at exactly those points where life is not. The novelist's
monstrous project is by means of fiction to make a desert
bloom-into fiction. Emma Bovary's adultery enhances her beau-
ty, which seems unconnected not only to the circumstances of her
marriage, child, and husband, but-Flaubert here intensifies the
eccentricity even further-in its terrible artificiality parallels and
yet overcomes the failure of Charles's experiment to straighten
Hyppolite 's clubfoot. The subtlety of Emma's beauty escaped
even from the folds of her gown and from the line of her foot. 69

Like the novel, she is a made object whose express intention is to
spite her "natural" failure as a mother and wife. Note, in the
following description, how Flaubert uses words to create an
altogether nonvisual, and hence literary impression: Emma is a
beautiful verbal object because she has overstepped the limits of
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,,,,,I Ihat expresses the hurrnon y IH'lwl'I'1I t em pcrameu t ;llId circumstances,
11"1 l'I'avings, her sorrows, lu-r Sl'nSUIlUSpleasures and her ever-young illusions
1..,,1 slowly brought her to full maturity, and she blossomed forth in the
hrllur ss of her being, like a flower feeding on manure, on rain, wind and
-uush inc, Her half-closed eyelids seemed perfectly shaped for the long languid
p,i.IIHTS tha t escaped from them; her breathing dilated the fine nostrils and
1,liSl'd the fleshy corners of her mouth, shaded in the light by a slight black
,I"wn. Some artist skilled in corruption seemed to have devised the shape of
111'1hair as it fell on her neck, coiled in a heavy mass, casually reassembled
,d 11'1" being loosened daily in adultery. 70

Such characters risk being dissolved into a shapless mass of
t 1;1~l11ents.What h01ds them together, as Lukacs has said of
I 'liducation sentimentale,1.s time, which

1'1iugs order into the chaos of men's lives and gives it the semblance of a
vpuntaneously flowering, organic entity; characters having no apparent
IIH';ming appear, establish relations with one another, break them off,
disappear again without any meaning having been revealed. But the characters
,Ill' not simply dropped into that meaningless becoming and dissolving which
preceded man and will outlast him. Beyond events, beyond psychology, time
f,',ivesthem the essential quality of their existence .... The life totality which
r.rrries all men here becomes a living and dynamic thing: the expanse of time
which the novel covers, dividing men into generations and integrating their
.ictions in a historico-social context, is not an abstract concept, not a unit
«onceptually constructed after the event, ... but a thing existing in itself and
lor itself, a concrete and organic continuum. This totality is a true image of
life in the sense that no value-system of ideas enters it except in a regulative
lunction. 71

Although Lukacs's celebrated description accurately emphasizes
the importance that Flaubert ascribes to time, it fails to make the
distinction between the peculiarly sterile time within the novel
and the concrete and organic continuum "established by empiric
time in the natural and social human community." And this
distinction is crucial: even though it occurs most decisively and
explicitly at the end of L'Education sentimeniale, it is the novel's
beginning premise. Our final glimpses of Frederic are in two
scenes, one with Marie and the other with Deslauriers. Both scenes
are incidents of unconsummated sexual passion. Marie visits
Frederic in March of 1867 (all of the novel's main action takes
place between 1840 and 1848); she is an old woman with white
hair and wearing a black lace veil. They reminisce together,
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longer was." When she leaves h iiu a lill It- l.iu-r, ir is forevcr; bUL111'1
slightly ridiculous final mo mcu t is to sllip ()Il one of her wh ir«
locks for him. "Et ce fut tout" that was all.72

A few months later Frederic and Deslauriers are together,
going over their former lives. Neither has amounted to much. The
novel closes as both think back to 1837 (three years before the
novel opens) when as boys they paid a visit to the local brothel.
Overcome by heat, apprehension, and the sudden sight of so many
women at his disposal, Frederic runs out without doing anything
and, because he has no money, Deslauriers must follow. They
agree that that period was the best time of their fives.73 The two
scenes have in common not only unconsummated passion, but also
a place at the end of the novel where, in a sense, they reveal
novelistic time entirely capable of unity and unnatural order.
Insofar as both scenes reveal to us the novel's true beginnings-in
Frederic's addition to sentiments wholly inappropriate to reality
(in one scene he is an old man playing the role of a lover
twenty-seven years too late, in the other he ignores the lapse in his
sexual experience in order to enjoy a suggestive memory of
vaguely erotic good times)-at the end of the novel, they confirm
the novel's structure and its plot, both of which reverse the order
of nature. Like the 1848 events, the time of Moreau leads
nowhere; but unlike those events, the novel has a compositional
integrity which is ironically based upon sterility, celibacy, and
eccentricity. Frederic's authority as the novel's central character
rests upon everything in him that has not developed naturally.
Hence the winter-in-spring effect of the last scenes. So complete is
the disparity between genealogical continuity and novelistic
continuity that Flaubert, as if to be impudent, places these
infinitely rich and suggestive primary scenes outside the main
action of the novel-specifically, doubly defiant, at the end. Both
scenes take place at moments of temporal detachment from the
main body of events: one nineteen years after them, the other
three years before them.

Dostoievsky in The Possessed, even more decisively than
Flaubert in his novels, presents the disjunction between character
as beginning authority and the character's actions in his time, on
the one hand, and, on the other, the sequential order of time in
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'.""11 cllllsidn the 11;IITa(llr Ililllsl·11 .IS 111111 h .I Qni x or« as we do
',II'P;III 'I'rufimovitch. 1.'llrwhat is IllIl' III 11l;lkl'of' a reporter whose
1IIIIIIductory uccount of a character is as full of purposeful
l"I)',lIl'lIeSSas that character himself? Here are some instances of
w h.rt I have in mind, taken almost at random from chapter 1 of
III!' Carnett translation:

Yet Stepan Trofimovitch was a most intelligent and gifted man, even so
III say a man of science, though indeed in science, ... well, in fact he had not
,11I1Il' such great things in science. I believe indeed he had done nothing at
..11.

Later on-after [Trofimovitch 1 had lost his post as lecturer, however-he
puhlishcd (by way of revenge, so to say, and to show them what a man they
1..,.1 lost) in a progressive monthly review, which translated Dickens and
«Ivocated the views of George Sand, the beginning of a very profound
investigation into the causes, I believe, of the extraordinary moral nobility of
, ,·r lain knights at a certain epoch or something of that nature.

Some lofty and exceptionally noble idea was maintained in it, anyway. It
was said afterwards that the progressive review had to suffer for having
printed the first part. That may very well have been so, for what was not
l"lssible in those days? Though, in this case, it was more likely that there was
uothing of the kind, and that the author himself was too lazy to conclude his
,·ssay. He cut short his lectures on the Arabs because, somehow and by some
IIlIe (probably one of his reactionary enemies) a letter had been seized giving
.111 account of certain circumstances, in consequence of which some one had
demanded an explanation from him. I don't know if the story is true.74·

The hedgings, the doubts, the second- and third-hand reports, the
.unbiguous passive constructions, the leaps in argument-all are
part of a textual fabric badly concealing its radical internal
discontinuity as well as its disjunctive relations with reality.
Furthermore, every human relationship in the novel seems to lack
connection and defy consummation: marriages, in other words,
are either ended or unrecognized, whether in the legal state or
outside it. Consequently the relations between men and women, as
well as those between parents and children, are uniformly skewed.
A catalog of the abuse heaped upon the state of marriage, the
family, and the individual, which would be a long one indeed,
would suggest the extent to which the novel tampers with the
most intimate continuities. The principal actors in the book are as
disruptive in their effects upon us as are Pyotr Stepanovitch
Verhovensky's designs for chaos.
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student. friend, husband, lover, rvvolut iOl1ary, comrade thai "i~.
confession, in intention at least. is presented as an instrument fOI
straightening things out. What the psychologist-saint Tihon docs IS

to show Stavrogin how the confession is representation, 75 ,I

chronicle whose intention is to narrate a portion of Stavrogin's lif"
and its great sin, but which conceals the man who has lived il
behind the fa 'lade of its almost ridiculous ugliness. Tilllln
volunteers an alternative to publishing the document: silence alld
secret withdrawal from the world. Otherwise, he fears, either
Stavrogin's confession once published will be' construed as
attem pting to provoke the public, or that just before publication
Stavrogin will be found to have committed another terrible crime
"solely to avoid the publication of these sheets."76 One of the
points of this difficult scene, I think, is that writing and
psychology conspire to overwhelm any morality or ethic based
upon a common sense understanding of consequence. Whereas
such understanding stipulates that the consequence of a confessed
crime is absolution for the believer as well as punishment, Tihon
(whom Stavrogin calls a "cursed psychologist") argues that so
complex are the mind and its refractions in writing that one
cannot expect to find any consecutive sense in them at all. A
confession therefore might result in being accused of yet another
crime, instead of simply requiring repentance, forgiveness, and
retribution. Words do not necessarily tell what happens, since they
have a life of their own, discontinuous with and eccentric to the
"real" world. The insufficiency of narrative-which is what
Stavrogin has written-is once again revealed; Dostoievsky's
technique is to make text, sequential time and understanding, the
biological order of human genealogy all, in his novel, totally
discontinuous elements.

In such circumstances, as Hardy was less richly to recognize in
Jude the Obscure, a man like Stavrogin cannot survive, and so he
chooses death by suicide. He stands enigmatically in the midst of
four other characters who are first poised at the brink of, and then
like him plunge into, the psychological void separating conscious
withdrawal from their inauthentic habitual roles, on the one hand,
and, on the other, an infinite chaos which neither the historical
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w.rn l x LIS til fCL'I it that tlu: n.ura t ivr dcscription of his death is
IIIIW prodding the silent traces of death into a sort of supplernen-
r.u y vcrbal Iifc.

Novels increasingly take the form of retrospective, puzzling
.ulvcnture at the end of the nineteenth century and at the
Iwgillning of the twentieth, The attention paid to narrative
urh n ique by James, Conrad, and Ford is evidence of the way in
which the novel abandons its quasi-paternal role in favor of an
.ilmost total supplernentarity. An event is presumed to have
IIlTurred-as in The Good Soldier or Heart of Darkness or What
M,lisie Knew-which the novel attempts to reconstruct by means
') r investigation; yet the reconstruction is performed as a form of
.Iiscursive retrospective supplement to the event-as-action. Charac-
u-r then becomes an instrumen t for the author and reader to use in
Illlllposing this supplement. Often the mode of this supplement is
nrtcrance=a speaking voice-and its goal commemoration. Thus in
Ulysses, Bloom, Molly, and Stephen commemoratively, and in
spite of themselves, repeat Homer; their words and actions recite
Ihe Odyssey, the original narrative, in the midst of which they
have been inserted all along. A father bereft of his son, a son
casting off his usurping family: th/ese characters are ironically,
impossibly reconciled in an impersonal and unattractive Ithaca.
The resident Penelope performs her wifely and maternal roles in
the endlessly postponing form of a speaking dream. -

The note of betrayal running so strongly throughout Ulysses-is
partly, of course, a Joycean obsession. Yet the reader would do
well to see in this theme another meaning: Stephen'S constant
preoccupation is with the idea that he will always be considered an
Irish artist, a secondary person twice over; thus his art, as Buck
Mulligan puts it, is well-symbolized by the cracked looking-glass of
a servant.I? History and society seem to have forced upon the
novel its supplementarity, to which the novelist's most effective
answer is a very difficult art whose connections with reality are
seldom obvious. This is the betrayal of art by society, according to
Joyce, and the retaliation of art. Nevertheless, such a rationale
does not exhaust the meaning of betrayal. The problem is the
author-novelist himself, upon whom the pressure of the novel as
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discussing call be characterized <IS lIlIL' ill which narrative loses thl'

sense of beginnings with which it had commenced. And thi~
because the author now considers himself as much a creation <IS hi,\
writing. This motif in the novel, present since Tristram Shandy, i~
one of the molestations of authority whose force never diminishes.
If being "too menny" induces the author to stray too far <lW<lY

from authority, then he can no longer be the old father. Instead,
as human subject, he finds himself a subject of interpretation ill
the course of his authorship; the provisional character of his powcr
to authorize a fiction seems ever more accentuated.

"When one has grasped that the 'subject' is not something that
creates effects, but only a fiction, much follows." Thus Nietzsche
in 1887. If everything known can be reduced to the status of a
fiction, and all truth to interpretation, then, according to
Nietzsche the

will to truth is a making firm, a making true and durable, an abolition of the
r:llse character of things, a reinterpretation of it into beings. "Truth" is
therefore not something there, that might be found or discovered-but
something that must be created and that gives a name to a process, or rather
to a will to overcome that has in itself no end-introducing truth, as a
{,rocc'ssus in infinitum, an active determining-not a becoming-conscious of
something that is in itself firm and determined. It is a word for the "will to
power." ...

Man projects his drive to truth, his "goal" in a certain sense, outside
himself as a world that has being, as a metaphysical world, as a "thing-in-
itself," as a world already in existence. His needs as creator invent the world
upon which he works, anticipate it; this anticipation (this "belief" in truth) is
his support.79

This is as much as to say that a writer can take nothing for
granted. Each invention is an act of overcoming flux, a way of
temporarily forcing a created subject-object upon the world. The
more powerful the will (to power or to belief), the more durable,
and hence more convincing, the truth it seeks to promulgate.
Nothing separates "truth" in this definition from "reinterpreta-
tion"; the latter is the will to truth of one interpretation-more
durable, more strongly argued-over others. Yet since no one
interpretation can be said to be more original than another (no
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The explicit results of such a dissolution arc to be found,
,,,II firmed, and sustained in T. E. Lawrence's Seven Pillars of
'l'isc!om.SO A passage from its formerly suppressed opening
, h.iptcr demonstrates the difficulty Lawrence had in making his
"Iruth"-his invention, his creation, his interpretation-endure
("the old men" in the passage refers to the victory of other
III tcrpretations):

In these pages [he history is not of the Arab movement, but of me in it.
II is a narrative of daily life, mean happenings, little people. Here are no lessons
lor the world, no disclosures to shock people. It is filled with trivial things,
partly that no one mistake for history the bones from which some day a man
Iliay make history, and partly for the pleasure it gave me to recall the
Idlowship of the revolt. We were fond together, because of the sweep of the
"pcn places, the taste of wide winds, the sunlight, and the hopes in which we
worked. The morning freshness of the world-to-be intoxicated us. We were
wrought up with ideas inexpressible and vaporous, but to be fought for. We
lived many lives in those whirling campaigns, never sparing ourselves; yet
when we achieved and the new world dawned, the old men came out again
and took our victory to re-make in the likeness of the former world they
knew. Youth could win, but had not learned to keep: and was pitiably weak
.,gainst age. We stammered that we had worked for a new heaven and a new
earth, and they thanked us kindly and made their peace.S1

In the rest of the book, however, every dream of glory from
Western man's epic past is assembled by this scholar-adventurer-
initiator-author-originator. The scene is a real war (World War I),
the setting a real desert, given to Lawrence by history, in which to
execute his perfect action, with beginning, middle, and end. The
narrative rivals the titanic fictions of Dostoievsky and Melville by
treating the realities of an accomplished desert campaign.P It was
Lawrence alone who could pick his goal, his prophet, and his
warriors for this utterly male campaign. He seeks out Feisal in the
same way that a poet seeks out his theme: "I felt at first glance
that this was the man I had come to Ar~bia to seek-the leader
who would bring the Arab revolt to full glory."s3 And these
chosen ambitions were to replace the vagaries of Arab existence
and Muslim faith, which for too long had clung vaguely to Mecca
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Whereas the Arabs wanted quiu- 11,11111,"1),11I1'l'Lljlllll'l' Mecca alld
Medina frol11 the Turks in a snil's III' I'ixed battles. Lawrcu ce
wanted instead to take Damascus by ;1 more-or-less unconnected
series of moving attacks, Early in the book, as Lawrence rides
through Arabia toward Medina, he reflects: "My thoughts as we
went were how this was the pilgrim road, down which for
uncounted generations, the people of the north had come to visit
the Holy City, bearing with them gifts of faith for the shrine; and
it seemed that the Arab Revolt might be in a sense a return
pilgrimage, to take back to the north, to Syria, an idea for an
ideal, a belief in liberty for their past belief in a revelation.Y'"
Thus Lawrence's creative presence shifts and reinterprets the Arab
revolt's whole direction, just as, for instance, Joyce shifts the
triviality of a June day in Dublin into a pattern of eighteen
episodes out of the Odyssey, Lawrence's will converts the East
into the forms of the West: not Medina and Mecca, but Jerusalem
and Damascus; not Muhammad and his sherifs, but Christ the
prophet played by Feisal: not mere desert tribes, but a congrega-
tion of the faithful, a People, led by a warrior-zealot-Paul=Auda.
Even the classicist in Lawrence could be satisfied, For here, too,
were Troy, Agamemnon, Achilles, and the Greeks. If accomplished
then, such a many-tiered plan would be a triumph indeed.

Everything in The Seven Pillars is heavily determined by
Lawrence's interpretations, which while he writes is retrospection,
but as he acts in the book is anticipation. The work's subtitle is "A
triumph," a clear enough phrase as anticipation of the revolt's
victory; this is how Lawrence's contemporaries, and many of the
Arabs, saw it. Yet in the book itself the narrative drifts ever
further from triumph and further from seguential progress,
Lawrence goes to Arabia as a young and energetic man, yet at the
end of The Seven Pillars he emerges a broken man. At the
beginning, he says, "I wrote my will across the sky in stars," and
further on in the book he details this a bit further: "The desert
was held in a crazed communism by which Nature and the
elements were for the free use of every known friendly person for
his own purposes and no more."85

These purposes are defined by Lawrence in chapter 33, during
an illness that has rendered him semidelirious. He realizes that the
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01 all algebraic, a biulul4ical, .uul ,I psychological part: even the
r ubrics an: rarefied, The whole is designcd to transcend logical
sl'ljllence in the average mind, This was to be a war of detachment,
not of contact; there would be no central point to the campaign,
jllst raids spread out as far as possible; no front, no army, no
lOnfrontation, The plan was based on irregularity and extreme
articulation. From then on in the book the writing becomes
increasingly more technically detailed and less readable, for the
t c x t and the plan of the book have been transvalued into a specia'
mode of existence, creating an actor and created by the author-in
both cases, Lawrence himself.f"

A flaw, however, hinders the narrative. The flaw is the author
himself, Lawrence, miming the Arab and yet acting the god, torn
between his disguise as participant and his imperialistic will as
unnatural father of the movement. The seven pillars are erected:
I)amascus is gained. Yet the gaps between the large blocks of the
structure are signs of an origin betrayed in the very process of
building. Thus in history the Arabs win, yet their original aim, a
finished state, is withheld from them by historical necessity in the
West. In the narrative, the book completes itself, yet its meaning
resides almost wholly in the traduced aim and the violated
integrity known only, and then very obscurely, to the author:
"There seemed no straight walking for us leaders in this crooked
lane of conduct, ring within ring of unknown, shamefaced motives
cancelling or double-charging their precedents.t'P? The text is a
mausoleum commemorating a secret no longer remembered after
Lawrence's postwar mind-suicide (the phrase was Lawrence's for
his self-burial in the ranks of common soldiers); the secret
resembles the mysterious initials, "S. A.," to whom the book is
dedicated, and which provide the reader with a minimal clue-or a
death without a corpse. Reduced to mere textuality, the book's
virtue, as Lawrence wrote Lionel Curtis in 1923, was its secrecy;
or, as he wrote to V, W, Richards in 1920, his narrative was to be
"the-book-to-build-the-house."s8 Narrative has come to this,
then: a house without women, without fulfillment, without
family. Which is why Malraux says that "the Arab epic became in
Lawrence's mind the medium for a grandiose expression of human
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Both Malraux and Forster felt that Lawrence's portrayal of m.m
was insufficiently "real" and solid. Forster's suggestion was 10

"put in more conversations," on the theory that since in real lifl'
men talk, they should also be seen talking in narratives. In conflict
here, I believe, are the concepts of traditional novelistic mall,
whose portrayal relies exclusively on the conventions for depicting
man institutionalized by the classical novel, and inother sort Ill'
man-Lawrence's-whose presence in writing obeys only the
exigencies of the writing-whatever those may be-rather than
those prescribed by any existing genre. Lawrence had confessed
that The Seven Pillars was an atypical mixture of confession and
history, with the former almost always overriding the latter;
Lawrence's own psychology was far from static, and thus the
specific difficulties he encountered in rendering his hyperactive
self-consciousness dictated not only his method of writing
narrative history, but also his conceptions of history and change,
of man in history, and of the kind of text that could deliver the
fullest psychological account in the context of history. During the
course of The Seven Pillars, Lawrence begins to become conscious
of playing a part in events that he set in motion. He becomes
thereafter an agent of what he has himself created among the
Arabs, and from then on he turns into an unwilling transcriber of
events. The text goes forward with himself in its very grip. When
he is captured at Deraa, his masquerade as an Arab is exposed, and
he is punished for it. As author, Lawrence becomes, during the last
part of the book, a victim of his writing-a project that, like the
Arab revolt, he must see through to completion despite his efforts
to withdraw from it. Lawrence's failure to be sincere with the
Arabs is balanced by his fanatical sincerity in rendering his
hypocrisy. The revolt as a project is finally terminated, as is the
book, but the result (as Lawrence well knew) was a shabby history
of betrayal and manipulation, a shattered, unfinished monument.
For Lawrence the book represented a perpetual confrontation
with his personality, with his authority as a man in history: the
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\"1'('1/ l'illars, III wh irh IIl1lsl adll1ill'IS III L,lWITlln' resp()l1d very
,·.I',ily. .md its far IIIlIlT l"lllllpll'x alld illll'1"('slillg psychological and
11"ILIal problems. 111 IHI'HI Nic tzschc had writ ten of the difference
lu-t wrcn "the old mcnducious POIllP, junk. and gold dust of
111Il"IlIIScious human vanity" ..-which in Lawrence corresponds to
his successes ill the Arab rcvolt-and the "basic text of homo
1I1/111ra, ,,91 A narrative history such as Lawrence's history of the
Ar;lb revolt only implicitly incorporates the "basic text," yet
within that tcxt the dynamic of molestation and authority that r
.liscussed earlier is less well-disguised and nearer the surface than it
I.~ in the classical novel. Both Lawrence's overburdened privacy
.rud the public nature of the Arab revolt obviously violate the
uove l''s conventional restraints. Yet along with Conrad, Dostoiev-
sk y, and Hardy, Lawrence feels very strongly the human encroach-
mcnts upon the practice of being an author. And along with theirs
his work reconsiders the fundamental problem of how to make
Llllguage in general and narrative in particular more responsive
Ihan before to the task of describing man's nature. My argument is
Ihat central to such a description is the difficulty of rendering the
scquenrial order of man's life in time, especially since language and
psychology seem to operate outside the exclusively linear rules of
progress or meaning. As we saw, the classical novel contained the
molestations of psychology and language in the pattern of
procreation and generation found in the genealogically imagined
plot, the family, and the self. But such a pattern cannot properly
begin or order writing once the human subject is no longer given as
capable of such procreation, once as a subject its major feature is
not the author's faith in it but the fact that it, and its author, are
fictions together being produced during the writing.

The value of Lawrence's narrative is that it can be studied
more freely than the novel as a work exposing the psychological,
textual, and conceptual strains to which the novel was susceptible.
r suggested earlier that these problems result from the specific
cultural role of novels in the West: novels represent as well as
contain change; they add to reality and interpret it; they accept
the burdens, as well as the pleasures, of such desires on the part of
the author and the reader. Thus a novel begins in a particular way
and moves according to a logic of development implicitly
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radically (by definition) the uovcl c.m be Sl'CII as a rcintcrprct.uion
of its own beginning and dcvclopmcut , as well as those of man, till'

novel's protagonist. The attention 1 have paid to Conrad, Hardy,
Fluubert , Dostoievsky, and Lawrence has had the purpose (If
characterizing a late stage in the changing conception of the novel
as an enterprise for reflecting on beginning and developmcn t.

Historically, this stage coincides with two other major efforts III

deal with these issues on somewhat the same grou~ds as the novel
does.

A very considerable part of what Nietzsche and Freud set OUI

to do in their work is radically anthropological in the same sense
as was the late-nineteenth-century novel. Each regarded the task or
accurately describing man as fundamentally connected with three
related problems. One is the problem of biography as embodied ill
genealogical sequence: to what extent is this sequence adequate
for reflecting the ascertainable discontinuities in a man's life?
Where in this sequence does one locate the beginning if, for
instance, psychological knowledge is not based solely upon the
fact of birth, but upon transpersonal, natural, and "prehistoric"
forces like the unconscious or the will? The second problem is that
of language in relation to human reality: how well does writing-
how well can writing-incarnate this reality given that mimesis is
scarcely a comprehensive technique? What sort of text is most
faithful in rendering the complexities of human psychology? The
third problem is that of dealing with man's fiction-making
capabilities: if producing narrative is in some way a basic human
tendency, how does one cognitively deal with fiction and image
making in narrative? That is, is fiction utilitarian, or simply
decorative?

It is fairly evident that all these questions are interrelated. But
consider for a start Nietzsche's statement of the program of
re-interpreting the three problems to which he, and presumably
also Freud, would give assent:

To translate man back into nature; to become master over the many vain
and overly enthusiastic interpretations and connotations that have so far been
scrawled and painted over that eternal basic text of homo natura; to see to it
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This passage's Liseof such metaphors and expressions as "transla-
I ion ," "interpretation," "basic text," and so forth to describe
knowledge of man indicates how strongly Nietzsche feels to be the
counection between man and language. Equally strongly, I think,
he feels that all hitherto available and formal uses of language
betray "the basic text of homo natura." To restore that text
Nietzsche calls for a combined Oedipus-strikingly prefiguring
Freud-and Odysseus who would begin the task by radically
lIIaking knowledge the intention of the text.

But why should that be so: why should knowledge be sought
anyway? Nietzsche's answer is as follows:

Learning changes us; it does what all nourishment does which also does
not merely "preserve" -as physiologists know. But at the bottom of us, really
"deep down." there is, of course, something unteachable, some granite of
spiritual [atum, of predetermined decision and answer to predetermined
selected questions. Whenever a cardinal problem is at stake, there speaks an
unchangeable "this is I": about man and woman, for example, a thinker
cannot relearn but only finish learning-only discover ultimately how this is
"settled in him." At times we find certain solutions of problems that inspire
strong faith in us; some call them henceforth their "convictions." Later-we
see them only as steps to self-knowledge, signposts to the problem we
.,re-rather, to that great stupidity we are, to our spiritual [atum, to what is
unteachable very "deep down.,,93

Intimations of Freud are present in this passage, too-not only in
its use of imagery of depth to describe that which is unteachable,
and presumably unconscious, in man, but also in its references to
the dialectical learning process and-more important, I think-in
its conception of man as problem. If, as the last sentence of
Nietzsche's declaration seems to suggest, man's deepest reality is
that he is a problem, then the insane task of gaining knowledge
requires finding, first, a form of understanding that recognizes this
truth, and second, a language and a text in which to contain,
express, realize, fulfill, or incarnate this knowledge. Invoking
ancient heroes like Oedipus and Odysseus concedes at the outset
that the task is historically, fearfully, and perenially demanding.
For such knowledge does not carry with it the ordinary rewards of
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Seem but the clouds of the sky
When the horizon fades,
Or a bird's sleepy cry
Among the deepening shades.94

Just as nature is a complex space in which e'vents occur ill
temporal as well as spatial dimensions that are not uniformly lineal'
or progressive, so man's knowledge of himself is (or ought to lw
considered) similarly complex. Yet "nature" cannot be grasped
immediately; the very use of so general a rubric freguen tI y
disguises an enormous amount of ignorance, as Nietzsche himself
most incisively observed. Rather, nature has to be interpreted, or
read, just as man must be read and interpreted. This is a
fundamental point which, in The Interpretation of Dreams, Freud
was to make many times and in many different ways. Dreams, he
says at some point, do not come into being with the intention of
being understood: they simply are (and they are problematical),
they unscrupulously yield to any method of granting visual
representation to dream-thoughts, and their unity is simply an
illusion. Therefore, like nature under the gaze of the scientist,
dreams are hieroglyphics which can only be understood by
schooling oneself in their peculiar mechanisms. Yet the most
problematical thing about dreams is that everyone, even their
interpreter, dreams them. How, then, does one separate the object
of study from the object of experience-or from the experience
tout court? The relatively simple answer to this question is
appealing indeed, and Freud seems not to have evaded it: first one
experiences the object, then one analyzes it. Or, as most writers
would say, first one gets the material oneself, then one studies it as
something whose method of acquisition is itself significant.

Yet as with any novelist or reader, Freud at the very beginning
is faced with deciding how to deal with objects of experience and
analysis whose primary, absolutely basic feature is their subjective
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!~athcr mutcrinl Oil dreams. alld ('1'1'11 harder to make fast
distinctions between the "real" facts and illusory ones regarding
Ihem. The ln tcrpretation deals as much with the nature of
psychological reality as with the meaning of dreams, but the
book's fascination lies in the fact that Freud does not choose
hctween illusion and reality until the very end. His policy seems to
have been to record everything possible about dreams and then to
,~ift out the true from the counterfeit. The structure of the book is
therefore intended to reflect the stages of an investigation, not just
its results, Such a structure, I think, consciously minimizes what
would have been an otherwise passive transcription of "scientific"
findings. In a sense Freud wishes his text to be the stage, the
locale, where dream interpretation takes place.l"

However strong Freud's wish to make his investigations seem
to be unfolding before the reader, he is too systematic a writer to
deliver a slapdash text. Nevertheless, his text is ordered according
to a planned dissociation, a dismemberment of image clusters
(dreams) into fragments of thought--despite the fact that the
claim to attention made by his objects of study is precisely their
striking, if irrational and distorted, unity of composition. Such a
strategy is of special interest to the student of literature. It is as if
Freud were taking into '!.ccount the impasse reached by so many
late-nineteenth-century and earIy-twentieth-century novels-as re-
flected by their tendency to represent supplements to activity the
writer cannot fully capture and by their disillusionment with
mimetic attempts to represent man in language. In both instances
novelists turned to techniques that compensated for deficiencies in
the novel's traditional mimetic strength. Conrad's use of interlock-
ing and qualifying "records," Flauberr's use of temporality, the
images of victimizing and enigmatic texts in Dostoievsky and
Lawrence-these, as we saw above, have their roots, technically at
least, in the traditional novel's radical dynamic of authority and
molestation. In Freud's case he deliberately avoids the instruments
socially, culturally, and institutionally linked in the West to the
practice of fiction, even as his material is-and remains throughout
his career-firmly connected to that same practice. For dreams we
can easily imagine substituting the word [iction, for distortion the
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window through which we call gl'l a glilllpSl' of the interior or I h.u
apparatus" (p. 219).96

Thus a further burden is imposed upon Freud. The lnterprct a
1;011 is not only an encyclopedia of dream interpretation, a thcu rvt
for staging Freud's scientific investigations: it is also a text whusc
intcn tion is to begin a discourse one of whose principal purposes i~
the conscious avoidance of certain specific textual conventions."?
The first of these conventions is supplernentarity , a defensive
tactic used to separate the text temporally and spatially from till'
events it is describing. Thus the text comes after the event and it~
mode is verbal, whereas the events are taken to be "material." A
second convention is the adoption of a logic of structure and
argument based on temporal and spatial forward movement.
Despite digressions and temporary regressions, the principal
motion is sequential, a movement forward until, as the expression
has it, a conclusion is reached. Third is the convention or
adequacy, according to which the text is assumed to be fully equal
to the task of conveying, incarnating, containing, realizing, OJ

Fulfilling its intention, its meaning, or both together. Most
hermeneutics assumes this sort of adequacy, for the argument is
that frequent "returns" to a text will yield up a meaning that is
whoJly knowable, and wholly embodied in the text-at least for
the purposes of its adequate reading. Fourth is the convention of
finality. Each portion of the text-each discrete unit, from the
smallest to the whole of the text itself-is in its place more or less
finally, by which Imean that neither what precedes each such unit
nor what follows it is considered equal to it at that moment. A
hierarchy is established in which the text or any subunit thereof
fully and finally displaces every other text or unit at the moment
of that text's appearance and/or reading. The fifth and final
convention is that the unity, or integrity, of the text is maintained
by a series of genealogical connections: author-text, beginning-
middle-end, text-meaning, reader-interpretation, and so on. Under-
neath all these is the imagery of succession, of paternity, of
hierarchy.

Some combination of these conventions is taken for granted, I
think, in most writing before Freud and Nietzsche, My argument
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I'"'mise is, as we have said above, paternal. This is decidedly not
1111'case with Freud's writing. and a great deal of what I shall be
'"lying specifically about '1111'Interpretation of Dreams applies not
'>lely to other te xts of Freud bu t also to the general textual
r lu-ories of Nietzsche. I shall leave till subsequent chapters the
question of how these theories can be construed as having a
Iwaring on the attitude of other modern writers toward the text.
(:l'I'tainly at first glance Freud's general theory of dreams and of
Ihl' unconscious seems undeniably to have influenced the vocabu-
I.lry of modern writing. Yet no less a pioneering effort is Freud's
rv xtual practice itself in The Interpretation of Dreams.

In studying this text it is important, I believe, to keep in mind
t lrc conventions referred to above, as well as Freud's lifelong
fascination with the role of the father. Not only does the latter
playa key role in Freud's discussion of the Oedipus complex, but
II also returns later in Freud's historical essays, such as Moses and
Xlono theism and Totem and Taboo. There are strong echoes of
paternity as well in his analyses of the superego, of culture and of
religion. A general observation worth noting here is that Freud's
displacement and qualification in his psychology of the father's
lole-a role which is always complex and, despite radical qualifica-
Iions upon it, highly ambivalent-is accompanied by parallel
displacements and qualifications made in those genealogical,
hierarchical, and consecutive conventions to be found in the idea
,If a text. Perhaps it is too glib to see in this Freud's interest in
substituting brothers for fathers, copresence for consecutiveness,
u-rnporal and spatial simultaneity for the (relative) finality of
sequence. None of these displacements comes about by assertion,
however; rather, each is concomitant with Freud's special sort of
.inalytical reasoning, in which a healthy respect for what he calls
t he wisdom of the ancients is combined with a daring insolence in
advancing novel hypotheses. Another simple 'l"ay of stating this is
10 call Freud's writing an amalgam of scientific and "traditional"
wisdom.

It is no accident that the protocol of The Interpretation of
Dreams is not at all that of a conventional scientific text, but
rather that of a narrative account of multifaceted experiences
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1'1'1.111'01"'.1 pll·~I1I1I.1hly1,0111, ,II. ,II, ,1,1". liI"III',iI 11111 1I1'II':,~.lIdv ..

pl'llll'.~Si"II'.1 ,Jill', Till' 11'\1 I', ,,1.,,1 1111'''11',11 Willi III;IIIYI'I'I,~"II."
asidl's, hil~ III alll,('(IIII..1 111'.1"1\' 11'11.1,110111', .11101IIIITl'llillll', ,d

views previously fllrwal'lh,d hy 1111' ,111111111 hililseif (SOIIlI'IIlIlI'"
earlier ill the same chapter). 1:1'1'1101\Llv(Jrill' narrative il1l;I~I',III
course, is that of a rambling walk dllrill~ which prospects Opl'lI "1'.
arc closed off, or ignored. The most celebrated sentence ill 1111'

book-"Thc interpretation of dreams is the royal road Ivia re·,!!;.!I
to a knowledge of the unconscious activities of the mind" IHiI
liantly transforms the pervasive image of a rambling walk into thaI
of a highly purposeful and forceful journey toward a goal. Y 1'1

even in that very late statement in the book, Freud does not desert
the possibilities of his earlier formulation: for when dealing wit I.
something so impervious to efforts at straigh.rforward, ~fi II:!I
definition as the unconscious, it is fairly certain that yet again WI'
will have to content ourselves with rambling toward it, even on till'
royal road.

At no point in the Interpretation does Freud scant the variety
of his evidence-or, for that matter, the fact that most of it i:-.
inconclusive, contradictory, of doubtful origin, and even common
sensically useless. This is guite apart from the evidence of dreams
themselves. As a writer, Freud says on numerous occasions, his joh
is to somehow make his prose adequate for extracting the useful
from the dross. Yet his beginning principle is an extremely
catholic one-is no less than the belief that all "psychical events arc
determined, [that] there is nothing arbitrary about them" (p.
514). A few pages later he says, "That is why in analysing a dream
I insist that the whole scale of estimates of certainty shall be
abandoned and that the faintest possibility that something of this
or that sort may have occurred in the dream shall be treated as
complete certainty" (p. 516). Therefore, all the evidence of (and
on) dreams is interconnected, it is admissible, and it all works.
How all the evidence is connected together and how and why it
works is the problem. A still greater problem is presenting the
evidence in language. Near the end of the book Freud indicates the
scope of his difficulties:

In venturing on an attempt to penetrate more deeply into the
psychology of dream-processes, I have set myself a hard task, and one to
which my powers of exposition are scarcely equal. Elements in this
complicated whole which are in fact simultaneous can only be represented
successively in my description of them, while, in putting forward each point,
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I IIIII~I ,IVllid ,II'III',IIiIlH III .rut i. il'"I,' rlI" fI,IIIIIII,I., willi II II 1'. 1.,..",,1
.lilli, lilli".'; ,"I,,, .1.'. 11"",,,, II i-, IH'Y'''I.I Illy '01"'IIV,rli I" ,111'.\.,"'1 III ,.II rill', I .1111
".Iyillg r lu- I',,".IIIY ',,1 rI,,' 1.111 111.11 ill m v .11' "'"" ,,1.1"',1111 I"'Y' 1,,,I"gy I
II,IV<' 1."<'11 111,,,1.1,· III '1I1IIIw rI", "i~llIli,.tI .11'\,,·1"1'"11'"1 "I Illy IIWII views.
"'''"l1l-(h Illy OWII line ,,( apl',"al'h '" tI,,· '''''iI'' I III tllI·.lIm was tll'll'I'IIlinl'd by
'lly previous work 011lht' psyd,,)lo~y III' tI", '''·llIm,·". I h;,,1 not intended to
IIlakl' lise "f the l.utcr as a hasis or rc lc rcucc in t lu- present work. Nevertheless
I ;1111constantly being driven to do so, instead 01' proceeding as I should have
wished, in the contrary direction and using dreams as a means of approach to
II,,· psychology of the neuroses. I am conscious of all the trouble in which my
"'aders are thus involved, but I can see no means of avoiding it. (p. 588)

If his text is onc result of these insufficiencies, Freud is
.uhnitting here that it cannot be regarded as the unequivocally
h;1 ppy realization of his plans for it. The available guides for prose
(".ustruction were not adequate for his material. He says earlier
lilat as he writes he has had to keep at bay all the ideas associated
with a particular dream, then adds, "And in the meantime the
'meaning' of the dream was borne in upon me. I became aware of
.111 intention which was carried into effect in the dream and which
must have been my motive for dreaming it" (p. 118). A (disguised
wish for) intention is present and it works to give the dream a
meaning, but an evident subdivision has taken place between
prescnce and the awareness of it. In other words, whereas an
intention must have determined the dream itself, the intention
does not immediately and prescriptively yield to analysis. Instead,
associated thoughts appear to the analyst; they cling to the
iuten tio n as clusters around a nucleus or, as Freud says later, as
mushroornlike growths around a deep node (p. 525). Just as any
dream is a palimpsest, sections of which remain vivid while others
.rrc almost invisible or partial, so the analysis has the same quality.

Two practical, textual consequences follow, one more obvious
than the other. First, Freud's text is constructed like a palimpsest.
Thanks to James Strachey's precise editing, we can see physical
signs of how, in each of the eight German editions, Freud
interpolated new or revised material, sometimes to make new or
revised points, sometimes to clarify old ones. The palimpsest goes
beyond this sort of intervention. Since Freud's subject matter and
his attitude toward it can be grasped only in verbal fragments
(whether of dreams or of language-i.e. sequential prose), they
must be able to accommodate important changes. Usually the
reason for these changes is that the fragment as first apprehended
was necessarily incomplete-that is, its intention, while pr~sent,
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was IHI! vl:"ld", 'l'h('I'('IIIII', II< "It' ,,f 1 II 1111':. ~"lll1'lIn's ;I( ;I !~I\I"II

puiut ill (IH' t r x t is ;1 fill,,1 ',1.11,1111 III "'" I'V,'II ill it'> imuudi.u c
ClIII(,'\!. 1kll' is ,I pn("t"! ('\,11111.1" "I w h.u 11IIl';lII:

We shnll hc taking into account ev~rythill~ "III' h;'11been brought tulight
by our analysis of unplcasurnhlc IIn'allls if WI' make the following
modification in the formula ill which we hav,' souj.\ht to express the nature of
dreams: cI dream is a (d;s~ui.l'ed) jill.fllIlI/(·1I1 "./ " {suppressed or repressed]
wish, (p. 160)98

The typographical devices-the italics and the parentheses-used
here to indicate Freud's later changes, emphasize the proleptic as
well as the recapitulatory aspects of the observation. In addition,
the parentheses on the printed page represent the mechanisms of
disguise and repression, not only by virtue of their presence, but
also, paradoxically, by their delayed appearance.

The second textual consequence is immediately related to
Freud's analytic method. Every dream has a "plot" of its own that
has no corresponding parallel in reality. In a real sense. dream
continuity is, like the novel's plot, an alternative way of perceiving
a movement of images: such a continuity may seem arbitrary, but
it has an undeniable logic and order that we tend to deprecate
with the thought that "it's only a dream." It is the construction of
the dream that is unfamiliar, for the images themselves are not
created images, but rather familiar, mostly mnemonic images
combined in self-protective and unfamiliar ways (pp. 418-19).
Freud's analytic way with these combinatory puzzles is to
di~ociate them from one another by first writing them down or
speaking them aloud in sentences and then grappling with the
possible meaning of the sentences one by one. That is, his verbal
interpretation of dreams operates at the sentence (or even phrase)
level rather than at the paragraph level, even though the latter
more closely parallels the overall organizational pattern of the
dream. In the sequence of dream-images Freud discerns certain
types of barriers-distortion, condensation, displacement, second-
ary revision-whose function is to safeguard, even seduce, the
dominant consciousness from experiencing an unpleasant encoun-
ter with the unconscious. By sidestepping the sequential order that
images follow in the dream, Freud therefore lets "thought"
emerge as a result of the analysis; and during the analysis he also
discovers that a dream-thought reaches representation in imagery
through dream-work. The sequence of images then achieves order
by effacing the traces of dream-work and dream-thought. Because
the dream-plot also usually frees itself of the powerful emotions
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illld dl'sil'l'~ Ih.11I"""glll II illlll'III'IIIV,' 1'lI'lld Id"'II~1 du' .111"1111 III
(,OI'PS('S lyill~~1111;1 h;lIlII'l'i(,ld (p, ·1(1'1).111',1IIII'II'I'I'Iiw task is !IIIlS

11111I;lk" 1111' h,lllldil'l.I'lllIlI' .il ivr .lg,lill.

I haw dl'laill·.1 111l'sl' Sh'P!> III shuw how methodic is Freud's
decision nut to let images and Sl'lllll·lIn·s. or plots made up of
images. determine the order of his analysis. Similarly, in his text
each image is dissected into its associated thoughts. Essential to
this procedure is the transformation of the dream from images
into words. The element of dreams is imagery (even though images
in dreams sometimes "speak" using words); its logic, or plot, is the
particular way that images can combine with one another. Once
translated from images into interpretive language, the plot of the
dream, and hence its image, loses its effective power to dominate
one's attention. When the image becomes a sentence recorded as
part of the interpretation, the "plot"-which Freud describes as
using any means within its reach, "legitimate or illegitimate" (p.
411), illogical or contradictory (p, 318), to preserve its liberty-be-
comes a composition of "dream-thought," and the dream thus
becomes amenable to analysis. The dream-image marks the
beginning of an analysis whose method is consistently antivisual.
Thus for Freud the beginning is whcn one departs from the
dream-image, in the course of analysis, and enters the realm of
language: here one sees the kernel of Freud's "speaking cure."99

Freud's text consequently does not supplement the dream; on
the contrary, it opposes words to the dream and its images. In
place of discrete images the text substitutes relatively untidy
explanations in prose. Whereas the images properly begin in the
dream-day, their interpretive endings "cannot, from the nature of
things," be definite (p. 525). Every statement made about the
dream proceeds according to "unknown -or, as we inaccurately
say, unconscious-purposive ideas" (p. 528); by a logic of double
negatives, however, the images are guided by a known
intention-namely, the intention not to be understood (p. 341).
Furthermore, images are the guardians of sleep. Not only do they
often allay anxiety (p. 267), but their visual form is directly linked
to censorship, which can be bypassed by the interpretation. Since
the dream-images and dream-thoughts have different centers (p.
305), the same is true of the dream-plot on the one hand and, on
the other, of the verbal interpretation. Formally, the dream-plot
designates a specific period of time and place, while the verbal
interpretation is far more diffuse. Therefore, the text of the
interpretation inhabits a totally verbal dimension of time: in
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"II." I, 1111',1111',111',111.11",II II III'" 111'01'" ',1,1111111'111111.111.,dllllllg IIII'
11I1I'ljlll'1.l11I1I11\ Lldl .. cll" 11111'1111011111111II I'" ,ljl,lhll' III m liuu «
.I~~II' i.u illll~. ";lIh •.1 which well ',ldl',l.lllll.cll" ,cll"1 II~ 0.,(,11 liS .1.\ .I

~Ial"IIII'lIt.
Frclid Il.ls various ways III' dl'IIII 1110.,1r;11illg t his. Thc ximil« III'

IIll' c ntrcprcucur and his capital (1" Sf) I), I'()r instance. corresponds
I() r lic relationship between the drc.uu alld the unconscious. The
wealth of an image (its arresting visual qualities) is separated [rom
t he illusion and attached instead to a far more interesting
polysemy in thought. A version of this technique is Flaubert's
placing of the final scene in L 'Education sentiment ale outside the
ruu in temporal frame of the action. Even if the young men's
IllL'lIlory is of an abortive episode, which is only a silent spectacle,
in other ways it is extremely fertile and wealthy: it produces much
of the novel's plot. And this despite the fact that the htemory is of
something not done,just as in Freud wealth arises from that which
is by definition unknown. For a prose text like the Interpretation
this means that meaning cannot be imagined as residing in a
finished object like the dream; nor for that matter can meaning
precede its verbal description. Rather, the meaning of the
unknown (unconscious) is something always being produced; each
segment of an analysis builds a more complex sense-until,
however,

there is often a passage in even the most thoroughly interpreted dream which
has to be left obscure; this is because we become aware during the work of
interpretation that at that point there is a tangle of dream-thoughts which
cannot be unravelled and which moreover adds nothing to our knowledge of
the content of the dream. This is the dream's navel, the spot where it reaches
down into the unknown. The dream-thoughts to which we are led by
interpretation cannot, from the nature of things, have any definite endings;
they are bound to branch out in every direction into the intricate network of
our world of thought. It is at some point where this network is particularly
close that the dream-wish grows up, like a mushroom out of its mycelium. (p.
525)

At first glance, this seems to be Freud's way of introducing the
idea of antecedence , attributing to it ultimate priority, and then
throwing it out. This is not the case. He is saying that any
sequence of discursive explanations normally is reversible: a
sequence of sentences A through M, for example, increases our
understanding additively: at M we know more than we did at A,
and conversely, at A we know less than we knew at M.
Furthermore, according to Freud, dream interpretation does not
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wor], 11.;11w,ly ~I'II('I,dly, ,111111'"1,.1111.1111", ,II 1',1111,111.1111111I11l'1I1'"
Ilisll';l(lld ,I lillLI! pll'~~Il'\',11I1I 111111111111111,1,,11111' 11111'11''''1.1111111
III lhl' ot lu-r (S;IY. Illllli A III M), 1111' ,1I1..i\",1 I'IIIIIIIIII"I~. ,I "l.llIgle"
in lht' clre.uu which t'it ill'!' sends, IIII' III ,11I1I1I1l'1,\I'lJlIl'lIt'l' (A 1 to
MI) or stops llnl' cnr irc ly , Thl' Ill'W SI'lJlll'IItl'S ,d' inn-rprctarion
lIIay either parallel the A to M Sl't, illtl'rsl'ct it. 01' contradict it
altogether. In short. the intcrpn-r.n ion as a whole cannot be
visualized at all as having a linear trajectory from birth to
maturity, or from ignorance to knowledge, or from absolute
terminal to absolute terminal. Neither can one assume that the
more antecedent a beginning point, the more certain and the
greater the amount of sense. Interpretation is a field of
understanding in which statements are dispersed but whose
positions can be determined with regard only to certain (but not
all) other statements. Not every statement is connected intelligibly
with every other one. This is so because in the interpretation of
dreams one is essentially dealing with a psychical locality (p. 536),
not an anatomical one. Freud's description of regression, as an
instance, employs topographical, formal, and temporal cat-
egories-ali nonanatomical terms, just as his model of the "mental
apparatus" is distinctly and explicitly structural, spatial, and
temporal though not visual.

Let us return to the "tangles." Even if they do not add to our
knowledge of the dream's content, they are nevertheless present.
They stand for something there which the sequence of analysis
hitherto adopted cannot affect. Yet these tangles are only barriers
to an additive sort of knowledge; Freud nowhere says that they
prohibit knowledge of a different kind. A way of breaking through
the barrier is to be found, 1 think, in Freud's interpretation of the
Oedipus story (pp. 261-64}-specifically, in a footnote that he
added in ] 914 and that was apparently the section of his text that
provoked the most controversy. Freud himself found more value
in the story as time went on: in 19] 9 he remarked the story's
"undreamt-of" importance. In the myth, the hero is adept at
solving a riddle, but is destroyed by the realization of his
incestuous desires, The traditional lesson of Sophocles' play, says
Freud, "is submission to the divine will and realization of [man's]
impotence" (p. 262). More impressive is the fact that "the poet, as
he unravels the past, brings to light the guilt of Oedipus, [and] he
is at the same time compelling us to recognize our own inner
minds, in which these same impulses, though suppressed, are still
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III Ill' IIIlllld" (I', .~(, I). TII.II 11'1,10 I, ,. '01'.1', 11I11·11'1l·l.llillll til!'
I,IIIV,II' ,,I Ih'''lghl,'' ,.111 111'11111,11.1 •• 11'1 II .. 1",,'1,1'"111"1 w i t lu uu
sanili"illf!, (kdll'IlS .uul , illdn',I, 11111 I" 1.1" .uu] If',II"r:IIIl'l". /

MallY thillgs arr in volvrr] 111'1,'. I 111'1' ag:lill I,'rl'lld clr.iw«
.u rcn tiou ("0 a type or "111)wll"dl~I' s" devastatillg as to he
uubcurablc ill one's sight, ;llId ,,"ly slightly more bearable as .1
subject of psychological intcrprctut ion . III essence, this knowledge
is of incest, which can be very correctly described as a tangling-up
of the family sequence. For instead of a father and mother
reproducing the line of generation in a son, and the son in his turn
doing the same thing, the son becomes another lover of tlu-
mother and killer of his father. Oedipus is not simply king, father,
.mrl husband, but also parricide, adulterous son, royal criminal,
alid national calamity. The tangle of roles resists ordinary
sequential understanding, for the original author bf the family
line, the father, is murdered and his place usurped by the son.
What overwhelms Oedipus is the burden of plural identities
incapable of coexisting within one person. In such a case the image
of a man conceals behind its facade multiple meanings and
multiple determinations. What in the classical novel had been a
family romance becomes, in Freud's interpretation of the Greek
tragedy, an almost unbearably complex tangling of opposites.

The collapse of the one into the many, of the genealogical line
into a plurality of "unnatural" relationship, of systematic linear
analysis into a tangled skein of problems-all these leave sustained
effects in consciousness. For the writer a major effect is that the
authority of what he says is undermined by the possibility that,
II II consciously, he either does not or cannot say what he means.
When Vico said that man achieves rationality when he conceives
the gods as chaining the titans (in a gesture he sees as paving the
way for the historical, linear procession of human life, and also for
a narrative account of that life), Freud's text, as he says, serves to
release those repressed forces. They do not come forth unaided,
but by virtue of a conscious wish. This contradictory union
obscures the otherwise clear sequence of conscious process:

My supposition is that a conscious wish can only become a dream-in-
stigator if it succeeds in awakening an unconscious wish with the same tenor
and in obtaining reinforcement from it. From indications derived from the
psycho-analysis of the neurosis, I consider that these unconscious wishes are
always on the alert, ready at any time to find their way to expression when
an opportunity arises for allying themselves with an impulse from the
conscious and for transferring their own great intensity on to the latter's
lesser one. It will then appear as though the conscious alone had been realized
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1I1I1'''IIS('illll,', Till'S!' wixln-s ill 11111 11111III"" illll", rvrr 1111 1Ia" ,oil'll "lid, so, III

"ay, iuuuort al , rl'milld '"I,' III' 1111' 1.....,"11l1;1I y 'I'i t.m x, wl'if.',lred down si ncc

primeval af.',es hy lire massive hlilk III' I Ill' mouuiuius wh ich were once hurled
IIpOIl them hy the victorious f.',,"ls alld wh irh are still shakcu from time to
lime by the convulsion of their limbs, (p. 55J)

These convulsions arc perceptible initially as a change in the form
()f a wish-or for that matter, in the form of a statement, image, or
word, Verbal slips, dreams, and the like have in common with
poetic form that they are interventions in the ongoing course of
things, not additions to it, Where once stood a pater [amilias, or an
unfolding plot, or a single image (like a Platonic idea of the father)
that bred successive and genealogically related "children," we have
instead a break in the sequence: 100 one image is then grasped as
an inadequate summary of several thoughts; Oedipus is a king
whose position in Thebes cannot exhaust his incestuous history; a
text is not the sum of its words added together; an author-his
scientific detachment and professional discretion notwith-
standing-is not free of the unseemly implications of his writing.

Freud's words keep such ideas at bay. The text is not only not
a supplement to them, it is a defense against them, an alternative
way of dealing with them. For if such jumbles as can be produced
by the incestuous, repressed unconscious are inexpressible in
sequential discursive prose, they are nevertheless quite capable of
suddenly., breaking through the words. Beyond the reach of
genealogy, and yet more devastating than any logically productive
agency, these "presences" impart a new freedom of organization
to words, children, ideas-all those pluralities freed from the
domination of a single original cause, like the father or the image.
This is a positive result. The text, for example, no longer need be
confined to consecutive explanation, even as it remains scientific,
rational, and realistic. Such is the case with Freud's discourse. On
the other hand, the text is vulnerable: it will always appear to
hedge its assertions; it can never be complete; it must constantly
defend itself against the penetrations of the "tangled" obscure.
Many years later, Freud's historical and anthropological researches
led him to see these eventualities writ large in the story of the
primal horde dislodging the father from his position of supremacy;
the children all become brothers then, and the father is resacri-
ficed and venerated in religious rites. Still later, in Moses and
Monotheism, Freud averred how the idea of paternalism, before it
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acceptance of "intcllcctu.rl I.~I·;~/(I!'·I fllrn'~ I that I caun.u Ill'
apprehended by the senses. particularly by the sight, but whi, h
nonetheless produce undoubted, .md indeed even extremely
powerful effects."IOI That these effects may, like religillil.
comprise a higher, more spiritual illusion about homo natura d()l',~

not controvert their strength.
In any case, Freud's repeated analysis of the ambivalent Iatlu-r

throughout his career can be considered as confirming SOIlH'

general conclusions we can now put forward. In a material and
legaI way, the role of father for a text is taken py the author.
whose ideas, argument, and conclusions are viewed as emerging
sequentially in the writing, as being his offspring. As a scientist, of
course, Freud had no wish to confine his text in this sort of
enclosure. Yet his theory of infantile sexuality frankly acknowl
edges exactly this sort of regression, a determinism so severe that
it literally spares no individual. Thus the text of the Interpretation
can be traced back step by step to Freud's own self-analysis and
the discovery of his own Oedipus complex; nevertheless, of this
period he said, "Insight such as this falls to one's lot but once in a
lifetime" (p. xxxii). An equally powerful motif in the book is its
status as genuine interpretation whose value is at best illustrated-
not validated-by its author's experience. What the prose
keeps equally in abeyance is the formal disorder of unmethodical
structure and the material disorder of private obsessions,
problems, and experiences. It is much too fanciful to say that the
Interpretation does away with, or kills, its author-father, Freud.
But I think it is not too much to say that the book devises a
textual solution for discussing what cannot be divorced from
man's most intimate experience without concurrently becoming
an impersonal recitation of laboratory results. Another way of
expressing this is to say that the material determinism of a
beginning is lifted from the writing, so that as a text it can be
shown to have an effective, or theoretical, beginning.

Tluuughuut the text there is something highly dramatic about
the way Freud struggles to ground interpretation in something
more theoretically distinguished as a starting point, or beginning,
than his own experience. "Do as I do in remembrance of me" is
not the kind of ritual celebration Freud expected of his readers.
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quasin.uuml coutiuuir y ['0111 inui: Y .1.\ ",III'llIal 01ut horit y , as the
dream's "plllt," as Frelld's u.ur.u ivc hisillry Ill' his experiences, as
the "step-by-step" logic or co nscru tivc explanation. Moreover, it
was no small achievement to associate the abandonment of
scquent ial continuity with the intentional shift to language, as well
as with the bypassing of censorship:

Nevertheless, what Schiller describes as a relaxation of the watch upon
the gates of Reason, the adoption of an attitude of uncritical self-observation,
is by no means difficult .... I myself can do so very completely, by the help
of writing down my ideas as they occur to me. The amount of psychical
energy by which it is possible to reduce critical activity and increase the
intensity of self-observation varies considerably according to the subject on
which one is trying to fix one's attention.

Our first step in the employment of this procedure teaches us that what
we must take as the object of our attention is not the dream as a whole but
the separate portions of its content ... ' If ... I put the dream before [a
patient 1 cut up into pieces, he will give me a series of associations to each
piece, which might be described as the "background thoughts" of that
particular part of the dream. Thus the method of dream interpretation which
I practise already differs in this first important respect from the popular,
historic and legendary method of interpretation by means of symbolism and
approximates to the second or "decoding" method. Like the latter, it
employs interpretation en detail and not en masse; like the latter, it regards
dreams from the very first as being of a composite character, as being
conglomerates of psychical formations. {pp. 1034)102

What enables one to decode these conglomerates is the existence
of a force called "secondary revision ," whose function is to
perform a "transvaluation of all psychical values" (p. 507). This
transvaluation obeys certain rules that any analyst can uncover by
interpretation and that form the basis of the codes peculiar to the
dream.

No dream, then, is the privileged creature of its author, for
each dream obeys the dictates of a universal "dream-work," a
transindividual faculty present in each human and whose purpose
is to produce dreams at night and daydreams during wakefulness.
Regarding the decoding of secondary revision, as with decoding
the other characteristics of dreams, no one can achieve meaningful
results except in the analytic situation. Underlying the Inter-
pretation is the analytic relationship between dreamer and
interpreter. It is this relationship, I believe, that replaces the
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faillily tangles hrought to light hy illtl'I'pl'l'tal ion. In sev\ral ot his
n-trospccrivc writings, Freud const.uu ly emphasized that this
relationship brings to light "all intense cmoriona]" bond whose
technical name is "trallsference,. . a factor ... which can claim,
alike technically and thcoretically, to be regarded as of the first
im po r t a n ce ." When "it is affectionate and moder-
ate, .. Itransference] is neither more nor less than the main-
spring of the joint work of analysis.Y'P" Insofar as interpretation
is concerned, then, Freud sees analysis as a joint venture that
makes possible a mutual discourse.

What keeps such a discourse from being hermetic=although it
is hermetic in that it is mainly, though not exclusively, clinical-is
that transference is of a part with "each person's relations to his
human environment." ln the evolving discursive relationship
between patient and analyst, Freud prefigured and encapsulated a
change very similar to the one that transformed the patriarchal
primal horde into the brotherly clan. From being father, legislator,
authority undisputed, the analyst becomes brother, interlocutor,
discursive partner. Moreover, in Freud's autobiographical sketches
the reader becomes accustomed to yet another parallel transform-
ation of this kind-the one in which Freud, the lonely "wounder"
of man, becomes one of a band of like-minded scientists. In each
case, Freud's work accomplishes the institutionalization of its
beginning intention, the effort to understand psychological reality
as something essentially available only to interpretation, and yet
available to neither direct representability (one cannot draw
pictures of it, nor mimetically portray it in language) nor univocal
statement. A beginning intention, therefore, is in constant need of
reworking: it is not, like the "author" an origin to which, by virtue
of precedence and unchanging being, everything can be referred
for explanation. Above all, an inten tion in the psychoanalytic
discourse is the immediate practical application of the mutuality
between men which ensues when a repressive central authority is
removed. Nietzsche's distinctions between origin and purpose in
the passage that follows correspond to the distinctions I have been
making between author (origin) and beginning intention (purpose
and interpretation):

The cause of the origin of a thing and its eventual utility, its actual
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Purposes and utilities are only si)/lis that a will to power has become
master of something less powerful and imposed upon it the character of a
function; and the entire history of a "thing," an organ, a custom can in this
way be a continuous sign-chain of ever new interpretations and adaptations
whose causes do not even have to be related to one another but, on the
contrary, in some cases succeed and alternate with one another in a purely
chance fashion. The "evolution" of a thing, a custom, an organ is thus by no
means its progressus towards a goal, even less a progressus by the shortest
route and with the smallest expenditure of force-but a succession of more or
less profound, more or less mutually independent processes of subduing, plus
the resistances they encounter, the attempts at transformation for the
purpose of defense and reaction, and the results of successful counteractions.
The form is fluid, but the "meaning" is even more so.l04

Nietzsche's emphatic concerns here include identifying the
interpretive discourse as a function of those in power. This is
candidly to assert that between analyst and patient, for example,
there exists a power over life: life is no longer the natural sequence
of events, but has instead turned into an interpreted series, a made
career, a reconstructed chain of interpretations. Such a series can
in turn become something to be protected and conserved, similar
to what in his later writings (like Beyond the Pleasure Principle)
Freud was to describe as the "will to repeat," its purpose and
method. Nevertheless, the particular advantage of the analytic
discourse lies in its ability to lay bare not only the system of
resistance, inhibitions, complexes, and symptoms overlaying man's
ambition to love and work, but also the specific complexes
discovered (or invented) by psychoanalysis, such as excessive
transference, dependency, resistance to the discovery of resistance,
defensive mechanisms arising in the analyst himself, and so on.
Much of Freud's metapsychological writing underscores this
fertility. Because of it, psychoanalysis inspired new discoveries and
made possible new revisions and interpolations; and not least of
all, because of its fertility psychoanalysis evolved into an
institutionalized form of discourse distinguished as much by its
enemies as by its adherents, as much for the virtuosity of attacks
upon it as for the ingenuity of its new formulations.

of course, it is largely hindsight that allows us to associate this
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sort of dissatisfaction also characlni/l's t hc modern writer whose
work intentionally begins movillg away from the traditiunal
cont inuitics of form and toward projects whose trajectory must be
created, ill Mcrlcau-Ponty's phrase, as a constant exper icuce ,
without distinctive form, without authorizing imagery, without a
predetermined "proyressus toward a goal." Such a text as Freud's
sacrifices what 1 have called finality, and with it adequacy, for till'
sake of a type of indeterminacy which, in Freud's case, is
necessarily congruent with a reality largely unknorrn (the uncon
scious) and always incompletely grasped by language. Just as the
author's vocation is transformed into a career by constant
reintcrpretation-a theme I shall also examine in chapter 4-so too
the text yields up its formal completeness to a constantly reforgcd
discursivity or productivity. Such a text cannot, by definition, be
confined, either theoretically or ethically, within the limits of its
language gcnealogically considered. This is not simply because it is
assumed that the reader treats the text with a sometime accurate,
sometime inaccurate, but always imperious will. Rather, it is
because the subject of the text constantly experiences imperfect,
incomplete realization, for which psychoanalytic interpretive
language is by definition, if not supplementary-which it never
is-then another alternative.

As much as he seemed to disparage and disown the efforts of
his disciples to make of psychoanalysis an explicit Weltan-
schauung, Freud could not but recognize that the psychoanalytic
viewpoint was in fact just such an alternative available to the
culture. Its role was not limited to rivaling other disciplines,
however; it also served to complement them and, in the case of
literature, prolong them, One speculates what the later Freud felt
as he witnessed the books he had authored becoming the
fundamental authorizing texts of a new science. Probably he felt a
strange combination of pride, resignation, and jealousy. He cannot
have been ignorant of the fact that his texts established not only a
precedent but also a sustaining structure of language; and it was
this language that determined the bounds of what was psycho-
analytically possible to say, From these doxological bounds Freud
himself was not exempt. To read his later revisionist works (The
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These tendencies in the Freudian text are aspects of the
"serious consequences" that Freud said were involved with "the
1"01ising of the thought-process above perception," 106 The
interpretation of Dreams began the step by laying out a
vocabulary for dealing with a reality that was "unconscious,"
unknown, indescribable, and yet present, The text of the book, in
describing dream imagery by means of quasi-grammatical combina-
torial rules of formation, is a record of accommodations made
he tween ascertainable work (the presence of the unknown in a
dream) and the ascertainable limits of knowledge (beyond which
the unconscious is a blank), This sounds very much like Freud's
definition of a dream as a compromise between the wishes of two
systems, unconscious and preconscious, "in so far as they are
compatible with each other" (p. 579), The text, such as it is, with
all the problems and characteristics we have discussed, is that
maximum compatibility Freud was able to achieve between
alternating presence and absence.

One of the most challenging motifs pervading the text of the
Interpretation takes us still further into the question of presencc
and absence: "The unconscious is the true psychical reality; in its
innermost nature it is as much unknown to us as the reality of the
external world, and it is as incompletely presented by the data of
consciousness as is the external world by the communications of
our sense organs" (p. 613). Reported and transcribed dreams are
among the data of consciousness, data which gained in substance,
if not in reality, oncc they were admitted into analytic language
(from memory) for interpretation. A dream is always private,
although "a thought ... is objectified in the dream, [and I is
represented as a scene, or, as it seems to us, is experienced" (p.
534),

This experience achieves a heightened reality, however, when
it is reported and analyzed. The virtue of psychoanalytic interpre-
tation is that it confers upon even the most absurd and trivial
dream experiences the materiality of a scientific object. Words are
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psychical reality, the verbal drc.uu has lost stillmore of the reality
which ill the experienced dream took the form of distortion,
displacement, and so on.

Carrying this logic a bit further, one can say that in analysis a
further distortion takes place, since by translating the dream into
words the original experiences are further removed from their first
Iorm , However, this does not seem to be in fact the case. A
dream-image is itself a substitute for what Freud calls "the
constrictions of thinking" (p. 344). "Each dream-whose distor-
tions more or less closely expose the unconscious-therefore is a
neater, more economic, more discrete device for bearing the
pressures of the unconscious. Thus, for example, propinquity in
subject-matter is expressed by the dream as propinquity in time":
in just the same way, Freud adds, "if I write an 'a' and a 'b' in
succession, they have to be pronounced as a single syllable 'ab' "
(p. 247). Were thought to express itself in the same amount of
time as a single syllable, thinking-as opposed to the manipulation
of imagery-would take up more space, become crowded together,
and fail to find a way to express a wish. For the image to be
decoded, it would have to be attacked as a single entity and
decomposed into the thoughts which it had replaced. Thus the
images of a dream, the interpretive verbal transcription of the
dream, and the attendant analysis belong to different orders of
substitution. While taking different forms, each bears a trace of
the unconscious: the image as distortion, the transcription as
pseudocontinuity or plot, the analysis as thoughts leading to a
(supposed) wish,

Now certainly no one of these seemingly distinct orders can be
entirely detached from the others within the entire period of
interpretation. No one can occur without the other, just as
conceptually, for Freud, each order necessarily implies the
coexistence of the others. Yet I think it is correct to say that
freud's general scheme in the Interpretation is that the "original"
reality, the unconscious, is for the purposes of analysis given as a
nonpresent, not immediately apprehendable force. Each successive
verbal version of a dream, beginning with the image, through the
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IIl1t the lasl effllrt III rapture Ih",~l' ILiles: as part of a discourse
presullling previous substitutions alld asslIlllillg later ones (respec-
tively. Freud's own sclf-aualyscs and his later writings) the text is
part uf an ongoing effort, a practically unending series of
substitutions. In what direction and toward what sorts of either
tentative or fixed conclusion the series may go cannot concern us
here. although a remarkable indication of how profoundly and
how dynamically Freud saw the process is given in his late paper
"Analysis Terminable and Interminable.Y'P"

Because it has the merit of constituting a rare moment of
insight at the beginning of Freud's career, The Interpretation of
Dreams is an inaugural text. Nevertheless, theoretically and even
materially its status as a beginning includes its superceding itself as
beginning. In other words, because it is a substitute, because it
comes between a before and an after, because as a whole it cannot
claim to have gone unequivocally forward from one point to
another, what is most true of the text is that it collects traces of
the unconscious in varying forms of verbal behavior, with varying
degrees of distortion, occupying varying amounts of interpretive
space. Even though certain stages are reached and certain points
made, the dynamic of interpretation precludes a fixed beginning,
even an arbitrary one to which one can refer retrospectively. All
this is true of the text considered as part of an institution we have
called the psychoanalytic discourse. Yet in one absolutely crucial
sense, the text as a whole retains a particular beginning [unction.
As the physical location where dream-thoughts are verbally
created for the purposes of analysis, the text is, as Freud implies,
continuously novel. Previously, attempts to arrive at a dream's
meaning worked directly on its manifest content. But

we are alone in taking something else into account. We have introduced a new
class of psychical material between the manifest content of dreams and the
conclusions of our enquiry: namely, their latent content, or, (as we say) the
"dream-thoughts," arrived at by the means of our procedure. It is from these
dream-thoughts and not from a dream's manifest content that we disentangle
its meaning. We are thus presented with a new task which had no previous
existence: the task, that is, of investigating the relations between the manifest
content of dreams and the dream-thoughts, and of tracing out the proces.ses
by which the latter have been changed into the former. (p. 277)

The text's innovation is that as a body it intervenes between
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this see-m to make of t hc tcx t a passive objecl, Frcud.jndic.uc»
emphatically that the text is rill' producer ;alld formulator of a new
task; that is, the existence of the text as intervention between
manifest content and meaning is coterminous with the task or
showing the connections between manifest content and meaning.
Another way of understanding Freud's meaning is to regard till'
tc xt as coming into being whenever the task of connecting a
dream's manifest content and the dream-thoughts is intended.
Once this occurs, the dream can be regarded as a picture puzzle or
rebus, and "each separate element [is replaced] ',' by a syllabic
or word that can be represented by that [pictorial] element in
some way or other" (p. 278). So long as the replacement of one
by the other con tinues, given individual particularities of sty le ,
culture, and historical circumstance, the text is being produced.
The text of a specific book called The Interpretation of Dreams is
the beginning of the text of other such interpretations, all of
which, according to Foucault, we can consider as constituting the
psychoanalytic discourse.l'"

One does the text a considerable disservice, however, by failing
to take account of its subversive force-indeed, its power to
remind the reader of unpleasant ideas without which Freud's work
would seem pallid. Among these ideas Freud included his theories
of resistance and transference, although he realized quite un-
mistakably that even these lacked the negative effect of his ideas
on sexuality. The latter, of course, left its im print on the
Interpretation, but in circumstances that Freud was later to
elucidate more fully and more interestingly. In his "History of the
Psychoanalytic Movement" (1914) he tells how his fight for "a
new original idea"-the determining role of sexuality in psychical
life generally and in the etiology of the neuroses particularly-
helped offset the hostility that his propagation of the idea
generated. Yet one day his "memories grouped themselves in such
a way as to disturb this satisfaction." He found that discovery of
his idea in fact belonged to three other men-Breuer, Charcot, and
Chrobak-whose timidity had caused them to draw back from
their own conclusions. The difference between Freud and them
was put this way by Freud:

I am well aware that it is one thing to give utterance to an idea once or
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What they refused to do was commit themselves seriously to a
problematical idea. Freud's way of doing his duty was, figura-
I ivcly , to marry it, a course which he obviously identifies with
public and theoretical profession of the idea. One offspring of the
Illarriage is the Interpretation. a permanent written record of
fidelity, winning its place-the metaphor fits very well with what
we said of the text as doing what Nietzsche called reinterpreting,
overcoming, and outstripping-among accepted truths. This is in
contrast to the spoken but unwritten recognition of the idea by
Freud's predecessors, who abandoned it as a rake would a passing
flirt. That Freud would in this manner also reassert his paternal
role as author rings quite beautifully true to his achievement,
noted earlier, of ceding authorial paternalism in the Interpretation
to a structure of theoretical understanding. For now in the
"History" he shows that what the natural [athert s) of the idea
abandoned, he, as foster parent, legally adopted and nurtured. In
other words, the idea of sexuality, which had been abandoned
either to passing apenills or to the casual obscenity, Freud
implanted in scientific discourse. Or as he says on the same page in
his "History": "I have not of course disclosed the illustrious
parentage of this scandalous idea in order to saddle other people
with the responsibility of it."

Thus the text constitutes responsibility to old subversive ideas,
a haven for the wicked knowledge of the ancients, a place for
cultivating what in the Phaedrus Socrates called "the living word
of knowledge," which is different from words "tumbled out
anywhere ... [with] no parent to protect them" (p. 276). In
short, the text as well as the author reinstate difficult knowledge
by giving that knowledge a sort of human pedigree. Even though
the ideas contained in the Interpretation make of Freud (who
quotes Hebbel here) "a disturber of sleep," the ideas in the text,
or perhaps the idea of the text, is restored to a human family that
had disowned it. Because of the text, that is, dreams and other
potentially disturbing manifestations of psychical life are shown to
be connected genealogically as knowledge with previous kinds of
know ledge whose un pleasantness, elusiveness, and universality
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til understand or accept. For as one reads such a text, one is
increasingly grateful for its ability to take physical responsibility
ror ideas whose direction is both out of sight and out of
consciousness and, in a deeply troubling way, beyond the bounds
Ill' human biography.

When one thinks, for example, of Proust's attitudes toward the
novel or of Kafka's use of fiction to respond textually to what is,
among other things, certain and essentially elusive, Freud's
researches as the maker of a text about dreams appreciate in
critical value for the study of novels. Freud's frankness in
admitting that his text haltingly transacts, as it were, between
appearance and meaning, that its innovation resides in the fact of
its beginning intervention between two fundamentally unending,
unconfincable movements away from consciousness, that com-
pared to it biography can be seen as either an aspect of
interpretation or as evidence of transhuman problems, that the
indeterminacy of its language is a sign of a radical compromise in
order to deal with the present and the unknown, and, finally, that
as a text its language and its rextuality together comprise one
clement in a series leading further and further away from psychical
reality even though nearer and nearer to discursive, institutional
permanence-all these prcsent the critic of novels with instruments
for reading Mann's Doctor Faustus, of all great modern novels the
most thoroughly imbued with the history of novels as an
institution, the novel most conscious of how overripe it is late in
that history, and the novel nearest to a kind of dizzying anarchism
in which the text as beginning effort coincides with the end, or
final unsuitability, of man as a subject that can be represented
using the written language.

The physical text of Doctor Faustus is the result of Zeitblom's
effort to preserve a portion of his own and his nation's history
during a period of unprecedented civil convulsion. More than that,
however, his chronicle of Leverkuhn purports to translate into
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human is knowable, is vcrhally desnib.lble, is consecutively
developing, is capable of subordin.u iou to "the human image." On
the other hand, Zcitbloru's life and t ime , as he writes, are in the
Wip of national changes in a Germany whose increasing irration-
ality eludes ordinary sense, The pages he produces therefore
attempt a mediation (or intervention) between two parallel
histories-one Germany's, a manifest outer history of increasing
eccentricity, the other Leverkuhn's, an inner career of musical
works whose principal thoughts and cultural importance require
representation in either words or images. The position of
Zeitblom's text between two such disparities strikingly reproduces
the position of Freud's text between the manifest content of
dreams and their meaning. Like The Interpretation of Dreams,
Zeitblom's text allows for a comparative study between Adrian's
life and music and its translation into German history.

An exigency of the novel's explicit textual project as I have
described it, the Faustus-Devil story works in two principal ways,
First, the text's structure is an unlimited parody consisting of
innumerable parallelisms. At bottom, such a structure reminds the
reader that, as Freud had said to his reader of dreams, there are no
innocen t details in t he text: as in a dream, each detail or image in
some way corresponds with one or more dream-thoughts. If one
such correspondence is admitted, no matter how arbitrary either
the connection or the image, there must be correspondence
everywhere-this is the fundamental rule of dream inter-
pretatiori.U'' In Doctor Faustus the "elements" of the text-
characters, plot, motif, symbols, themes, and so forth-are
themselves employed in the text as parallel elements. This
technique supports Zeitblom's effort to parallel Adrian and
Germany. Just as Johan Leverkuhn's speculating over elements
shows how inorganic crystals mime and parallel organic nature, so
too each element in the text mimes, sometimes parodies, another
element. Thus, to list a few examples: Zeitblom and Adrian, the
scholar and the artist, hactera csmeralda and the motifs based on it
in Adrian's music, the structure of parallels in the novel and the
tone-row principle of composition, Germany and Adrian, music
and theology, Kaisersaschern and Pfeiffering, disease and genius,
language and music, Adrian and Faust, parody and counterpoint-
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diacritical principle of meaning that Mann characterizes both till'
Devil and Adrian in their encounter. The result of that encounter
is that every artistic achievement, moment, or gesture comes to
appear as something that excludes every other onc: this is itself a
parallel of the Nictzschean idea of overcoming, in which the artist,
by excluding everything except the aesthetic faculty, creates a
"world." In reality, however, the artistic statement by ruthless
exclusion includes (in the same way the excluded unconscious is
included ill the meaning of a dream) every othef statement in
order for it to make meaning: the opposition between aesthetic
and nonaesthetic begins aesthetic meaning.

What the Devil reveals to Adrian is that in art there has been a
turning against "the self-contained work." In music, for instance,
the material

shrinks in time, it scorns extension in time, which is the dimensions of a
musical work, and lets it stand empty. Not out of impotence, not out of
incapacity to give form. Rather from a ruthless demand for compression,
which taboos the superfluous, negates the phrase, shatters the ornament,
stands opposed to any extension of time, which is the life-form of the
work.1I1

In both language and music, time imparts to composition the
authority of sustained creation, the temporal duration of a
prolonged world exemplified by the classical novel and the
symphony. The Devil's observation emphasizes how the parallel-
ism between the time of an artistic composition and the dynastic
continuities of nature tends historically to make the artist regard
art as an unhealthy encroachment upon nature. This is the phase
realized in Jude the Obscure, among other works, where com-
pression, the collapse of time, is felt to be the more proper
prerogative of art. The more compressed in his work an artist
becomes, the Devil becomes, the more power he exercises, the
further from miming nature and truths his art moves. Art becomes
increasingly "untruth of a kind that enhances power [and 1 holds
its own against any ineffectively virtuous truth.""2 The demonic
artist is given (or takes) the right in his work to break through
temporality, as well as the meaning that is based upon the mimesis
of nature in art, in order to become "elemental." In breaking
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I"I' Iulfillmcnt of that total "OWl'!' III hcgill, Adrian must
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Only it is not easy actually to speak thereof -that is, one can really not
speak of it at all, because the actual is beyond what by word can be declared;
lIIany words may be used and fashioned, but all together they are but tokens,
standing for names which do not and cannot make claim to describe what is
never to be described and denounced in words. That is the secret delight and
security of hell, that it is not to be informed on, that it is protected from
speech, that it just is, but cannot be public in the newspaper, be brought by
any word to critical knowledge, wherefore precisely the words "subter-
ranean," "cellar," "thick walls," "soundlessness," "forgottenness," "hopeless-
ness," are the poor, weak symbols. One must just be satisfied with
symbolism, my good man, when one is speaking of hell, for there everything
ends=not only the word that describes, but everything altogether. This is
indeed the chiefest characteristic and what in most general terms is to be
uttered about it: both that which the newcomer first experiences, and what
at first with his as it were sound senses he cannot grasp, and will not
understand, because his reason or what limitation soever of his understanding
prevents him.1l3

Here the beginning and the end are finally one, since by demonic
logic a radical element in its purity is an absolute presence
basically resistant to time or development; hence the fact of its
beginning is also its end.

If Zeitblom's text is, as we said above, a place where
Leverkuhn's career can be compared with German history, then
the included whole of Adrian's discussion with the Devil in
Zeitblom's narrative shatters the compromise of the old scholar's
text. For the "fiction" underlying Zeitblom's writing is that
although Adrian and Germany are disparate entities, a written
document can relate them to one another: Mann's use of
parallelism is vindicated by the material text itself, which with all
its own internal parallelism and correspondence places itself
between the artist's career and the national story, using the former
to understand the latter. Yet the Devil's visit disturbs the text's
intervening position-and now we come to the second principal
use of the Faust-Devil motif. Just as the regularity of the
"natural" human order is disrupted by the appearance of the
Devil, in Zeitblom's text the regular course of his narrative is
disru pted in chapter 25 by "Adrian's secret record." For this is the
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Moreover, Zcithlom must cease t o spc.rk III order that the new text
call reach us, When the chuptcr ends, Zeitblom returns to his
narrative "undisturbed" by the "unreasonable demands" that
Adrian's text has made on the reader,

Yet Zeitblom seems aware, now as never before, that his text
is a complex temporal object tied to "a threefold ordering of
tillll',,114 -the reader's time, the chronicler's time, and historical
time. Thus the text takes over, substitutes itself for Adrian's life,
and rcdisposes that life into a text. Zeitblom reflects with an
author's characteristic vanity: ,

Certainly the time in which write has vastly greater historical
momentum than the time of which I write, Adrian's time, which brought him
only to the threshold of our incredible epoch, I feel as though one should call
ou t to him, as to all those who are no longer with us and were not with us
when it began: "Lucky you!" and a fervent "Rest in peace!" Adrian is safe
from the days we dwell in, The thought is dear to me, I prize it, and in
exchange for that certainty 1 accept the terrors of the time in which 'I
continue to live on. It is to me as though I stood here and lived for him, lived
instead of him; as though 1 bore the burden his shoulders were spared, as
though 1 showed my love by taking upon me living for him, living in his stead.
The fancy, however illusory, does me good, it flatters the always cherished
desire to serve, to help, to protect him-this desire which during the lifetime
of my friend found so very little satisfaction.115

Regardless of Zeitblom's protestations, the rawness and
density of Adrian's own direct speech is not obscured, either
literally and figuratively, by the comparatively neat, consecutive,
humane narrative that Zeitblom has produced for the composer.
Like Adrian's music, which is "heard" in the novel only as a
function of Zeitblom's narrative, and like the third movement of
Beethoven's Opus 111 whose absence is explained in Kretschmar's
lectures, language cannot match the void it tries to describe.
Adrian's silence, as composer and as damned genius. exceeds the
powers of narrative to contain it. Indeed, Adrian's encounter with
the Devil symbolizes precisely what stands outside verbal tempor-
ality-a sort of speculative delirium uniting absolute radicality
with the satanic discontinuity following a moment of indescrib-
ably final and inventive rationality. For if the text as an
intervention between manifest appearance and (artistic) thought is
an interpretive compromise between the two, then any inter-
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Thc tendency of Doctor !-'t"o'IIIS as a whole seems nonetheless
10 support the humanness of Zcitbloru's effort to chronicle and
historicize the elemental, the barbaric, and the nonverbal. The
novel's cultural moment indicates as much, for in Mann's career it
corresponds with a self-critical phase in which he came to terms
with the question of German responsibility for the Second World
War. Mann's feat as a novelist was to put into verbal and artistic
form that which historically seemed either to negate or to
transcend words and art. Thus Zeitblom's sense of duty coincides
with Mann's: both recognize that in such circumstances as
Germany's, even an act of narration is a moral act in which the
narrator seeks, through the "humaneness" of narrative, to over-
come the negation of narrative in German history. Because it is a
temporal art of sustained duration, narrative also sets itself against
the demonic thesis that the only serious art is "the very short, the
highly consistent musical moment.") 16 Moreover, the biograph-
ical mode of the narrative, announced on the title page, was
intended to restore to narrative its capacity for formal "play and
pretence," which conflicted with everything about Adrian's life,
with its interest in knowledge, intensity, atemporality, and
unmediated statement. Therefore, the frequent rhetorical excesses
of Zeitblom's text constitute a kind of salutary balance to the
dionysiac intensity of the composer's icy rationality.

These characteristics represent a tendency that is, I think,
acceptable to most readers of the novel; there can be little doubt
that Mann rather consciously placed them as close as possible to
the novel's surface. Yet also near that same surface is the fact that
both Zeitblom and Adrian are deliberate creatures of the
pen-Zeitblom for moral reasons, Adrian for Zeitblom's reasons.
They belong less to the mimetic, representable world of the
classical novel than to the authorizing power of writing, the very
fact which signifies something quite opposed to the novel as an
institution. As writing, Doctor Faustus intervenes in reality so that
writing as presence may stand before, may attempt to precede, a
total flight from the responsibilities of history. In writing,
Zeitblorn hopes to begin a restoration of Germany and of Adrian
111 the form of a text of some sort, for otherwise Adrian's tragedy
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III all uhyxs, int o which 11111'\ 11'I'11I1~ IIOw,lI'ds hun d""ppl'd
souudlcss and without a IraCI',"117 'I'hl' tc xt is an effort,
thcrcforc , "to coordinate lan~lIa~1' .IIHI passioll"118 within a
f~lI"Inalstructure.

But writing that not only is a beginning, but itself begins by
in troducing the notion of a formal structure existing outside ("not
as framework but as houses") its material, plays with theoretical
complexities that cannot be ignored. To what extent is the text
like the paralyzed composer in 1939?-"he that was once Adrian
Leverkuhn, whose immortal part is now so called What a
mocking gamc Nature here [i.e., in his physical appearance]
played, one might say: presenting a picture qf the utmost
spirituality, just there whence the spirit had fled!,,119 What is
there to prevent writing from spinning out a clever surface, an
"inaccessible communication" part ornament, part illiterate
symbol? From being the form of secondary communication, with
its mimetic authority derived genealogically from an "original"
reality, the novel now deliberately draws the reader to its
textuality. As with other great modern texts, Doctor Faustus on
the one hand presents itself as the text of an artistic career while,
on the other, its surface virtuosity and ambiguous rationale call
attention to its career as a text in relation to which even its
"author" is a subordinate function. The novel thus undergoes
transformations peculiar to its institutional history; at the same
time, it has become involved in a dynamic affccting all literature in
the modern period-the specific problematic of a text. We must
begin there now.
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1968 survey of structuralism, Jean Piaget broadly defined
a structure as (1) a system of transformations, (2) a totality, (3)
something capable of self-regulation (autoreglage).l These three
characterizations of structure are obviously interconnect-
ed-though obviously different emphases are possible within the
various disciplines influenced by structuralist thought. In his own
analysis, Piaget applies his considerable experience as a psych-
ological empiricist and theoretician. For him the central problem
in all structuralist theory is that of the connection between
antecedence and constructivism, which raises the following series
of questions: "Are those totalities formed by structures composed
once and for all, or are they always in the process of construction?
How are they constructed? By whom ?,,2 These issues have as
much a bearing on Piaget's theses in genetic epistemology as they
do, I think, on the theme of this chapter. For despite recent
genuinely investigative tendencies in criticism (in, for example, the
work of Roland Barthes}, certain conventions, persisting as
unexamined vestiges of the whole history of ideas, have a strong
hold upon the critical imagination as it tries to grasp what a text
exactly is. Such a determination is of quite basic importance. Thus
certain questions-such as the nature of the author's (beginning
and continued) authority over his text, the beginnings and
development of an author's work, the location in time and society
of a text, and the possibility of the sequential construction of a
literary totality viewed as an ensemble of made relation-
ships-remain relevant.

Here is how Piaget phrases his own position on structure,
which we can consider for the moment to be also his definition of
what a text is:
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instruments. ... From this we derive till' followilll/, conclusion: ihat the
nature or a subject is to constitute a functional center and not an II priori seat
for a complete edifice. If we were to replace the notion of "subject" with a
social unity, or a species, or life, or even the universe, the case would be the
same.:! I Italics mine I
()I" the two important observations here, I shall consider the
sccond one first. Piagct makes a distinction between two possible
conceptions of the subject ("la nature du sujet")-that is, thc
effective, centering motive principle in a structure. One' is a
conception of subject as preexisting given, as a necessary a priori
condition for the fully formed structure. The perspective adopted
by this conception is wholly that of the completed structure-not
as developing, but rather as already developed. Opposed to this
conception (which clearly fails to please Piaget) is a view of the
subject as a germinal or beginning principle whose force extends
throughout, and therefore empowers, a developing, constituting
structure. In simple terms, then, Piaget is contrasting a Platonic
essence of priority, more formal and logically necessary than
efficient, with a plastic, quasi-organic principle of growth proceed-
ing from the simple to the more complex. At any rate, the latter
conception is central, whereas the former is practically marginal. I
think it ought to be added that Piaget himself would be likely to
consider this contrast as by no means exhausting our notions of
"subject," nor certainly of center, nor of genesis. The polarity he
establishes is not only extreme but convenient, and this for
reasons that have mostly to do with the type of experiments in
psychological development he has been conducting for many
years. *

The clause I emphasized in quoting from Piaget above is
crucial: passage [ormateur implies simultaneous graduation, con-
servation , and formation; the idea of a movement leading toward
something (qui conduit) suggests intention and direction; and de

*For an example of the polemical uses to which the polarity might be put (but wouldn't
be, I think, by Piaget himself), see Lucien Goldmann's two essays on Piaget in
Recherches dialectiques. Then, too, there is the relevance of Jacques Derrida's important
variations on center, decentering, and difference--themes whose relevance to the
fundamentals of classification and opposition is particularly valuable-in C/Ecriture et la
di!!eretlc" and De la grammatologie.
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mcnt of completeness. III hl'lllllllll~ "stroll~l'I'." the structure
realizes ilion' of its l.ucut powers "I' iurorpornr ion and drops some
of the freight that had hccu Irindering its encompassing movement.
I am mixing metaphors a little, but I wish to avoid talking of
developing force and form in organicist language. What I have in
mind is a somewhat abstract scheme that allows one to describe a
structure gathering force according to its own special beginnings
and laws, not according to those derived generally from nature.
Coleridge, for whom the analogy of intellectual growth with natural
growth was more or less habitual, brilliantly bypasses the recourse
to organicism in the essay on "Method" (number IV of The
Friend): what Piaget terms "strength" Coleridge calls "generality."
Structure develops from mere specificity to impressive, over-
mastering scope and generality. Thus another meaning for strength
is wider incorporation and firmness of grasp. As Coleridge sums it
up in the fifth essay in the same series: "All method supposes a
principle of unity with progression."s And since Piaget rightly
speaks of structuralism as a method of thought, the link between
him and Coleridge is worth making. The two of them, however,
remain open to C. S. Peirce's critique of synechism in "The Law of
Mind":

There is but one law of mind, namely, that ideas tend to spread
continuously and to affect certain others which stand to them in a peculiar
relation of affectability. In this spreading they lose intensity, and especially
the power of affecting others, but gain generality and become welded with
other ideas."

Loss of intensity is the damaging point here, but one can admit
that and still allow that a loss of one kind of intensity is replaced
by gaining another kind: direct immediacy is replaced by a greater
immediacy of continuity itself ("in this spreading they become
welded with other ideas").

All these dangerous abstractions will have been justified if a
connection between them and, for the use of a critic of literature,
the characterization of a text can be demonstrated. What is first of
all necessary is that we situate our discussion as radically as
possible; from that vantage point we do not view the text simply,
neither as the printed book, an object, nor as a completed edifice
of some sort.' The given assumptions (usually unexamined) of
most literary criticism today can be plainly described as permitting
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1'0I' IIIa I relationships (between figures, parts, or otherwise) across
Ih,' rc X t , or whether he combines both a pproaches, his pied-a-terre
is tlu- rc x t-as-co m pleted-book. In the end, as Jorge Luis Borges
made the point cleverly in "Pierre Menard, Author of The
(211;.\'0/1'," although the text is enriched, it is still the same text
with which the critic began, If ever the problem of identity were
taken up=-namely, the question of how an uninterpreted text
differs from an interpreted text-we would find all fhese assump-
tions su pporting a view that the interpreted text was more like the
un in ter preted one than not. This is because the critic assumes,
even imputes, problems to an uninterpreted text (i.e., what does it
mean?), and after solving them offers us an object no longer in
need of interpretation, partially purged (for his purposes) of its
problema tics. The text is returned to a canon, or a tradition, more
itself than it had been before.

My earlier discussion of Piaget was designed to force upon us a
different approach, the aim of which is to consider the text as a
structure in the process of being composed from a certain
beginning intention, in the process of realizing a structure, Yet the
history of a text-as one contemporary example will prove-reveals
the large number of quite different ideas, even if at first glance
that seems not to be the case, In the criticism of the Geneva
school, preeminently in the monumental studies of Georges
Poulet, we have an approach somewhat resembling the one I have
just mentioned. Poulet tries first to locate a germinal point out of
which the author's project develops, then he shows the project
developing, and finally arriving at a point resembling the first." By
that time the project is far more deeply and strongly understood.
The writer's real text is his "work" taken as a vast and intricate
web of connections between various parts. This method is not
unlike Spitzer'S, which is based on what he called the "circle of
understanding," except that Poulet claims to parallel in his own
writing, and therefore duplicates, the author's consciousness of
totality. The difficulty with Poulet and others working in his
school, however, is that no realistic allowance is made for either
the brute temporal sequence of an author's production or the
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cornme urary is not 1I11·laLIIlI-\II.If.\"hili .1 Slirt or primal language,
which call also bl' charartni/l'd as pmportillg to be the language
of unmcdiatcd consciousness. What supports it is, of course,
Poulcts marvelously pcnctratinp , sympathetic critical imagination.
Whether examining Pascal, Amiel, or Proust, Poulet's writing
aspires to a privileged level of awareness that runs beneath or
above or within (it does not matter which) the finished text-as-
product.

The varied range of relationships possible between critic and
text is more properly treated as a topic within the sociology of
knowledge generally, and the historical and conceptual changes
induced in even so apparently unchanging an "object" as the text.
Moreover, each historical moment produces its own characteristic
forms of the critical act, its own arena in which critic and text
challenge one another, and thereby its own, depictions of what
constitutes a literary text. Consequently, it is wrong to pretend
that there is a single notion of text, constant for all literary
criticism, just waiting to be discovered. There is definite value,
however, in recognizing the philosophical prejudices that have
operated, from antiquity to the present, when editors are
"establishing a text." For there is an entire history and
philosophy surrounding the notion of a reliable text, a history and
a philosophy as varied as often as they are concealed, and the
editor who takes the naively positivistic attitude that a text can be
finally secured on the page does so in unjustified bad faith. *

In this chapter I shall be arguing that the experience of certain
major writers who aspire toward a highly specialized ideal of
textual achievement as the beginning condition of their work must
necessarily govern the critic's depiction of a text. What is constant
for the critic is that there is always an "authorial" process which,
in individual cases, can be grasped once its most notable patterns

*Once one begins to examine the way in which critics today define their relationship to
a secure text, anum ber of curious facts emerge. The most common metaphors used for
such definition are spatial, physical, or military: the critic is "close" or "far" from the
text; one reads in "slow motion" in order to "get" the sense better; there are "defenses
of reading"; and prepositions like "within" and "inside" proliferate. One rarely finds,
however, an English-language critic asking where a text takes place, or how it takes place,
or what it is, just as it is uncommon for him to consider writing-in its French sense of
ecriture=es anything more than the author's having to take a necessary step along the
way to publishing a book or a poem,
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ll'clrniLluc or craftsmanship, A lurt lu-r implicat ion is that the
author's career is a course whose record is his work and whose goal
is the integral text that adequately represents the efforts expended
on its behalf. Therefore, the text is a multidimensional structure
c x tcnding from the beginning to the end of the writer's career. A
Ie x t is the source and the aim of a man's desire to be an author, it
is the form of his attempts, it contains the elements of his
coherence, and in a whole range of complex and differing ways it
incarnates the pressures upon the writer of his psychology, his
time, his society. The unity between career and text, then, is a
unity between an intelligible pattern of events and for the most
part their increasingly conscious transformation into writing.

If this formulation were left to stand unqualified, it would be
open to major criticism. For underlying this view of the text as
growing consciousness, regardless of how diverse the expression of
this growth, is an accepted teleological progress and development.
All of which is true. But of greater moment is the way in which
the author's thought succeeds itself in time, and is therefore
conscious of passing formatively (Piaget's phrase) from one stage
to the next. The sheer weight of completed work, for instance,
in fluences the writer's thought by providing him with exam pies he
need not repeat and experiments he need not try ~gain-or, if he
docs, at least he knows that he is doing just that. In the sense that
he is aware of what he has done, he is more generally conscious of
what he can do even if, to take a common enough case, he
unconsciously parodies himself some of the time. I shall argue that
al though the text resembles a never-to-be-fulfilled ideal, a finality
never attained even if desired from the very beginning, the
author's asymptotic movement toward his goal gives him an
increasingly acute sense of what he is doing all the time. Another
more convenient way of settling in with a myth of progress here is
to say that I shall be concerned with some modern authors whose
common trait is that they require from the critic a central
thematic of development, one organized around prominent levels
of growth from the beginning to the completion of a text.

Yet before entering upon that discussion, I think that a general
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a text alollg with "I" ne.rr r lu- III1V!'1. l lcrc I slrall propose a
differellt, narrower foclIs, By nosll"inillg myself now to writers
from WIrOIll a text is in alld of itself an actuality of technical,
critical, and theoretical moment, I hope to be able later to
illuminate generally the modern writer's special problems with his
text and its quite particular beginning significance for him, Such a
pair of steps will thus permit a relatively disciplined way of
understanding a text-neither as a "creative" masterpiece nor as a
fact of nature, but as something whose beginning condition,
irreducibly, is that it must always be produced, constantly.

11

Most of the time, the concept of a text carries with it an idea if
not of uneguivocal achievement, then of distinction, or of prestige
based on simple language in use. There are occasions, of course,
when text is a fairly neutral or even secondary work-for example,
when one says of a letter from a friend that its text has such and
such a tone or guality. The usual sort of prestige suggested by text
is preservation: on the assumption that only what has distinction
is preserved, the text lifts out or perhaps rescues language from the
bustle of time and keeps it in writing. The reason for the
preservation, the method of it, the mode, the success, the failure,
the persistence of it-all these are aspects of a text that can be
subordinated to the idea of preservation itself. The other main
distinction of a text is that as a presence it occupies a place
actively. Another way of putting this is to say that in being
present a text displaces one or a thousand other things; were it not
for a text, something else might have been in its place. If that
something else is not another text, it could be speech, silence,
chaos, etc.; but the presence of a text, usually associated with a
document, is not simply reducible to what it has displaced nor to
an inert object. That is perhaps sometimes the case, but in order to
understand what a text is, most theorists have considered it to be
something guite positively its own, however much it may stand
for, symbolize, produce, or connote meanings in addition to itself.
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For Plato. for Zcnodotus of Eplll'~lIs, for Fr icdrich August Wolf,
as for Nietzsche, the relationships hctwccu a set of received images
ill verse and how they are to be understood as passing from speech
into ethical or textual existence arc crucial matters that only the
text of Homer's poems can resolve. Entire periods of history arc
thus basically apprehended as functions of a text-that is, either
made sensible by a text or given identity by a text. Instances of
the former are the Rosetta stone and the Qumran scrolls, and of
the latter, Renaissance humanism based on classical scholarship inc
general and Petrarch's discovery of Cicero's letters in Verona in
1345 in particular. The text acts in two directions: toward the
past, which gains actuality, and toward the present, which gains in
knowledge. In these instances the material existence of a text,
quite apart from its use or its interpretation, has a unique
intellectual and historical value. Always this value derives from a
text out of a past whose contemporary privileged relevance is
derived from the enhanced or restored fact of its preservation in
textual form. The four editions by Erasmus (1515-1527) of a
Greek New Testament are a celebrated confirmation of such a
value.

In the West the' classics and the Bible are the hest-preserved,
the most worked over, the most transmitted, and hence the most
original texts of all. Many institutions, including both the Church
and the university, are devoted to preserving the texts-prolonging
them, as it were-even as a part of their own preservation.
Standing very near the center of intellectual life in the West is the
tradition of classical scholarship, whose record in Sir John
Sandys's three-volume History of Classical Scholarship is a
humbling one for the contemporary critic."? To this tradition it is
possible to relate not only Dante's use of Virgil, Joyce's of Homer,
the work of Curtius and Auerbach, and innumerable poets and
philosophers, but also such important peculiarities and such
impressive sports as the battle of the Ancients and the Moderns,
Nietzsche's Birth of Tragedy, Bentley's edition of Milton, Vieo's
New Science, and Chapman's Homer. A probable reason for the
fertility of the great classical texts is that access to them, their
preservation, and their transmission is irrevocably connected to
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iutcrprcr crs willisI' cultural ,11111111\11111111111 •.1 IlIclis is t hc text. As
Vieo put it in tt« Nt'II' Sd"IIn'. ,I virr uc III' Europe is "the
Christian religion. which tl'aches t rUI h!'.SII sublime that it receives
into service the most learned philosophies of the gentiles and
cultivates three languages as its own Ich 'inseona verita cotanto
sublimi che vi si sono ricevute a scrvirla le piu dotte filosofie de'
gentili, e coltiva tTC lingue come sue 1: Hebrew, the most ancient in
the world; Greek, the most delicate; and Latin, the grandest."11

Outside the Judeo-Christian textual tradition -in the Arab-
Islamic, for instance-rather different conditions prevail. One of
them is Cidjaz, a concept which describes the uniqueness of the
Koran as rendering ail other texts impotent by comparison. Thus
since the central text is in Arabic, and since, unlike the Gospels or
even the Torah, it is given as unitary and complete, textual
traditions are essentially supportive, not restorative. All texts are
secondary to the Koran, which is inimitable. (Note the absence of
the problems of the formal imperfections of Scripture, of mixed
styles, of incomplete or partially transmitted texts, and so on-all
of which obtain in the Christian Europe that Vico described.)
There is nevertheless a hierarchy of disciplines and of books in
relation to the Koran. Thus two sciences above all other,
jurisprudence (fiqh) and tradition (hadith), sets of systematic
textual customs, control the editor's work, and in the case of the
haditk they are very elaborate and systematic customs indeed.
Every tradition is judged according to a canon of valid sources. One
,ranking judges that the best tradition is heard, then following that
perhaps traditions recited, licensed, handed over, obtained by
correspondence or by bequest, or found. When not dealing with
texts associated with the Koran, Islamic editors made use of the
system of idjaza (license to transmit), which although originally
the third method of transmitting Koranic traditions in print, came
to be used for all other manuscripts.'? Thus every Arabic text
during the "manuscript age"-the period from the seventh up to
around the end of the fifteenth century-generally opens with a
list of isnads (asaneed) or witnesses, linking the text to a univocal
source through a series of oral transmitters.

In Islam, the dialectic between oral and written language is
traditionally very near the surface of any text. Preeminence is
given to what is spoken, inasmuch as the Koran was dictated or

199



••pll~"11 III III., 1'1111'111'1: ~IIIII\'I"II'" 1111 rI", 1Ir1I1'1 11.111.1,1\

,II,'I,IIIt'lI.\IIt,dIV .In.,rilt'd I" II,,' 1',1',111\'111"1 Idl.,1I1I ,1\ II,al
Willi II 1.111 Ill' pili .II1WII 111." k 1111 \\,1111,' 1',II,I.lII\I",II~·.IIIl'II.II'XIS
.m- sunuh.uu-uusly import.uu .111.1 VI'I 11111 \11 Il1lp .. rt.mt, Fralll
RIISl'llllial spl'clIlall's t h.u Ilrl' 11l11l1'.1I.lIivl' lack of system ill
Islamic textual practice dllrill~ .uu] .rl n-r lire IIlallllscript\a~e was
due to the continued presence of tire Koran and an unbroken
tradition. whereas

the survival of no more than scattered fragments of ancient civilization made
it imperative for the Occident to husband its meager cultural resources by
administering them in the most economic i-i.e. systematjc-cmannerv . .
Western intellectual poverty, which knew little except scholastic philosophy
facilitated the formation of a systematic approach to research. Since only a
limited number of ideas was at the disposal of Western scholars, these scholars
were forced to dissect and put together those selfsame ideas over and over
again, This procedure resulted in the creation of refined torms of literary

, 13presentation.

By contrast, in the Islamic tradition there was no distinction made
between actual collation of texts and a sort of free emendation of
a text according to the precepts of one's teacher.l" Nevertheless,
there is an amusing converse of this practice: a writer might
destroy his own text as a way of dramatizing the eminence of
another's. "Twice I composed maqamat, but my work did not
please me, and I destroyed it. I wonder whether God might not
have created me for the sale purpose of emphasizing Ibn al-Hariri's
superiority ."15

Despite the differences between the Islamic and J udeo-
Christian textual traditions, before the age of printing there was
extraordinary difficulty in both traditions when references from
one text to another were attempted. An author could never be
sure that a manuscript he referred to existed in more than one
handwritten copy, so references were exceedingly cumbersome,
and usually involved digressive summaries. In the West, if such
references were often prohibitive, then the fragments that received
the most textual attention and reproduction-usually Scriptural
ones-bred an internal system of organization that, I think, far
exceeds anything to be found in the Islamic tradition. The recent
study of biblical codices has revealed a wide range of textual
devices, all concentrated upon preserving texts and making them
more useful. On the one hand there are formal systems that
include colophons, scholia, onomastica, catenae, commentaries,
superscription, subscription, and so forth; on the other, as Bruce
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[There arc ] conversational jOllin~s whi"h '''Tasionally stand at the close
of a manuscript or in the lIIarj.\ins of folios Ihroll~hout a document. Though
scribes wcre Forbidden to talk to '111,' another in the scriptorium, the more
irrepressible found devious ways to communicate with each other. One such
means was to jot remarks on the margin of the page being transcribed and to
show it to one's neighbour. The margins of a ninth-century Latin manuscript
of Cassiodorus' commentary on the Psalms contains a variety of common-
place remarks written in Irish. For example: "It is cold today." "That is
natural; it is winter." "The lamp gives a bad light." "It is time for us to begin
to do some work." "Well, this vellum is certainly heavy!" "Well, I call this
vellum thin!" "I feel quite dull today; I don't know what's wrong with

,,16me.

If a preserved text is though t of as displacing something by its
presence, there is, I think, one especially interesting conseq uence:
not only does a text enjoy an existence quite special to it, but in
addition it becomes less and less possible, the longer it survives, to
consider it as analogous with, parallel to, or symbolic of the
human lifetime. The authority of The Aeneid is transhuman.
Virgil himself is thought of less as a biographical subject than as a
topes worthy of many lifetimes' study. The tendency in phil-
ological work since the eighteenth century has been toward the
sort of attitude, capable of including high specialization and that
of A ltertumswissenschajt, that considers a text as the represen ta-
tion of complex, collective phenomena in an irreducibly partic-
ular mode. The quasi-logical extension of such a tendency leads to
the sort of images found in Borges's short story "The Library of
Babel," in which human life is simply one of the less ingenious and
less interesting items among a world of texts. The interpretive
traditions upon which most modern conceptions of the humanities
are based employ texts to give a suprahuman continuity to the
tradition, just as the history of the humanities is dotted with
individual quests-like those of the protagonist in James's The
Aspern Papers-after a text that becomes a raison d 'etre of a
lifetime. In effect, th is is not so contradictory, since in the
humanities a central text is regarded as a kind of ideal as well as
practical goal for the individual humanist; the literal meaning of
philolo~y makes this clear enough.

In everything I have so far said, reading is paradoxically not
always so important a process to the life of a text as one might
assume. Granted, an unread text is often equivalent to no text at
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writ il1~ alld reading, 1101' as Ihl' 1I1;lll'Ii..1 I'l'sult IIi' rl'ading, IH~ras all
l'ffl'ct Ill' reading, The trouhle wit h such Iormulas is that they
place the act of reading prior to that of writing, whereas in fact
Ihl' production of a text is an cvcnt , physically and spir itually,
which has its own genealogy that cannot begin with its reading,
The point here is that the filiations of a text have much more to
do with writing than with reading-at least for the type of analysis
I have been attempting here and elsewhere, A text is in part a
cout inuing desire to write one: as Roland Barthes has said in
making the textual distinction between lisible and s~Tiptible, "Le
tc x tc scriptible est un present perpetuel , sur lequel ne peut se
poser aucunc parole consequente (qui Ie transforrnerait , fatale-
mcnt , en passe); Ie texte scriptible, c'est flOIiS en train
d'ccrire."!? To begin to write is to begin to produce a text,
although writing can go though a very large number of refinements
before it is a text, at least to its author, In this way, too, a text is
disjunctive with the human lifetime: the writing career follows a
pattern by no means connected necessarily with that of a dateable
cyclc , a subject to which I shall return later on.

A helpful insight is gained by comparing Thomas Kuhn's
description, in The Structure ofScielltific Revolutions, of the role
played by the science textbook with the nonscientific text in
gel1eral. In a chapter entitled "The Invisibility of Revolutions,"
Kuhn advances the thesis that science textbooks are sources of
authority whose role is to describe the outcome of a scientific
revolution as something linear or curnulative.!" Such a miscon-
struction, Kuhn observes, is unexceptionable pedagogy, but in
effect science "textbooks thus begin by truncating the scientist's
sense of his discipline's history and then proceed to supply a
substitute for what they have eliminated." Kuhn's interest in
science textbooks is that, because they are sources of information
about scientific research, the pedagogic image of science they
present determines the common view of science-as discovery and
invention-held by most scientists, Such textbooks therefore
conceal the real history of research and discovery by displacing
them. They also preserve the results of research in such a way as to
obscure the complex process of paradigm production, testing, and
rejection that, Kuhn contends, forms the basis of all scientific
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history. by lIIakin~ it seem ;1'0 if hi'otol'y IWl-\ins from a discrete,
determinable point and proceeds t lu-rc.rftcr in a straight line. Such
a presentation thus invents an imagl' of history to which, in its
neatly etched peripheries. the text corresponds.

In a sense, therefore, Kuhn argues that the science textbook is
a sort of obstruction within the ongoing activity of scientific
research. A text presents this activity as something hard and
already achieved instead of as the multidimensional and plastic
effort which it really is. Two views that almost exactly correspond
with Kuhn's are those of Nietzsche and Vico, both of whom argue
that every text, whether the tables of Roman law ur the
revered texts of Athenian tragedy, stands between the scholar and
the historical past-or rather, the text, in its didactic simplicity, is
often interpreted (because of its seeming clarity) as the reality of a
past that its linear textual form misconstrues. The text is therefore
Apollonian, at least in its ability to hold back a far more fluid
poetry than words can convey with what Nietzsche calls an
Olympian structure. Vico states that "men are naturally impelled
to preserve the memories of the laws and institutions that bind
them in their societies.t'I? They do so in texts (poems, codes,
histories, myths) that preserve the past in uniformity, but which
the "conceit of the scholars" overrates as if "what they know
must have been eminently understood from the beginning of the
world." Vico concludes that "for purposes of this inquiry [in The
New Science I we must reckon as if there were no books in the
world."20 In The Use and Abuse of History Nietzsche says that
"there is a hygiene of life near the volumes of science," and that
the essence of this hygiene is the unhistorical and the super-
historical, both of which counteract the "malady of history." 21

Within these "volumes of science" one can find the study of
history and modern philosophy, which "is political and official,
bound down to be a mere phantasmagoria of learning by our
modern governments, churches, universities, moralities, and
cowardices.' ,22

The images of imprisonment and obstruction with which a
text has often been identified are not unexpected ones, even if the
identification is not so polemical as Nietzsche's. For example. the
opening poem of Blake's Songs of Innocence represents the poet
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water. The one line of thl' P'H'1I1 Ih.11 SU~~l'SISa tr()Llblill~ ol
iIlIlOCl'IlCI' is "And I sraiu'd thl' wall'!' l·ll'al'." Nevertheless, the
ambiguously placed adjective "clear" offsets the threat in
"stain'd," so that one can rcad the line to mean eithcr "I stained
the water until it bccame clear" or "my pen stained the clear
water": in both cases the conclusion is that because he writes on
water, which even if momentarily stained would not retain the
imprint, the poet composes happy (and clear) songs. This
conventional imagery is systematically strengthened by the con-
text of "innocence" and by contrast with the forging, imprisoning
imagery so frequcnt in Songs of Experience. '

The converse is to be found in Swift's "Verses wrote on a
Lady's Ivory Table-Book." The speaker is the book itself, whose
hardness is evident as well in the writing inscribed on it:

Peruse my Leaves thro' ev'ry Part,
And think thou seest my owners Heart,
Scrawl'd o'er wit" Trifles thus; and quite
As hard, as sensless, and as light.

This is an admittedly special book, "expos'd to every Coxcomb's
Eyes," but all that Swift does in the poem is to meditate on the
oddness of the book's textual hardness as it unites heartless
inscriptions with vulnerable openness. Since the text is a surface
that preserves what is inscribed there, it invites attention indis-
criminately, at the same time being hostile to and repelling "deep"
understanding.

Both Swift and Blake differ from Keats, for whom a text on
two notable occasions has less unfavorable meanings-but for the
reason that, in Keats's case, the physical characteristic of a text,
the fact that it is written down, is either transmuted into another
element or given a very special signficance. Chapman's Homer is
not a document-text but a voice-text: Keats says that he never
breathed "the pure serene" of Homer's world "Till I heard
Chapman speak out loud and bold." And in the sonnet "When I
have fears that I may cease to be," the poet's intensified sense of
his mortality is connected with his inability to fill books with
writing, to glean his brain with his pen, to trace the romance in the
shadows of "the night's starr'd face." Writing is the means of
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Keats's way of avoiding the text's almost physically bound
existence is related, I believe, to all those techniques of rewriting
the text during the act of interpretations. When writing is
considered to be not the solitary act of an individual, nor the
imprisonment of sense in graphological inscription, but rather an
act that constitutes participation in various cultural processes,
then the text as obstruction becomes text as pathway to new
texts. This transformation is at the center of Dilthey's system of
interpretation, although the system is encompassed by the long
history of hermeneutics with its antecedents in such interpreters as
Porphyry. The tradition views a text as something to be converted
slowly and by much study into further texts, which in turn permit
others to appear. In Karl Barth's theological hermeneutics, for
example, his "methodology, as he describes it in. the
Rbmerbrief, is to live with the text until it disappears and one is
confronted with the divine word itself.,,23 For non theological
hermeneutics each text is poly textual, just as in the epistolary
novel one letter is the occasion of another letter. The text's
preserving and obstructing and displacing functions are taken as
resisting rewriting (which is what hermeneutical interpretation is
at bottom), but the beginning premise of this rewriting is that the
text's resistance is principally a formal matter. Ultimately, that is,
each text as an obstruction can be circumvented or dissolved.
What puts Vico and Nietzsche to one side of this attitude is that
for them a text is fundamentally a fact of power and displac-
ement, whereas in Dilthey's work the text presents itself to the
historical consciousness as an aspect of "mental life," and as such
the text's form is a fact of distribution in that life, not of
threatening obstruction.P" Perhaps because the text is writing-
which, in the hermeneutic philosophy expounded by
Hans-Georg Gadamer, is "a self-estrangement from speech"
(Selbstentfremdung der Sprache)25 -it can be considered as
essentially vulnerable to interpretation and rewriting.

There is another way in which the text is vulnerable, and
the practice of textual criticism is an attempt to deal with it.
Once again the physical act of writing a text involves
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vcrsion ) b y trallslTibill~ scrihcs: "Snilll's." hi' says, "wl" alter a
less fauiiliar Iotm to a more Luniliar, if th,'Y Sl'l' nothing to prevent
them."?" Since textual criticism "is the science of discovering
error in texts and the art of removing it," there is no excuse for
considering its practice as having anything to do with mystery or
mathematics. An original text is a given existing outside the field
of the textual critic's practice: he attempts to restore that which
by definition is not within the scope of his knowledge and
ex perience. "Thought" enables him to establish a correct text
based upon transmitted (transcribed) versions. Thus for eachc
restored text, a family of copies is assumed to exist, although the
critic must build a family tree for his text before it can be
considered "present." Housman is careful to show how textual
criticism deals with "things which [do not] present themselves
clearly and sharply to the mind."27 For each section in a text,
dozens of prejudices, historical errors, and varieties of fantasy can
intervene; so the critic must act as if the words he uses, have
sensuous qualities. In this way he can more readily tell whether he
has been foolish or not: his actions can be seen to have practical
consequences. But "our conclusions regarding the truth or
falsehood of a MS. reading can never be confirmed or corrected by
an equally decisive test [as in a chemical experiment]; for the only
equally decisive test would be the production of the author's
autograph."28

Housman consistently refers to textual criticism as a sort of
internal space inhabited largely by "deplorably intellectual"
objects. His view of the text is, I think, quite similar. Since there
can be no absolutely correct and "original" text firmly anchoring
subsequent transcriptions in reality, all texts exist in a constantly
moving tangle of imagination and error. The job of the textual
critic is, by fixing one text securely on the page, to arrange all
other versions of that text in some sort of linear sequence with it.
Housman's preface to his edition of Manilius describes exactly
that. Nevertheless, discursive prose about a text only makes
explicit the implicit filiation which the cumulative emendations
and restorations of the edited text have established. The inner
space occupied by texts of the same family is restricted, and partly
caused by, the absence of an "original" father-text. A recension is
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to describe the text so as 10 miuimiv« I hllsl' confusions inherent in
te xtuality . Maas's co ntribur iou is ro cmplo y xtcm matics=.a method
and vocabulary borrowed frolll gellcalogy to exhibit "the inter-
relationship of the witnesses" or copies, If a copy can be traced
back to one witness or tradition (codex unicus'[, recension "is a
matter of describing and deciphering as accurately as possible the
single wimess.t''" Where there have been "splits," the editor's job
is considerably more difficult. Since each tradition is related to an
"archetype" =which is not the original text but only the first copy
of it-a given text's filiation is very complex. Each text itextus
receptus) undergoes critical examination in such a way that
transmitted errors (errores significativi) are used to validate
editorial changes in the text's corrected version iconstitu tio
textus). The editor's rationale is that in providing his text with the
best possible, most reliable pedigree (code optimusi; he is
elucidating the connections between his recension and the
archetype. The picture of a family of texts is drawn by Maas as
follows:

A river comes from an inaccessible source under the peak of a high
mountain. It divides underground, its branches divide further, and some of
these branches then come to the surface on the mountain side as springs; the
water of these springs at once drains away and may come to the surface at
several places farther down the mountain side and finally flows onward in
visible form overground. The water from its source onwards is of
ever-changing but fine and pure colors. In its subterranean course it flows past
several places at which coloring matters from time to time dissolve into the
water; the same thing happens every time the stream divides and every time it
comes to the surface in a spring, Every influx changes the colour of a certain
part of the stream, and this part keeps the colour permanently; only very
slight colour changes are eliminated by natural processes .... The object of
the investigation is to test the genuineness of the colour or colours on the
evidence of the springs,30

Note that according to the logic of Maas's imagery, the origin
of the family, its paternal source, is defined as inaccessible, which
amounts to saying that so far as a text is concerned there is no
original but only copies. Thus the beginning of a textual tradition
is the first appearance (archetype) of a presumably faithful copy
of the inaccessible original. Again logically, any text that falls
within the course of the main current is related to all the others as
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less rcccusious can be treated as uiluu.uic« of IIll' main st,\carn, III
ot hcr words. each version of " t c x t is ;1 modification of the
nrigillal's positivity, even though, as we said, the original is
inaccessible, at best a fertile power. Every user of the text is
caught within the net of relationships (which includes editors,
scribes, traditions, and schools) that involves any instance of the
tcxt as a variant of every instance. The distinguishing mark of the
textual critic is that he, more than the scribe, is aware of the
j;lIl1ily relationships between texts, whereas all other "consumers"
are satisfied with a vague knowledge of kinship among versions of
the same text. <

Whether the textual critic uses Maas's genealogical method,
Joseph Bedier's "best-text" method, or any of the statistical
techniques now available, the claims made for a purified text
encroach upon the author's ground. When James Thorpe says that
if "there is no editing, texts perish,"l) he is arguing that textual
criticism prolongs the author's impulse. The subject matter of
textual criticism is a work of art, and its ideal as a discipline is "to
present what the author intended.t'V Yet according to Morse
Peckham, such views "urge us to pursue an unattainable idea: this
is true hagiolatry."33 For not only is the notion of a "text" a
construct, but "the term 'author' (the intensive is 'poet') ascribes
to a human organism conceived of primarily as producer of
language the gift of God's grace or charisma.V'" Yet Peckham's
summation of his argument, for all its radicality and frankness,
does not completely shake off the meliorist and serial biases of
textual criticism:

The task of the textual editor is to produce a new version from a series
of a postulated text by a postulated author by making up for the policing,
validating, and changing deficiencies in the long, complex and interlocking
series of behaviors the consequence of which was the production of that
series. There is no "definitive" version at which he must or can arrive. There
is no one set of instructions which can mediate his behavior to the exclusion
of all other sets. His activities are multi-purposeful; his problem is empirical;
it cannot be solved a priori. His situation is open.35

From an ethical point of view-that is, if one regards the
copy as having opened up the postulated integrity of the
original-each new copy of the text can be said in some way to
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howcvcr , [imirs til thl'sl' cxccxses. ()Ill' is a principle of similarity
Ihat keeps texts "strong" by virtue of their exact resemblance to

Ihl' archetype: this paradox is the insight around which Borges's
story of Pierre Menard is built. A second limit is that textual
Iruditions, very broadly considered, coalesce to form larger
matrices: two examples are the notions of Weltliteratur and of
Rotnania."' Even though these wide groupings do not antedate
Ihe authority of any "original" text, they nevertheless act as a sort
'If conceptual armor for groups of texts descended from those
originals. In addition to the support of other texts in the same
family, each single text thus implies--and draws from the power
of -othcr families connected through the matrix of a universal
language like Latin, or of a universal idea like that of Weltliteratur.

None of these conservative dynamics of textual survival can
work, however, were it not for the fact that a text is a very
particular sort of graphological memory, Once again wc must talk
of the text's preserving and displacing functions. For in an
unmistakable way the presence of a text-as-copy displaces (and by
virtue of similarity preserves a memory of displacing) some
original-an idea, or an implicit priority, or an intransitive power,
or an un copied autograph. At certain moments in textual history
the displacement appears more strikingly than at others. During
the eleventh century the subordination of all rhetoric to the art of
writing copies of dictating classical models, the so-called ars
dictaminis, is one such example. Each text pushes aside ordinary
discourse in order to place before the world a textual composition
whose authority derives from two sources: the ancient originals
whose style is being copied and the present text's appearance in
the form of a preserved duration. To put pen to a text is to begin
the movement away from the original; it is to enter the world of
the text-as-beginning as copy and as parricide.

Thc Oedipal motif lurking beneath many discussions of the
text (Housman and Maas, for instance, are no exccptions) makes
more sense if we regard the text-copy as totem and the making of
such a text as the beginning parricidal deed (performed on a
paternal original) that Freud spoke of in Totem and Taboo. If the
reference to Freud seems farfetched here, it is because the
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quaxi-totc mic status of texts, BUI WIIl'II WI' read, as \4{e shall
prcsc nt ly , '{'O(£,III aiul 'I'avo(} as a ~Ioss L1pOIl popular works of
rc xtual criticism-such as Renan's ";(' cit' }i'sus-its relevance is
considerably enhanced, As an instance, there is Freud's account of
the "binding force attributed to eating and drinking"37 among
members of a community, Such ritual in primitive societies
si~nifies kinship, participation in "a common substance, ,,38 which
binds the society together in commemoration of a "beginning"
deed, The obligation laid upon all users of a text like the Odyssey,
whether translators, editors, or modern novelist!', if to acknowl-
edge that their kinship is defined by their common point of
reference-the text itself. Even when they use the text as
outrageously as Samuel Butler does in proving that Nausicaa wrote
the poem, they declare their sense of community with the whole
textual tradition, which is one of common guilt: "I may comfort
myself," says Butler in chapter 1 of The Authoress of the
()dyssey, "by reflecting that however much [ may deserve stoning
there is no one who can stone me with a clear conscience.Y'"
Butler is referring to the change in opinion by which it is now
commonly assumed that the Iliad and Odyssey had different
authors. The passage of time increases the number of copies of the
text, changes ideas about the text, and more intensely than before
provides the textual community with opportunities to violate the
text's putative original state. For what could more invade the
poem's privacy than to treat its actual composition, forever left
behind once a text appeared to replace an original bardic
rhapsody, as a subject of irreverent controversy?

Publication of a text, or at least the appearance of the text as
an object to be diffused, is a ceremonious repetition of the
parricidal deed by virtue of which copies proceed to supplant what
Maas calls an inaccessible source, [ am speaking of publication in a
very general way, but it should be noted that in the Christian West
the central text, the New Testament, has formally existed as
Gospels whose physical existence commemorates a communal
guilt and redemption. If Jesus is the father of the Christian
community, every instance of writing signifies his death, or at least
the transfer of his spoken words to a written document and the
community's ambivalent relation to it. In either case, his presence
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dl'ath makes possible tlu: P""St'II ll' IIf ;111 .rpostolic community
Iorcvcr stained with guilt: and ih.u community is perpetuated
whenever loyalty to crucial Cospcls is instituted as the sign of
kinship. Through adherence to the Gospels, all men are made as
brothers, especially since such kinship requires the loyal
observance of rules inspired by the text. of these rules, imitatio, as
Erich Auerbach has shown, seems to have survived most energet-
ically so far as the making of a Christian text is
concerned-imitatio as mixture of styles, as fif!.ura, as mimetic
representation, as allegory, and as form. "Do this in remembrance
of me and like me" is thus the Christian injunction for the making
of texts subordinate and analogous to a central and antecedent
one. Auerbach's Mimesis demonstrates powerfully the extraord-
inary effect of the Christian texts upon the classical notions of
imitatio, an effect that permitted Dante and Cervantes, for
instance, to exploit as well as submit to fraternal kinship after the
archetypal inscription,

Even on a stylistic level, as a result of Christ's sacrifice the
central Christian text influenced such dynamics as those set in
motion by the sermo humilis, a mode that combined "low"
locutions with sublime subject matter, in the manner of the
Scriptures. And yet
most educated pagans regarded the early Christian writings as ludicrous,
confused, and abhorrent, and this applied to the Latin even more than the
Greek versions, The content struck them as childish and absurd superstition,
and the form as an affront to good taste, ... How could the profoundest of
problems, the enlightenment and redemption of mankind, be treated in such
barbarous works? In order to eliminate this stumbling block educated
Christians might well have decided at an early date (here we are speaking of
the Latin texts) to correct the first translations of Scripture which had been
done by men without education or experience and adapt them to good
literary usage. But this was not done. The first Latin translations, with their
very peculiar style, were never replaced by a Bible text in the classical taste,
The texts in the Vetus latina had quickly acquired such authority among the
congregations, they were so appropriate to the social and intellectual level of
the Grst Latin-speaking Christians, that they soon became a firmly established
normative tradition. A more cultivated literary version would never have
found acceptance.Y

One of the strengths of the senna humilis "is its power to express
human brotherhood, an immediate bond between men.,,42 That
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extreme subjectivity. or at least a subjectivity hitherto unequalled in its vast
runge and sharpness of expression. Iwhich on the other hand I had sprung
1'1'0111 a devoted Imitation of Christ and an endeavor to record faithfully what
is enacted (not only decided, but actually carried out) in the kingdom of
(;lId .... Dante Ithus I created a public not for himself alone but for his
successors as well. He molded, as potential readers of his poem, a community
which was scarcely in existence at the time when he wrote and which was
gradually built up by his poem and by the poets who came after him.43

III 110 small way, then, the idea of a Christian text imposedupon
writer and audience a voluntary discipline, a confraternity of
liberties and restrictions, that could be said to have arisen from
Christ's sacrifice of his living speech to the alternate mode of
written language. I think that Auerbach's assessment of Dante as
the inaugurator of modern European literature gains still more
validity if one sees The Divine Comedy as an implantation of the
Biblical text in the here and now.t" In seeing-and portraying-the
contemporary world as if with the eyes of the Gospels and the
words of the vernacular, Dante ccmmemorated the Passion not
only as a text to be repeated, as if spoken by Christ, but also as an
event to be prolonged into the present.

On this point, the difference between Dante and Milton is very
instructive. Blake's ideas about Milton's intransigence emphasize,
among other things, the overreaching quality of Paradise Lost as a
text setting itself up to rewrite the Gospels. Milton's

advent'rous Song,
That with no middle flight intends to soar
Above th' Aonian Mount, while it pursues
Things unattempted yet in Prose or Rhime

(1.13-16)

is everywhere characterized by the intention to exceed all previous
texts, perhaps not excluding even the Gospels. His "answerable
style" inscribes the sort of text capable, like Raphael, of sailing
"between worlds and worlds" (5.268). Curiously, too, Milton's
imagery for his accomplishments as writer in the poem always
includes reminders that he flies higher than anyone else:

Mee of these
Nor skilled nor studious, higher Argument
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To Dan tc the ()I'i~inal te xt S I'l'qII irl' ('on fir ilia rion and incarnation
in what Auerbach calls the earthly world, whereas Milton sees his
text aspiring tu the place of inauguration, as if to protest the
usurpation of the beginning place by an antecedent text, a codex
tlllICIIS,

Challenges to the text as paternal authority by new texts
comprise a major theme in literature and thought since Milton.
The battle of the books, the investigations of the
eighteenth-century encyclopedists, the romantic revolt-all these
repeat the filial quarrel with a dominating father-text. Earlier in
this book I have argued that the novelistic impulse was to take for
the writer a paternal role, to give the novel itself an internal and
autonomous filiation which depended upon the writer's beginning
inventiveness. An example of what I mean is the role of Cide
Hamete Benengeli's "found" manuscript in Don Quixote: that
invention stands inside Cervantes's text in order to prove that the
novel's antecedent was a text named, and created, by the novel
itself, and not a text simply there for the novelist to submit to. As
for the enormous problem of influences between writers (as
explored most recently by W. J. Bate and Harold Bloom), that,
too, can be understood as an aspect of the relationships between
texts in the terms we have been using here. If I focus here so
single-mindedly upon the text, and not upon authors or person-
alities, it is in order to insist upon the actual positivity of a text as
the beginning problem faced by every writer. For one can easily
see that the modern writer as text maker-e.g., Mallarrne , Hopkins,
Proust, Joyce, Eliot, and many others-is no less single-minded
about the type of difficulty encountered than I have been.

In order more exactly to understand modern writing generally
as the author's particular problems with a text there is much to be
learned, I think, from the nineteenth-century exploration of
biblical texts, hitherto a neglected type of writing so far as literary
criticism is concerned. The major signposts are well enough
known: Bishop Colenso's work on the Pentateuch; Essays and
Reviews; Strauss's Leben [esu ; the Higher Criticism generally,
including Schleiermacher, Baur, and Kiem; Renan's Vie de Jesus;
and so on .45 Similarly, the type of effect, or outcry, they caused
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dl'spite the awesome rvsiduc Ill' sh!'l'I !'>anl'd priority accorded t lu-
luhlical tc x t , Vico , for cxumplc, simply avoided the Bible when he
st udicd "primitive" texts like the Ilhul. When he speaks of "the
first mcn ," Vico, unlike Milton in his audacity speaking of Adam
as "our Author," designates the gentiles, by no means the people
Ill' the Bible. Not so the Higher Critics, whom one of their
enemies, W. H. Green, charged with committing a dangerous
"perversion" in thought and seriousness. Green asserted that
investigations attempting to show that the biblical texts are
ncither as primitive, nor as unified, nor as reliable' as previously
claimed are to be fought. Even so, in his preface to The Higher
Criticism of the Pentateuch, Green said confidently:

The books of the Bible have nothing to fear from such investigations,
however searching and thorough, and however fearlessly pursued. They can
only result in establishing more firmly the truth of the claims, which the
Bible makes for itself, in every :articular. The Bible stands upon a rock from
which it can never be dislodged.

Higher Criticism attempted generally to redispose the unitary
text of the Bible, or parts thereof, into a set of disparate
documents with miscellaneous histories. That is, the text of the
Bible as treated in the text of the contemporary critic would
become merely the focus of philological and circumstantial textual
evidence, not the fons et origo of all subsequent history and
writing. Green, on the other hand, contends that

the old Testament is a product of the Spirit of God, wrought out through the
instrumentality of many human agents who were all inspired by him, directed
hy him, and adapted by him to the accomplishment of his own fixed
ends .... Everything in the old Testament tends to Christ and is to be
estimated from him. Everything in the New Testament unfolds from Christ
and is likewise to be estimated from him.47

Green understands that'the thrust of Higher Criticism, which he
sees as already having being practiced in the eighteenth century, is
to refute supernaturalism entirely. Each biblical text is treated,
not as being delivered by God to man, but as transcribed from
documents. Green's anger with this perspective is worth citing: he
characterizes the "Fragment Hypothesis" of the Pentateuch
(maintained by Johann Vater and Anton Hartmann) as "the

214



1)111111111'111 IIYI'"lhl'~I" 11111 III,UI."1ft I!&-"'11111'.1" I"" 11',11""', 1!r,1I

"il i~ 1111 1111'11' IlIn;IIY 'I"I'~1I1111 w lm l: II"" ',Ivl .. ,.I ,11111 I~III
LIISI'S, ,Thl' t rut h ;111.1 I'Vldl'lI(I' ,.I rill' ('111111' MII~,lil h isu uy are
,II stukc."?" If' such n1111'1S1i1 Slllll'l'd~ 11111\ .uru, t luu "jt uullifics
.rf OIlCl' the Mosaic authorship lit' I hI' 1'l'lIlall'lIl'h, alld substitutes
"lIonY11l0US documcnrs of' latl' a~l' ill all imperfect state of
preservation, which have been WOVl'1I to~ether, and to some extent
modified, by anonymous rcdactors.t"? To anyone who does not
suppose that such a nullification is a textual issue of the highest
l'ol1sequence, Green spells it ou t in detail:

If we abandon the Mosaic authorship, which is so explicitly and
repeatedly certified by the earliest tradition that we are able to summon, we
are out upon the open sea with nothing to direct our course, , .. We go
blindly groping along the centuries in quest of authors, All is unwarranted
conjecture; there is no firm lodgement anywhere, ... The Scripture is no
longer reliable in its present form. The inspiration of its writers has been
surrendered, We have lost our infallible guide .... In yielding the principle
everything has been conceded that is involved in it and follows from it, The
avalanche cannot be arrested midway in its descent.51

While it would be perhaps melodramatic to associate an
avalanche with the efforts of so scholarly and reputable an
investigator as Ernest Renan, there is no question that his Vie de
Jesus represents a considerably threatening and, to the student of
modern literature, interesting textual innovation, The text of his
book is sober enough, but what it does to the textual forms of the
Gospels, their matter and their existence, is highly adventurous,
particularly if we take account of the extraordinarily imaginative
connection made by Renan between a subject like Jesus, textual
records of his life and teaching, and retrospective critical analysis.
There is a remarkable psychoanalytic dimension to Renan's
project; consequently, Totem and Taboo (as I discussed it with
regard to textual practice and theory) will be implicit in my
analysis of the Vie de Jesus. My contention is that if we
understand correctly what Renan explicitly is doing, we are far
better able to understand not only what subsequent modern
authors have accomplished in their texts but what they have made
of them, Such radical attention to the text for a critic therefore
makes more precise the idea of a concrete beginning point, what
Freud calls the "beginning event," since the text is the primary
point of convergence for every variety of writer.

Throughout his book Renan's attitude to Jesus the historical
personality is consistent. For Renan, the Galilean, while the
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I'vl'ry Il'gal and institutional rl'ligiolls ohslacle in order to institute
what Rcnan calls a religion of thl' Son, "M~1ll1' il est probable,"
Renun says on one of Illany similar occasions, "que, des ses
premiers pas, il s'envisage avec Dieu dans la relation d'un fils avec
son perc, La est son grand acte d'or iginalite ; en cela il n'est
nullcmcnt de sa race."*52 From this act many consequences flow,
jesus took for himself the title of "Son," whether of God or of
Man, and the power that this entailed:

Cette puissance n'a pas de limites. Son Pere lui a donne tout pouvcir. II a
Ie droit de changer merne le sabbat. Nul ne connait Ie Pere,que par lui. Le
Pere lui a transmis Ie droit de juger. La nature lui obeit; mais elle obeit aussi a
quiquonque croit et prie; la foi peut tout .... La position qu'il s'attrihuait
etait celle d'un etre surhumain, et il voulait qu'on le regardat comme ayant
avec Dieu un rapport plus eleve que celui des autres hommes. t53

An intrinsic aspect of this higher relationship to God seems to
have been Jesus' opposition to the notion of codifying and writing
about his faith or about his moraliry.P" Therefore, the texts that-
have survived throughout history, and which comprise the New
Testament, are original in that they record Jesus' discourses. of a
lesser originality is "the collection of anecdotes and bits of
information that Mark wrote according to Peter's recollect-
ions,,,s5 The first two extant Gospels dispose between them a
common document, which appears intermittently in the texts
according to Matthew and Mark; yet these two gospels themselves
arc "arrangements in which an effort has been made to fill the
lacunae in one text by pieces of anorher.t''"

Renan's introduction to his Life of Jesus attempts to show
how the original records of Jesus' life and discourses "were not
therefore texts that had been stopped and fixed dogmatically.t'"?
For about two centuries there was no hesitation, for example, in

'''It is even probable that ever since his first steps, he envisaged himself with God in the
rclationsh ip of a son to his father. That was his great, original act; in that he did not
belong to his race."

1"This power has no limits. His father had given him every power. He has the right even
to change the sabbath, No one could know the Father except through him. The Father
had transmitted to him the right to judge. Nature obeys him; but she also obeyed
whoever believed and prayed; faith can do anything .... The position he attributed to
himself was that of a superhuman being, and he wanted people to regard him.as having
an understanding with God that was higher than that allowed to other men."
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accrue decisive authority and 1H'~in to have the force of law."sa
He goes on to describe three stages through which the texts have
passed: (1) "The original documcn tary stage [of Matthew and
Mark] first versions no longer extant"; (2) "the stage of simple
mixture, in which original documents have been incorporated
without any effort at composition ... (The present Gospels of
Matthew and Mark)"; and (3) "the stage of combination, of
intended and reflective editing, in which one perceives the effort
made to reconcile the different versions (Gospel of Luke, Gospels
of Marcion, of Tatien, etc.). The Gospel of John ... forms a whole
of another sort entirely, and altogether of another order. 59

Renan's purpose in the book, therefore, is to treat his subject "as a
living organism" despite the factual knowledge that reveals texts
to be at times hardly more than fanciful embroidery. The result,
he hopes, is not a caricature of life but rather something analogous
to the reproduction of a Greek statue, "the general spirit of the
work, one of the ways in which it might have exisred.v"?

Let us try now to articulate in another way what Renan says
he is doing. The true origin of his biography is a living, speaking
man who, except as the author of a continuing spiritual
revolution, has disappeared forever. Then there emerges a series of
texts consequent upon this life and this disappearance. Renan
imagines the texts as first continuing, then replacing, then
displacing a textless original (i.e., one spoken and lived) that is
inaccessible through ordinary, natural means. That is, in the early
stages of Christian history, Jesus' life was the common spiritual
property of friends and apostles; no onc document contained his
life complete. Each version in its own way continued his life,
gently and silently replacing a previous version with a "fuller" one,
which everyone presumably welcomed. Authority appears, or
begins, when this process of silent replacement stops. The
authority of a text, according to Renan, is tied to the realization
that a text has outlived who/never participated in its original
making. This rift between textual authority and the historical
individual lifetime further means that a document becomes a text
with authority when emendations, excisions, additions, editions,
and revisions of it become intentional textual acts displacing
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value each t imc something (all anl'nloll') I~ addl·d to it an~ fills it
out. For the text. however, each chan~l' is viewed as making its
"te xtualit y " more secure, safer fWIII willy-nilly rifling (or displace-
IIII'nt) of its contents. Instead of the common experience of the
votary who tells yet another part of the whole story, the text's
discipline yokes to it an editor who guards the text, screens it
from defilement, exorcises its errors, ultimately gives it higher
authority.

The text leaves behind its origin (which in the case of the.New
Testament is Jesus), for the text is the beginning of a series of
substitutions which altogether comprise the formal ~bject we call
a text.61 This is neither as tautological nor as metaphysical as it
seems. Every text is something first composed, then transmitted,
then received, then edited and interpreted, then reconsidered. Yet
the moment that composition-the setting of pen to paper-takes
place, each of these processes is somehow involved: since there is
really no such thing as an absolutely primal text, each act of
composition involves other texts, and so each writing transmits
itself, receives other writing, is an interpretation of other writing,
reconstitutes (by displacement) other writing. What is common to
each of these analytical differentiations of a text is an image of
,1.lfirll1ation, in which a text in some form can be seen persisting as
positive textuality for some duration, by virtue of excluding other
possibilities. Thus Renan must (and does) recognize that the
(;ospels have persisted in the Vulgate, for instance, because, no
mutter how much original validity they may have lost, they began
their textual existence as affirmative substitutions for informal
common documents; when Renan says of a Gospel that it is
"according to Mark," he understands the name "Mark" as being a
su bstitute for, and a check upon, unlimited emendation.

An even more complex matter remains. Renan's feeling for
Jesus is everywhere evident in the book, Jesus was a man of
extraordinary gifts, no one of which could be appropriately
contained in a text. Everything about Jesus as Renan describes
him resists textuality , beginning with the "originality" of his
un mediated filial relationship with the Divine: "Du reste, [il n 'y a 1
nulle trace, dans l'enseignement de Jesus, d'une morale appliquee
ni d'un droit canonique tant soit peu defini .... Nulle theologie
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intcrvcn inp; and aur lrorit.u iv('ly (:lnisll;t1l I!'XI ()r the Gospels. The
filial relation seems for Rcuau III Ill' c x trute xtual, not to say
imaginative. Opposed to till' uurucdiatcd Son-Father relationship
envisaged by Renan is the Father-Son genealogy with all the
institutions of religion and textuality maintaining the hierarchy. 63

It is precisely because he claimed a direct association with the
Father that Jesus was a revolutionary dedicated to a popular (in
the literal sense) idea that collapsed hierarchical relationships:

Sorti de I'affirmation hardie d'un homme du peuple, eclos devant le
peuple, airne et admire d'ahord du peuple, Ie Christianisme fut empreint d'un
caractere originel qui ne s'effaqera pas jamais. II fut le premier triomphe de la
revolution, la victoire du sentiment populaire, l'avenernent des simples de
coeur, l'inauguration du beau comme le peuple l'entend. Jesus ouvrit ainsi
dans les societes aristocratiques de I'antiquite la breche par laquelle tout
passera.T 64

The class structure of institutions such as Christianity does in
fact threaten to efface the "popular" inauguration of Jesus. And
this effacement derives from the inability of Jesus' apostles-of
whom the evangelists (Matthew, Mark, Luke) are far superior to
Paul, John, and the other authors-to duplicate Jesus' achieve-
ment. Thus "ne disons pas que la gloire de la fondation du
Christianisme doit revenir a la foule des premiers chretiens, et non
a celui que la legende a a deifie . Bien loin que Jesus ait ete
cree par ses disciples, Jesus se montre en tout superieur a ses
disciples.,,:j:65 Each writer who attempts intentionally to bequeath
us Jesus' image in writing constantly disfigures him.66 Thus Renan
describes the makers of an official text: "On entrevoit it chaque
ligne un original d'un beaure divine trahi par des redacteurs qui ne
le comprennent pas, et qui substituent leurs propres idees a celles

*"For the rest, [there is) no trace in Jesus' teaching of applied morality nor even of an
implied canonic law .... No trace either of a theology, and no symbol."

t "Sprung from the dauntless affirmation of a man of the people, come to light before
the people, first loved and admired by the people, Christianity was stamped with an
originality which will never be effaced. Christianity was the revolution's first triumph,
the victory of popular sentiment, the advent of the simple in heart, the inauguration of
the beautiful that the people understands. Jesus thus opened the breach in ancient
aristocratic society through which everything would flow."

:j:"let us not say that the glory of having founded Christianity should be credited to the
mob of early Christians, nor to the credit of the man deified by legend .... Far from
having been created by his disciples Jesus in everything showed himself superior to his
disciples. "
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people, t hcrchy causing hl'l'al'hes ill till' polity of his time. '1'111'
essential violence of j csus ' lIIessagl' is repaired by the tc'xt : thl'
iut.imncy between Son and Father gives way to the genealogical
subordination of son to father, of interpretation, sect, authorities,
and priesthood to a text, of contemporary presence to prior
absence. In having inaugurated a religion of the Son, Jesus was
really taking unto himself, and standing in the place of, the
Father. The only priority recognized by Jesus is that of what
Rcnan calls "an original purity," to which the old Father qf the
Law and tradition has no title whatever.

Renan's biography, then, is the account of a dialectic in which
the text is a genre representing succession, the establishment of
hierarchical paternal authority, and interpretable sense, all in
conflict with Jesus, "drapcau de nos contradictions, .. Ie signe
autour duquel se livrera la plus ardente bataille, ... la pierre
angulaire de l'humanite , qu 'arracher ton nom de ce monde serait
l'cbranler jusqu'aux fondcments.v t'" The narrative of Jesus' life
is Rerum's way of reaching the pure sign of his name; that is, the
narrative told apart from the biblical texts enables Renan to
address Jesus directly, just as Jesus transgressed the authoritative
texts of his time in favor of his direct filiality with God the
Father. In both cases the intimacy achieved contradicts the
principle of temporal succession ordinarily submitting, or second-
ing, a son to his father. Just how personally Renan himself
judged this contradiction is manifest in his shift from the third to
the second person on two occasions: once during the peroration I
have just quoted, and once in his dedication of the book "a l'arne
pure de rna soeur Henriette." On both occasions he bursts through
the textual conventions of historical writing to address dead
people whose living presence truly exists only in the pure sign of
their names. Thus the purity and sufficiency of the title Jesus took
fur himself-"the Son"-transcends the genealogies of laws, texts,
and nature. It stands for a sort of stubborn transgression against

-"In each line we catch a glimpse of a divine original betrayed by editors who did not
understand it, and who substituted their own ideas for those they could only half grasp."

t"banner of our contradictions, ... the sign around which the fiercest battle will be
waged, ... the cornerstone of humanity , the banishment of whose name from the world
would be to shake earth to its foundations."
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(;llspels this contradiction is embodied in the fact that he is the
',lIbjcct but not the author of texts whose intention is to
subordinate the old to the new, the Father to the Son. Another
mstance of this contradiction is how Jesus at the same time
II' prcscn ts the originality of Christianity, its textually inaccessible
I'"rity, and Christianity'S beginning, its ordained point of depar-
t urc in history. There is a balance in Renan's own text between
Ihcsc notions, as if he wanted to make each side of the
run tradiction neutralize the other. His mode is not so much the
hiugraphical as the rebiographical-that is, the sort of structure
whose necessary reliance upon other texts is really a method for
~uing past the texts to a human career or project which all of them
cannot fully express. In other words, the very complexity of
Ronan's awareness of Jesus and of the textual traditions that have
conveyed his life and teaching contradictorily into the present
indicates an essential excessiveness with regard to both the nature
of a text and what a text stands for. Thus a text exceeds its
subject (Jesus) in codifying what he does not intend to be
codified; a text exceeds what it stands for-Christianity, the
history of the Church, religious authority-by offering the writer
(Renan) an opportunity formally to use biography for an
extrabiographical purpose: achieving intimacy and fraternity with
an archetypal filial rebel. Moreover, this chosen intimacy signifies
the inevitable inadequacy of biography as a mode for expressing
the archetypal son (whom, we may recall, is for Renan the main
agent for displacing the father).

Renan's Vie de Jesus is an instance, therefore, of how far the
text is from being a passive object, of how far it also is from being
(adequately described as) an image, or a symbol, or a metaphor for
something else. A text is an actuality which engages a particular
problematic or style of thought in the writer. There is perhaps
something ingenuous in calling a text a beginning for the writer,
since it is perfectly obvious that a produced text, even more than
the act of writing, claims priority so far as the active writer is
concerned. My rationale for dwelling here on the texts of the
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Nietzsche, as jaspers so pcrsuusivcly chuructcr izcs him, typifies
the modern writer for whom the text-as-beginning can become
te x t-ax-ex istcncc. This potential transfiguration is another, more
extravagant aspect of what I have called the text's excessiveness,
which includes the text's capacity to blur the distinction between
beginning and beginning-again, or writing and rewriting, or positive
tc x t a nd in terpreta tion. Here is Jaspers:

The text, precisely because of its multiplicity of meanings, is almost
non-existent, and thus there is a tendency to lose sight of it as the standard of
tru th of the interpretation. But, in another connection, Nietzsche insists all
the more that the genuine text must be preserved from contamination by
mistaken exegesis ....

Here, where any unambiguous exposition would fail, Nietzsche's
contradictions show what he is driving at, Existence both provides and is a
product of exegesis. It is regarded as a circle that renews itself constantly
while seeming to annul itself. It is now objectivity and now subjectivity; it
appears first as substance and then as constantly annulled substance; though
unquestionably there, it is constantly questioning and questionable; it is both
heing and non-being, the real and the apparent.69

The text calls into question the fundamental differences between
writing as existential career and the stability of what is written; in
Rcnau's case, this goes back to the dialectic between biographical
texts and the pure sign, the first contaminating th~ second, the
second dependent upon the first, which it scorns.

The pervasiveness of such practical and theoretical prejudices
that one discovers lurking on the peripheries of modern writing
(i.e., among textual critics, the Higher Critics and their opponents,
individualists like Milton, the philologists Vico and Nietzsche,
Freud in his theory of totem and sacrifice) become suddenly
dramatic, even momentous, when encountered in such a work as
Jean-Paul Sartre's La Nausee. Sartre's text is itself a "found" text
that records the making of a text, its abandonment, and the action
to which it gives rise. Roquentin's scholarly endeavors are set off
against the library of Bouville, haunted by that poor creature of
texts and their alphabetic tyranny, "L'Autodidacte." The scholar's ,
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Rlll]Ul'nlill couhoru s his l.cx t while wru iug, he sees the present in
all its perplexing sufficicllcy .uul resistance: "Cctte phrase, je
l'avais pcnsce , ellc avait dabord etc un peu de moi-merne. A
present clle s'etait gravee dans le papier, elle faisait bloc contre
rnoi Je jetai un regard anxieux autour de moi: du present,
rien d'autre gue du present."*70 The text seems to actualize
existence, to enable the sort of consciousness so misleadingly far
from, for example, that of textual critics like Maas or even Renan,

As definite presence, as positivity, the text occupies a place
from which everything else, especially the past, has been crowded
out. Yet for the writer the text is also that made thing by virtue of
which his career signifies its beginning, its course, and its goal.
According to this formulation, then, the text is a pure sign of the
writer's career, a sign-Roguentin muses-whose sheer force might
resid ually inform even the writer's life: "Mais il viendrait bien un
moment au le livre serait ecrit , serait derriere moi et je pense
gu'un peu de clarte tomberait sur man passe." t'lOa But with a
text, as with all beginnings, such clarity belongs either to
constructions of fiction or to an unrecoverable past:

Peut-etre qu'un jour, en pensant precisement a cette heure-ci, ~ cette
heure moine ou j'attends, Ie dos rond, qu'il soit temps de rentrer dans Ie train,
peut-etre que je sentirais mon coeur battre plus vite et que je me dirais: "C'est
ce jour-la, ~ cette heure-I~ que toute a commence." Et j'arriverais-au passe,
rien qu'au passe=-a m'accepter.f71 .

These are the sort of pathetic distances and temporal ironies of
which only the text is capable-or at least so the modern writer,
from Mallarme , Hopkins, and Conrad to Proust, Eliot, and Kafka,
has discovered.

*"This sentence, [ had thought, had once been a part of myself. Now it etched itself into
the paper, it seemed to stand against me .... [looked anxiously around me: the present,
nothing but the present."

t "But a time will come when the book will have been written, will be behind me, and [
think then that a little light will be shed on my past."

f "Maybe one day, thinking precisely of this present moment, of this monkish hour as I
wait, round-shouldered, that it may be time to climb back into the train, perhaps I shall
feel my heart beating faster and I shall say to myself: 'That is the day, at that very hour,
from which everything began.' And [ will come to accept myself-in the past, only in
the past."
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moments ill that history, prodllcillg a tv x t as all idl'al goal for the
writer is extremely problcmat ical. This is specially true of the
modern writer, Why this is so is something I shall be speculating
about a little later, The difficulty for such writers, as for such
t imcs, is in being able to distinguish adequately between the
author as a human being (whatever his self-characterization), the
author as a producing writer, and his production, Those moments
alld those writers ought to become a more prevalent theme of
literary study, for their exemplary uncertainty, which to them
appears abnormal, brings into question otherwise r'eified, "nor-
mal" notions held about texts.I? Just as the digressions in
'Tristram Shandy or A Tale of a Tub shed important light upon
accepted notions of plot and narrative continuity, just as eccentric
writers like Milton and Swift challenge and even modify prevailing
norms, so too the times and writers alluded to require rethinking
what it means to produce and complete a text, If, as Piaget says,
structuralism is in one of its negative aspects a method "dirigee
contrc quelques tendances dorninantes a l'epoque,"73 then we can
say that at certain times a writer's sense of the text he wishes to
produce runs counter to the way in which the culture at large
views a text,

The attitudes Ludwig Wittgenstein expresses toward the text
hl' produced in Philosophical Investigations are interesting for the
inner conflict they reflect. His unit of composition, the Berner-
kUllg (note), he says in his preface, has turned the book into an
"album" instead of "a good book." The reason for this is his
inability to forge the Bemerkungen into a unity. And yet,
according to G. E. M. Anscombe, Wittgenstein very carefully
organized the book: "It is the assemblage of many Bemerkungen,
together constituting a multifarious and ramified attack on the
problems of philosophy that produces the effect that is in-
tended . . So we have a very large number of worked and
polished building blocks put together to make a whole."?" This is
the case despite the admitted fact that the transitions in the
lnvestigations, together with a zigzag method of proceeding
through the "wide field of thought," give an impression of a sort'
of failed text. Anscombe remarks earlier that Wittgenstein's
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evidently f~'IL that a te xt was wh.u lllllid bL' taken down, and yet
he also felt that the completeness of trcanncnt and perfection of
statement that merits writing (Jut can sometimes be abandoned for
catholicity of scope, The lnvcstioatious seemed to have sacrificed
one for the other, with the result, according to Anscombe, that
Wittgenstein feared his book was "only remarks,"

This immediately raises the question of what it is that a text
contains if not "only remarks," and, related to it, the question of
whether everything that is written is therefore a text, A text is not
simply the record of an immediate desire to write; there is no
analogy between writing and, let us say, eating as the consequence
of hunger. Rather, a text distributes various textual intentions,
regularly and on several axes; what unifies these intentions or
impulses is something very difficult to generalize about, Foucault's
analyses, while on the whole abstract, at least have the grcat merit
of showing that a text is less a unit bound together by an
individual author, a period, or the idea of a "work" or of an
"idea" than it is a discursive formation made up of statements. 76

To those who persist in making of contingent printing devices
(manuscript, book, document, newspaper, erc.) ontological units
of irreducible value, it is possible to say that a text is a
fundamental epistemological judgment, And like all judgments, it
is largely circumstan tial.

It is worth following Foucault a bit further here, since his
argument contends that contrary to vulgar opinion, texts, properly
speaking, are difficult to produce, The statements made by a text
(contained in a text) are conditions met at a particular cultural
time and place in a particular way: they are rarer than mere
speaking and writing, A statement is not necessarily a sentence
(just as for Wittgenstein a Bemerkuno was not one necessarily
either), nor is it simply a unit that can be described using grammar
and logic, Moreover, since it is in and of discourse, a statement
cannot be something latent that is realized by discourse: a
statement is not the surface of which discourse is the depth. Yet
the more Foucault rejects such descriptions of a statement, the
more evident it is that a statement is rare and that it is a unit of
effectiveness:

The statement is not just another unity-above or below-sentences and
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l'erhups a prefiguration of what Foucault rucans by a statement is
to he found in the smile of the Cheshire cat or, as he himself says
ill the opening pages of Les Mats c t lcs chases, in the list of
au imals given in a Chinese encyclopedia referred to in "The
Analytical Language of John Wilkins" by Borges: "Although the
statement cannot be hidden it is not visible either It is like
the over-familiar that constantly eludes one," Another important
aspect of the statement is that it is correlative with a lack: "There
may in fact be-and always are-in the conditions of emergence of
statements, exclusions, limits, or gaps that divide up their
referential, validate only one series of modalities, enclose groups
of coexistence, and prevent certain forms of use."?" Thus a
statement emerging prevents another utterance from emerging;
conversely, with regard to a whole series of possibilities, a
statement emerges to be somethiny else-namdy, a statement, but
not an idea, or a sentence, or a passing remark,

At all events, one thing at least must be emphasized here: that the
analysis of discourse [and of statements in and by discourse 1 thus
understood, does not reveal the universality of a meaning, but brings to light
the action of imposed rarity, with a fundamental power of affirmation,
Rarity and affirmation: rarity, in the last resort of affirmation [Swyer's
translation here is impossibly garbled: Foucault says, "the rarity of
afrirmation"l-certainly not any continuous outpouring of meaning, and
certainly not any monarchy of the signifier,79

My notion is thus that certain writers for whom producing a
text is an achievement fraught with problems represent and are
constantly troubled by this curious mixture of affirmation and
rarity, For them the text is the statement of a career fully
commanded by neither public pressure (even though that plays a
part) nor the ordinary conventions that prescribe a literary
vocation. On the contrary, the career is aboriginal; hence its
problems, To write for Grub Street is abhorrent, as is also the idea
of writing a mere collection of works. The desired goal is a true
whole, in which individual segments are subordinated to the
totality of collective integration and collective affirmation. Fur-
ther, the career in its rarity is even thought of as aberrant, not to
say criminal. Thus whatever work is in fact produced suffers from
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future: and it never filially al"l"lIlIlplislrl's it s ideal aims, at least in
its author's "pillion, Tire writ.rrx lift', Iris career, and his text form
a system of relationships whose configuration in real human time
becomes progressively stronger (i.e., more distinct, more indi-
vidualized and exacerbated), In fact, these relationships gradually
become the writer's all-encompassing subject. On a pragmatic
level, then, his text is his statement of the temporal course of his
career, inscribed in language, and shot through and through with
precisely these matters.

"Career" is the key notion in what I have been saying so far
about the writer. For any author, his writing life is what sets him
off from the normal quotidian element. During the earlier
European tradition great poets like Dante and Virgil were
considered inspired by the poetic afflatus, which also shaped their
poetic vocation and guaranteed special allowances for them as
vatic seers: a well-known example of this attitude, cited by Curtius
in his chapter on the Muses, is found in Virgil's Georgics (2.475
ff.): "Me vero primum dukes ante omnia Musae solidus,/Quarum
sacra fero ingenti percussus amore," etc,80 In the modern period
(my primary consideration here), the author's career is not
something impelled into a specific course by "outside" agencies,
whether they are called inspiration, Muses, or vision. I sacrifice
considerable detail by skipping over whole periods of literary
history until about the last quarter of the nineteenth century in
Europe generally and in Britain and France especially in order to
remark that the idea of a poetic or authorial vocation as a
common cultural myth underwent severe change, Blake once
described the change prophetically as the "Fair Nine, forsaking
Poetry." So thorough had been the subjectivization of approach,
so detached from traditional practices had the writing enterprise
become-our discussion of Renan makes this point repeatedly-
and so individualistic a tone had the literary voice produced-at
least among writers whose aspiration was to uncommon status-
that the poetic vocation, in the classical sense, had come to be
replaced by a poetic career. Whereas the former required taking
certain memorial steps and imitating a ritual progress, in the latter
the writer had to create not only his art but also the very course of
his writings. In ethical terms, therefore, a statement was for such
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the central themes in literature .uid I1lJl'l'O one uf the author's
main personal concerns.

To hi~hlight the change between onc generation and the next.
we need to contrast a great popular institution like Dickens, whose
career virtually included the public, with someone like Henry
james. James is not only less accessible as a writer than Dickens:
his novels and critical writings portray the lone figure surveying
other writers or individuals who are under pressure to make
difficult choices regarding virtually unprecedented problems. This
is especially true of the characters in James's novels, Thus whereas
Pip's ambitions in Great Expectations are modeled after conven-
tional patterns-to rise in the world, become a gentleman, gain
social position, and so forth-Isabel Archer's in A Portrait of a
Lady are vaguer: indeed, her career is, she thinks egoistically I

entirely of her own making,
Now, very little of what I have just been saying is more than

common literary history -that the modern writer, his form, his
characters, his subjects, and his style have become more private,
less predictable. Still, certain consequences must be taken into
account in characterizing literary texts appearing under these
conditions, For example, the critic must acknowledge that the
poet's text has become less ascertainable as the text's meaning has
become more obscure: in and of themselves, words on a page
become more and more essentially just that, words on a page, less
easily interchangeable with unilateral sense fixed for the reader in
and by the words, The words of a modern author gain meaning
when juxtaposed with the words from another of his works, and
the whole "figure in the carpet" slowly emerges as the entire
corpus is viewed in this comparative manner, In the end, we see
that there is an almost annoying resemblance between an author's
egoism and the character of his work, Or, to put it differently,
there is a real, unavoidable coincidence between an author's
egocentricity and the kind of eccentricity found exclusively in his
text.

Some light is shed on this coincidence by Foucault in the final
pages of Les Mots et les choses, where he remarks how, after such
writers as de Sade , Mallarrne , and Nietzsche, mimetic represen-
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express nousynrucric. nonscqucut inl, and radically eccentric
thought. Together with these writers, Marx, Saussure and Freud
(as we saw in our analysis of The Interpretation of Dreams)
invented systems of thought which no image in words could
adequately represent. Renan's Vie de Jesus obviously falls into
more or less the same category, for in all these cases we are dealing
with writers for whom the notion of logos is taken in the most
literal and beginning sense. Thus writing could no longer exhibit a
predictive form like that of the classical realistic novel or the
simple biographical continuum, form based either upon biological
growth or a representative governing image. Instead, writing
sought to constitute its own realm, inhabited from the beginning
entirely by words and the spaces between them. In turn, the
relationships between this realm and empirical reality were
established according to particular strategies and enunciative
functions.

Thus an author's role is now more the result of a performance
(as Richard Poirier has recently shown82 ) than of a personality. It
is possible, of course, to maintain that this predominance of
function over entelechy has always been the case: all writers are in
part performers. At the point in the modern period under
discussion, however, the balance shifted so much that the writer
seemed to be left with a role only when writing, Blanchot puts it this
wa y: "The poe t on ly exists poetically, as the possibility of a poem
and, in this way, after the poem, although the poet exists opposite
the poem."83 A writer occupies no particular role once he ceases
writing directly, as Dickens did, for a consuming public. Pushed
back in on himself, the writer experiences his vitality in the
process of composition, which, since it both nourishes and
depletes the writer's identity, he sees as a system with ill-defined
terminals and boundaries that is always encroaching upon his
intimacy, The writer becomes what Conrad called "the worker" in
language, and his activity "simply the conversion of nervous force
into phrases." In writing there is no longer any proper starting or
stopping, only activity resumed or interrupted-and this because
for the self there is no stopping or starting, only a selfhood
resumed or interrupted at some risk to the individual's security.

Nevertheless, the confusion between selfhood and the act of
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Such a way of describing a text is ethical, in the widest sense
Ill' that term; furthermore, it is a method that refrains from
discussing the origins of statement or its source in some absolute
wa Y: Ra thcr , such a definition considers statemen t as an ethic of
lallguage, with a beginning made up or organized as well as
sanctioned exclusions and inclusions, a setting amid other per-•mitred statements, a continuity and ascertainable transformations
that connect it with other statements in the order of discourse,
Foucault's method is precisely to employ these descriptions, and
because he deals with social instances of statement (in Folie et
dc'raison) his discoveries are fairly dramatic, When leprosy was no
longer the scourge of society at the end of the Middle Ages,
society isolated "folly" and transformed it variously-despite its
exelusion from society -into madness, irrationality, immorality,
depravity, and so on, These exclusions entail designations and
statements saying that such and such behavior is "folly" or
"madness." Moreover, these designations become institu-
tionalized-in hospitals, houses of correction, asylums, penal
colonies, and the like, The relevance of all of Foucault's analyses
(as we shall see in chapter 5) is that they enable one to
understand, unmistakably, that statement has social and, pre-
eminently, ethical force-of an admittedly particular technical
(and discursive) kind,

Discourse is therefore the organized social ethic of language
as statement making or as text making: "I am supposing that in
every society the production of discourse is at once controlled,
selected, organized and redistributed according to a certain
number of procedures, whose role is to avert its powers and its
dangers, to cope with chance events, to evade its ponderous,
awesome materialiry.t''" In 1916 Walter Benjamin put a similar
ethical insight into language at the center of an essay on language
in general and human language in particular, Before man's
expulsion from Eden, Benjamin says, the only knowledge without
a name was the knowledge of good and evil. All things have a
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abandons the u.nne, IThis m-w knllwl".IV." 1 i~ c x t crior kuowlcdge, the
uncreative im it.u iun 0(' 1 (;Ilt!'s 1 I I (',II iv« VI'I h, Till' n.uuc steps away from
itself in this knowledge: Ihl' Fall is II", 1IIl1111l'niof birth of man's language
1 des menschlichen Wor(('s I, that in which the name no longer remains intact,
that which has left behind a language that names and the language-one can
say-that knew its own imminent magic, all this in order for language now to
make itself deliberately magical from the outside. The word must communi-
cate something now, outside itself. [Das Wort soll "etwas" ausser sich selbst.j
This is really the original sin of the spirit of language. As it communicates
outside of itself the word is something of a parody, by an explicitly mediate
word, of the explicitly immediate word, of God's creative word [das
schaffende Gotteswortj j it is the Fall of a fortunate essence of language [der
Verjall des seligen Sprachgeistes] in Adam, who stands in the middle. There is
indeed a basic sameness between the word which, according to the serpent's
promise, perceives good and evil and the word which on the surface conveys
information. The knowledge of things is based on the name, but knowledge
of good and evil is, in the profound sense in which Kierkegaard conceives this
word, idle chatter [Geschwiitz j and chatter capable only of the purification
and elevation to which the babbling man, i.e. the sinner, also had to submit,
namely Judgement.85

Discourse, says Foucault, is things that are said (les chose
dites)-what seems to be mere idle talk-whose rarity in a text (the
occasion of their purification and elevation) is the form of
judgment (on what is being excluded and on whomever does the
exclusion), exteriority, and knowledge. The rarity of a text, in
other words, has an overt public side to it which we have
connected with the author's career and his "performance." There
are no innocent texts.

How can we now discuss these matters specifically with
reference to literary texts as they are produced in a given culture
during a given period? At the outset there is the problem of
evidence. At one pole we have unmanageably large bodies of
information to deal with, and, at the other extreme, units so small
as to take us into infinite regression. For example, how can we
begin to speak of a culture? Conversely, at what precise moment
in a writer's life, at what stage in his psychological development,
can we locate his seminal insights? I propose a set of very gross,
but I think useful, oppositions that structure an author's career.
As I conceive of them, these oppositions are not abstractions that
support a scheme, but rather practical exigencies in the form of
choices between polar alternatives that an author faces during his
career. They might even be called the technicoethical conditions
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:ll1loIJiogr"flhy d,al 'Ill mind I all I,"~,',,,II'I I,ll divith'd into two , II,.
T"l'sl' condit ion« art' respected by bIll" 1"1' writcr and hi~ critic ,
I"I' job of the latter being to rl'distinguish till' outlines of rh«
author's career in his (the critic's) writing, These oppositions
I"1'1'1' fore correspond to different phases of a career; yet eV1'1I
though one follows the other, the influence of each persists
dlrtlughout the career, For example, Conrad's feeling that his
carl'l'r had no starting point-a reflection obviously connected
wit" his fragile sense of beginnings-was something to which his
mind and temperament consistently reverted even after years of
sustained production, Consider, for example, the following written
to Edward Garnett in 1896, after Conrad had already completed
at least six im portan t works:

Other writers have some starting point, Something to catch hold of.
They start from an anecdote-from a newspaper paragraph (a book may be
suggested by a casual sentence in an old almanack ). They lean on dialect-or
on tradition-or on history-or on the prejudice or the fad of the hour; they
trade upon some tie or some conviction of their time-or upon the absence of
thcse things-which they can abuse or praise, But at any rate they know
somcthing to begin with-while I don't. I have had some impressions, some
sensations of common things. And it's all faded-my very being seems faded
and thin like the ghost of a blonde and sentimental woman, haunting
romantic ruins pervaded by rats. Iam exceedingly miserable, My task appears
to me as sensible as lifting the world without that fulcrum which even that
conceited ass, Archimedes, admitted to be necessary. 87

This sort of preliminary concern, part of the very earliest sort of
quandary faced by a writer, testifies to Piaget's observation that
"Ics racines sont cperatoires." Even in his mature fiction Conrad's
mind was attracted to reflections upon, scenes of, and feelings at
~he beginning-as for example in this haunting, famous passage
from Heart of Darkness:

Going up the river was like traveling back to the earliest beginnings of
the world, when vegetation rioted on the earth and the big trees were kings.
An empty stream, a great silence, an impenetrable forest .... We were
wanderers on prehistoric earth, on an earth that wore the aspect of an
unknown planet. We could have fancied ourselves the first of men taking
possession of an accursed inheritance to be subdued at the cost of profound
anguish and of excessive toil. , .• The streamer toiled along slowly on the
edge of a black and incomprehensible frenzy. The prehistoric man was cursing
us, praying to us, welcoming us-who could tell? We were cut off from the
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Although the opposition (which I shall prc scurly enumerate)
follow each other, then, they art' all potentially present in every
career and in every phase of a career; time and the sense of a
course being traversed are responsible for revealing one or the
other of them more decisively. What is most important about
these oppositions is that together they compose the author's
career into a development that, from the point of view of his
production, is the process that actively creates and finally fulfills
his text. Another necessary qualification is that whereas I am
primarily discussing a period of about fifty years in European
(particularly British and French) literary history-years that give
rise to a radical rethinking of what it means to create a text-there
are examples from other periods for which some of the modern
examples are relevant. All writers have faced the problems of the
conflict between coherent development, let us say, and the mere
dispersion of energy. All writers, certainly from the Renaissance
on, have meditated in language upon the peculiarities of language.
So while we can and do cite examples from many periods in
history, these fifty years provide us with a sustained examination
of the issues at other times. Such writers as Wilde, Hopkins,
Proust, James, Conrad, and T. E. Lawrence in their works and lives
completely transform the text from an object to be gained into an
unceasing struggle to be a writer, into what Lawrence called "the
everlasting effort to write."

In these writers, then, we find attitudes toward writing that,
judged by most standards, are monstrously exaggerated. When
Wilde adopted Axel's dictum that living is for servants, he might
have also been implying that living in the ordinary sense isn't for
writers. As a project, being a writer takes up most of one's energy.
Here again is Conrad complaining to Garnett:

I seem to have lost all sense of style and yet I am haunted, mercilessly
haunted by the necessity of style. And that story I can't write weaves itself
into all I see, into all I speak, into all I think, into the lines of every book I
try to read. I haven't read for days. You know how bad it is when one feels
one's liver, or lungs. Well I feel my brain. I am distinctly conscious of the
contents of my head. My story is there in a fluid-in an evading shape. I can't
get hold of it. It is alI there-to bursting, yet I can't get hold of it no more
than you can grasp a handful of water.89
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tint! was that even the writer's persona] life for the critic as well
as fur the writer himself-sbccame matter for the writing project.

This is, I think, a significant critical point, since it has
far-reaching importance for the kind of literary study such writers
h;IVI' inspired. After two generations, beginning about 1875, of
writers like Joyce, Hopkins, Eliot, Conrad, Kafka, Mallarrne, and
so on-writers whose every ounce of energy was sapped by their
continual efforts to experience and to will their production into
written lifc-itherc is considerable pressure on the present-day
critic to consider everything committed to paper by the writer
(letters, notes, revisions, drafts, autobiography) as influencing the
writer's career. Therefore, the practical notion of "text" is obliged
to include a very wide network of relationships: between notes
(for instance) and a "final" version, between letters and a tale,
between revisions and early drafts, and so on. By the time most of
these relationships have been reconstructed by the critic, the
simple sequence of events in the writer's life will have undergone
considerable modification. A recent case in point is the post-'
hurnous publication of the original version of The Wasteland: our
kl10wledge of Eliot and of the poem is thereby considerably
refined, perhaps even significantly changed; new possibilities for
knowledge about Eliot's poetry as a whole now appear; and Eliot's
reader can recognize elements omitted from the standard text of
the poem insinuating themselves in later pocrns.?"

But this type of modification in knowledge happens regularly,
for both critic and reader. The very process of com position
obviously causes the integral text to seem constantly in the act of
changing; new units appear to assemble sections of work into
other significant wholes. What every writer-this is no less true of
the critic-militates against is mere dispersion, the fear that his
writing is only a bunch of scattered occasions. He has an interest
in preventing the work from degenerating into a miscellany of
writings, governed successfully by neither personality nor time.
For the writer, as for the critic, the notion of career as statement
becomes privileged, if only because such shorthand terms as
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devclopmcnt , 1101 siiupl y IIi' .ururuulnt iou , III marshaling his
energies to shape his artistic life, tht, writer accepts the passage of
time on his own terms: time is transvalued into a sequence of
personal achievements connected by a dynamic of their own, The
displacement of empirical time by artistic time is one of the
happier results of the displacements of the normal human life by
the writing career,

One of two qualifications remains to be made before proceed-
ing to describe the seminal oppositions alluded to above, In an
examination of this relatively modest length, it is obviously
impossible to write anything resembling a full literary history, The
alternative, then, is to choose a number of figures who make of
the period a structural unity by virtue of two important qualities:
their own systematic struggle with the difficulties of coherence,
and the strength of their work, which compels the literary history
of their period into their forms and idioms, This is especially
paradoxical with the writers in question, for no writers could be
more idiosyncratic: how can they, then, be considered exemplary
of a period? Because the polar extremities to which their thought
took them establish an axis from which all less extreme thought
is measured, Thus although there was much other literary
production contemporary with them, they abide as the major
authors for whom production was always problematic, To them
the text was above all the metaphor for an ideal resolution, for the
exteriority that affirms the will to write over and above mere
being. More than the average user of language, such writers
exaggerate and make plain in their eccentricity and solitude the
text's exteriority, that is, the true alienation of all writing as it
stands out from the natural order. What is heroic about this
exaggeration is the willingness to accept the terrifying freedom of
individuality, To make, as they did, "I write" into a solitary
sovereignty is to be free of a great number of social and
psychological limitations, except those of the literary career. A
text in such a view of it does not depend for its validity upon
communication, a social act, neither upon mimetic representation,
nor upon a single point of origin, Rather, the text is constantly
produced, constantly justified during and by its author's career.
Thus a text can never be simply completed as a voyage IS

completed, in stages, but is conceived in terms of something
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IV

The first opposItlon (or pair of opposed, alternative choices for
the writer) is the one that concerns us most directly when we
discuss any writer: the conflict, constant in some _c~ses, between
<Inauthor's career as a productive writer and either -the beginning
or the end of that career-i.e., those times when he has not yet
begun to write or when he has stopped writing entirely,
Sometimes the career is threatened with extinction during its
progress. What matters to the writer then is preeminently what
ilia tters to us as well: whether or not that which he is in the
process of writing will finally appear on the page, in print, or in a
book, as a text preserved. Can he keep appearing? He may, as we
shall see, endlessly bewail his inability to appear, and even do his
complaining in writing. Writing about his writing can then be not'
writing at all, from his point of view, just as appearing-in
Hopkins's case, for example-is entirely sterile, without issue,
almost as bad as not appearing at all.

The first opposition, between career and noncareer, is capable
of many modulations and gradations, all of which are fully
evident to the writer himself. When it comes to seeing the
differences between writing and not writing, again very little is lost
on him. Thus he sees his life before he started his career as wholly
distinct from his writing life. He worries whether he can continue
to produce. He wonders what will make him stop. He examines
the amount of time it takes him to write and notes the moment
when his immediate project is completed. In all cases, the polarity
between career and noncareer is a matter for radical perception,
and its evidence is a text in the course (or not) of being
constituted. From the beginning, then, according to Merleau-
Ponty ,

the experience of perception is our presence at the moment when things,
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For the writer, "perception" of his text is literally the act of
constituting-that is, of writing-his nascent logos. Without such a
material fact there can be no rationality and, of course, no career,
Each incremental addition to the text is a rediscovery of what is
for the writer privileged evidence of his raison d'etre.

Yet the rationality of the text and of the career conflicts, I
think, with the natural and the human: Merleau-Ponty's comments
ought to end with "the background of human nature." Modern
literature converts a dependence on writing into a method for
isolating writing and the writer from what is natural and human.
The writer's peculiarity is that he is a writer or, as Baudelaire once
put it, that he is "un faux accord dans la divine syrnphonie't'" (a
discord in the divine symphony), Writing is an acquired man-
nerism, a performance, a characteristic gesture of inscription that
separates the spaces of the page from the spaces of "life," To
Mallarrne there is a miracle in the disappearance of a fact of nature
as a result of the play of language {"selon le jeu de la parole"),94
To Wilde, "Nature's lack of design, her curious crudities, her
extraordinary monotony, her absolutely unfinished condition"
makes art "a spirited protest, our gallant attempt to teach Nature
her proper place. ,,95 From the beginning of a writer's career, art is
an activity that leaves behind Pater's "mere machinery of nature";
"la com position," Baudelaire said marginally, "im plique la
com plication. ,,96

T. E. Lawrence, Conrad, Hopkins, and Wilde are of paramount
importance in exemplifying the kind of harrowing complication
which this antagonism between more or less "naturally" living and
writing can represent to a writer. All were men to whom the
writing life was literally secondary; that is, it followed and in most
ways conflicted with another life. Conrad was a sailor, Hopkins a
priest, Lawrence a man of action, Wilde a public personality. To
none of them did writing come easily, and as a result each
developed mannerisms of style and thought that make them seem
endowed with what Hopkins calls "a vice of queerness." Most of
these mannerisms reflect the attempts by each to find suitable

237



IIII',III~, I"l "'111"'"',1111',, III IVIIIIIII'" '1"'11"11"", ,1,1"1'11 11.,111 Ili~
",,111.'1" III.,. III .',1. It ',1',", III,' 1III"II,I.II",j I'lil."., b.'IW""1I t lu:
Wlillll~ 1,11.'1'1"alld IIII' ,1111"11'.1.-111.'1 (1"1 wild., .uul l lopk ius)
Clllll'UITl'11I lorn: or lire pilldll ••·d ,III 11I1.'II,~l'specializatioll oJ~
lill'rary t eclmique so spl'l'ialill'd ;I~ III m.ik « Ihl' wriqng truly
hl'f~ill sOIlll'thing Ill'W ill the most .ur ivc ;llId litcrn l sense. Wilde's
l'pigralJllllatic flair, to take one example, gained in intensity and in
thl' ability to show how brilliant it was possible to be in life as he
lx-camc increasingly better known as a writer whose plays
reflected the ethos of his outrageous nonliterary life. By the time
of '/'II(' Importance of Being Earnest (1895), his manner had
lucorne so willful that at the end of the play his characters,
through a remarkably brilliant series of moves, are able to
originate themselves in the mock baptismal rituals of the last act.
Algernon and Jack are brothers because a book siys so, and it is
on ly when their fancy soars impossibly high to match the book
that their brotherhood becomes a fact of birth. Just as Wilde
created himself-at what was later revealed to be an exorbitant
expense-so too do his fictional creations seem to be what Yeats
called "self-born mockers" of ordinary middle-class life.

The public demands on Wilde made him pursue his vertiginous
course to a conclusion that finally destroyed him as writer and as
citizen. Yet in what Wilde considered a penitent work, De
firojitndis, he is far busier shaping his career than being penitent. If
(he says to "Bosie" Douglas) I was formerly like the Marquis de
Sade or Gilles de Retz, now, in prison, I am paying the price, but
Illy new model is Christ. Wilde cannot help turning the brutal
ex periences of his life into a statement whose form elegantly
detains his writing and public lives on the page so that they may
be balanced: the plays, epigrams, stories, and fables of his demonic
career are redeemed, set off, neutralized by his horrible punish-
ment and subsequent conversion. Thus in De Projundis Wilde
substitutes a fully shaped, fully written-out or stated career
composed of nice balances (sin, punishment, redemption: wit,jail,
Christianity: writer-dandy, fall from favor, penitence) in place of
any attempt psychologically, morally, or socially to understand
what he was all about. There is to be no comment about this
career, except that it is as special as, say, an epigram like "Only
the shallow know themselves." The most Wilde can say is that he
has stated the pattern of his life-which really means that, like one
of his plots, his career has triumphed, at least in his writing about
himself. And Proust perfectly understood Wilde's aesthetic atti-
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eta it un Icctcur purt iculiercmcnt bien ch ois] ct clu pour adopter ce point de
vue plus completcrncnt quc Ia plupart des lcctcurs. Mais on ne peut
s'ernpechcr de penser que, quelque annecs plus tard, il devait erre Lucien de
Rubcmpre lui-merne. Et la fin de Lucien ... ala Conciergerie, voyant toute sa
brillante existence mondaine ecroulee sur la preuve qui est faite qu'il vivait
dans l'intirnite d'un forcat, n'etait que l'anticipation-inconnue encore de
Wilde, il est vraie-de ce qui devait precisernent arriver a Wilde.*97

The extent to which the formality of the writing career can
from the very beginning oppose the threats of real life is more
startlingly shown in The Seven Pillars of Wisdom. Of this book and
its author, the emptiness that Malraux remarked properly refers to
Lawrence's role in the Arab revolt. At first enthusiastically
himself, then leader-initiator of the revolt, then double-dealing
British agent, then finally a man shocked at his hypocrisy,
Lawrence turns himself into an author quite late in the book. Here
is all important passage from chapter 99:

It was a hard task for me to straddle feeling and action. I had had one
naving all my life-for the power of self-expression in some imaginative
lorm but had been too diffuse ever to acquire a technique. At last accident,
wi Ih perverted humour, in casting me as a man of action had given me a place
ill the Arab Revolt, a theme ready and epic to a direct eye and hand, thus
offcring me an outlet in literature, the technique-less art. Whereupon I
became excited only over mechanism.98

By then the revolt had gone its own way. Damascus was soon to
be liberated, and all Lawrence could do was formally reconstruct
his role and his dubious achievement. There seemed to him no way
to do that, and somehow also save himself in the bargain, except
by creating himself when he began to write as historian-manque,
as author of epic mechanisms without conclusive meaning and
leading to no point except an aesthetic one. Even when subse-
quently he did untold damage to his personality by trying to
commit "mind-suicide" in the ranks of the RAF, he still sought
for literary exoneration in The Mint, a precise and frank account
of his conversion into common coin, which he rendered, paradoxi-
cally, in the most "worked" prose he could manage.
*"was a particularly well-chosen, predestined reader to adopt this point of view more
completely than the majority of readers. But one cannot help thinking that several years
later he was himself to be Lucien de Rubernpre. And Lucien's end ... at the
Conciergerie, watching his brilliant worldly existence collapsing because he now lived a
life whose intimacy was that of a convict, all this had been an anticipation-hitherto
unknown to Wilde-of what precisely was to be Wilde's own fate."
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produced. which (slrangl'ly l'II'III~h) Ill' W.I\ I 1I11slalltly losing. One
of the most curious thcuu-x nlnnin~ IIHough the literat~lre and
literary mythology of the period Wl' arc discussing is how very
hard it was for the writer to make his works last, literally and
materially in written form, This threat of impermanence was a
perpetual reminder of how slender was the evidence that the
career had begun and was proceeding. The first manuscript of The
Seven Pillars of Wisdom was destroyed unaccountably, and
Lawrence believed that a mysterious plot lay behind the loss.
Hopkins burnt his poems periodically. Wilde averred (comically, it
is true) that it took him half a day to put in a comma, then half a
day to take it out. Mallarrne agonized over destroying the paper's
blankness. Conrad's efforts physically to write were dogged with
every known variety of psychosomatic illness, including gout,
arthritis, and cramps. Proust's years of writing were a near-lethal
existence. Perhaps the most pitiless account of the writer's physical
trouble in trying to make the text a printed object is Gissing's New
Grub Street, a novelistic diagnosis of the period under discussion.
Every writer in the novel dies or loses his manuscript, so fearful
arc the dangers of print, so humanly destructive the conditions of
its production. In all this we find the writer afflicted with terror
for having dared transgress an apprehensible, but generally
unknowable, force which his career has in some way offended.
Such is part of the price of being, according to Rimbaud , "lc grand
malade , le grand criminel, lc grand maudit."

Mysterious threats, therefore, sometimes necessitate the initial
formulation of the authorial project on another level, where its
ability to persist is rather devious. The writer's project, nurtured
within the special environment of a career besieged on all sides and
accomplished (if ever) in the solitary transcendance of a text
always becoming, can be described in unique languages of cffort
and invisibility, and of originality and repetition. Effort and
invisibility comprise a language grounded in negatives whose
preponderance manages to stir the author's yearnings into expres-
sions of almost unimaginable goals. One finds some of this
described in the twenty-third of Riike 's Sonnets to Orpheus, Part
1, where the Being attained at the end of the poem is associated
with a hyperbolic, non-specific and uncircumstantial place.
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Liebling dcr Windc 1.lI spiclen,
sichcr schwcnkend und schlank,-

erst wenn ein reines Wohin
wachsender Apparate
Knabenstolz Uberwiegt,

wir, iiberstiirzt von Gewinn,
jener den Femen Genahte
sein, was er einsam erfliegt. *99

And also in Merleau-Ponty's fascinated regard for Cezanne, who
\;lW his work as "only an essay, an approach to painting," whose
.iim was to mix "up all our categories in laying out its oneiric
lin iverse of carnal essences, of affective likenesses, of mute
meanings." The artist located his work in a hesitating place "at the
heginning of the world." His work thus located, the artist becomes
"oriented toward the idea of the project of an infinite Logos," 100

or. as Proust says, "Pidee de man oeuvre etait dans rna
t('te ... en perpetual devenir." t 101

These images of the artist's work at its beginning as a kind of
hyperbole are related to another sort of language used to
characterize the text as the beginning of a literary career. In both
cases, however, the text intended IS a pure sign, free of

'''0 not till the time when flight
no longer will mount for its own sake
into the sky stillnesses,
sufficient unto itself,

that in luminous profiling
as the tool tha t succeeded,
it may play the winds' favorite,
surely curving and slim,-

not till a pure whither
outweighs boyish pride
of growing machines,

will, headlong with winning,
one who has neared the distances
be his lone flight's attaining."

t"the idea of my work was lodged within my head ... in a state of perpetual
becoming."
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IIl1ly ill 1I11l' III onv nIITI'Sp"IIlII'IIlI' wu h I hI' ,11"1 ist's career, of
which it is, from bq~illllill~ til iu lin it y, rill' IIl1ly statcml'lIt\To say
this till' writer employs a vocabulary l'xprl'ssill~ extreme original-
ity alld extreme repetition, All tile genres of contemporary writing
except literature, according to Mallarrne , are reportage, On the
lither hand, in poetry
le vcrs qui de plusieurs vocables refait un mot total, neuf, etranger a la langue
,'I cornme incantatoire, acheve cet isolement de la parole: niant, d'un trait
souvcrain, Ie hasard demeure aux termes rnalgre l'artifice de leur retrempe
ultcrnee en Ie sens et la sonorite, et vous cause cette surprise de n'avoir oui
jamais tel fragment ordinaire d'elocution, en merne temps que la reminiscence
de l'objet nomrne baigne dans une neuve atmosphere, *102 ,

The motifs of isolation, extreme originality, sovereignty, and
novelty alternate in this description with those of the ordinary,
the repeated, the habitual. Similarly in Mallarrne's most celebrated
critical phrase, a complex idea unites the extreme subjectivity (and
originality) of the poet with the most common of all literary
objects, the book: "Une proposition qui ernane de moi , .. som-
iuairc veut, que tout, au monde, existe pour aboutir a un
livre,"]03 Writing is therefore rewriting, which has all the force of
original-i.e., first-time-writing.

This internal contradiction in Mallarmc's comments on the
literary text heightens the hyperbole deliberately. A text is no
10llger a book, but The Book; just as, by extension, writing is
cverything and all, not merely something. The consequence is to
usc this fortified hyperbole to make the text, and the writing
career, different from all other human productions. This is an
essential part of what Renato Poggioli has called the transhumaniz-
illg tendency of avant-garde poeticsr'P" in Mallarrne the goal is to
make of the text "l'oeuvre pur" or, as he says elsewhere, the
unsigned "hymne, harmonic et joie, comme pur ensemble groupe
dans quelque circonstance fulgurante, des relations entre
toUt."tI05 But such a metamorphosis of writing into a 'trans-

• "the verse which out of several vocables, remakes a total word, a new word, a stranger
to the language, as if incantatory, achieves an isolation of speech: cancelling, by virtue of
a sovereign trait (niallt, d'ull trait souverain) the risk lodged in terms despite the artifice
of their being steeped alternatingly in sense and sonority, causes you that surprise of
never having heard (de n 'avoir oui jamais) that ordinarily familiar sounding fragment, at
the same time that recollection of the named object bathes in a new atmosphere,"

t"hymn, harmony and joy as a pure ensemble grouped together in some floating
circumstance, of relationships between all,"
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111 /,1' '['I''''I)~ "",,)111'1.., 1IIl'II' I', .ru rxr r.nudi n.rry , finl'ly
.!('l.lill'd desniptilln Ilf a m.rn Ill'~illlllll~ 1" t hiuk as a writer about
III Ill'~in his work, Placl'd al till' (1IIlfilli~hl'd) conclusion of an
1'llIlI'Il11)lIsly rich novel, t lic initial process of Marcel's meditation
IIpllll a literary project, and his special loyalty to it, vastly
Illagnifies our sense of sharing the intimacy of his choice to be a
wriu-r. Throughout those final pages a contrast is sustained
lx-twecn his empirical self, exposed to interior and exterior
d.lllgers, and his artistic self, whose creation he intends as an
ult imate replacement for the loss of memory, will, and existence
ill his empirical self. What is common to both selves is the idea of
death, which he says "me tenait une compagnie aussi incessante
qlle l'idee du moi.",06 In this condition, half-dead already, he
hegins to plan his writing. He will write so that there will be no
discontinuity in the world of past time he has inhabited and now
carries within him in order to transcribe it. His point of departure
is the evening when his mother gave in to him, and when he
remembers hearing a bell announcing Swann's departure and his
mother's return:

II fallait qu'il n'y eut pas eu discontinuite, que je n'eusse pas un instant
ccsse d'exister, de penser, d'avoir conscience de moi, puisque cet instant
ancien tenait encore a moi, que je pouvais encore retourner jusqu'a lui, rien
qu'en descendant plus profondernent en moi. *107

But such ambitions, as well as those to make his work like a
cathedral, a refuge from oblivion, are refinements of a will to write
set in motion in the course of a morning at the Guermantes house.
And that material experience is the culmination of many other
experiences of increased awareness, of which this final one is a
climax as much as the end.

The whole of A la recherche du temps perdu is a preparation
for the writing career which, it has not escaped some critics,
Marcel by the end of the novel is unlikely ever really to begin. 108
Nevertheless, Proust's analyses of the tension between the man
tout court and the incipient writer are more relevant to our point,
the initial opposition between career and no career, especially as
they take place within the literary text itself. Even if the actual

*"It was necessary to have had no discontinuity, that I would not have ceased to exist
for an instant, nor to have not thought, nor to have had no self-consciousness, in order
for this instant from out of the past to have held me enough for me to return to it just
by going within myself more deeply,"
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in II/ySS('S, Pro list IISl'S his t rx t III ,lsslIlIil.lll' all phases of the
wr itcr 'x life including those thai plTITde Ihe wr itcr's life, ~hl'rl'as \
Marcel and Dcdalus exist exclusively ;ISwriters-to-be: the work of
each of the latter is a project of a never-to-be attained future,
incorporated as a bcginning into another work, Yct Joyce and
Proust encourage the reader to assume that were Dedalus and
Marcel actually to produce texts, these would resemble Ulysses
and A la recherche, The effect is reminiscent of Pericles' "Thou
that beger'st him that did beget"; the text is polymorphous to the
extent that it includes not only the career of the writer who
(mig~t have) produced it, but also his life before he was a
producer and a description of its putative genesis', Leo Bersani
perceptively notes that "the world [Marcel] sets out to describe is
first of all in his own mind, and its existence outside his mind
cannot extend beyond his decisions as a writer, Reality is now
bearable because, by re-creating it from the perspective of
memory, he has made of it, as Gaetan Picon writes, 'an anteriority
from which aggressions and surprises can no longer come.' " 109
Reality before the writing life is seen as part of beginning to write,

Proust's aesthetic, of course, is built on the differenccs
bctween the writing life and all other forms: the heavy polemic in
Centre Sainte-Beuve repeats the difference in many ways. "He
ISainte-Beuve] made no distinction between the literary life ...
and conversation."!'? The writer is "the self which had awaited
its turn while one's social self had been in the company of
others."11l Although the attack on Sainte-Beuve is imagined as,
interestingly enough, a conversation with Proust's mother, there
seems to be no doubt in Proust's mind that writing is a principle of
intentional, radical individuality rationally divorced from ordinary
life. Here is how he sums up the proccss of begetting a text using a
rarefied language of procreation and enjoyment (note how the
author's filial sentiments somehow get included):

Ne pas oublier: Ie talent est Ie criterium de I'originalite, l'originalite est
Ie criterium de Ia sincerite, le plaisir (pour ce1ui qui ecrit) est peut-ctre le
criterium de la verite du talent.

Ne pas oublier qu'il est presque aussi stupide de dire pour parler d'un
livre: "C'est tres intelligent," que "11aimait bien sa mere." Mais le premier
n'est pas encore mis en lumiere.

Ne pas oublier: les Iivres sont I'oeuvre de la solitude et les enfants du

244



.,f"11," II" 1'11101111, .III '111'111 rill' 1!.!lV"1I1 I il'll ,'V,dl .I,' I 111111111111 ~VI'I I,'~
",,1.,"1, .1(' I., ".11 111(',

NI' I'a, ollhliel: 101 III." il'l I' .II' "'" lev, .... , 1., ".1,·.1.11111' III' III'S 1'111 asvs doi!
'Ill' illllll.lll:ril,III'. 11011 IlIis.· .. ·11.· '1111,11., .I,.... 1,1 1I:,llill:, mais 1I0S phrases
I,ll.·" IIlt'lIIl'S ct les l:pislld.,s allssi cluivr-ut rill' tails .II' la substauce transpar-
"1111' .II' nils minutes [cs mcillcurcs. 011 110IliS SOIllIlH'S hors e1c la rcalite et du
1"1' M' III. I 112

f\ hlHlk's intcllige ncc is 110 more all issue than a man's love for his
111111 her: both arc natural enough without being more than
'I( l'asional, or circumstantial, and initially necessary. It is the use
III which they arc put that counts, just as in conceiving of an
.uu hor''s life before he begins to write Proust transforms it into a
11('.~illl/illg for that life. Or, to add another parallel, it is like
Proust's ability to imagine a novel and a work of criticism (A la
recherche and Contre Sainte-Beuvei as mutually interchangeable
on ly so long as both are written texts and not mere children of
speech.

The whole of A fa recherche dramatically demonstrates these
ideas. Bergotte, for example, scarcely seems to believe that he is
both the author of his own book and also the officious snob he
evidently is;1l3 for Marcel, a writer's work is so novel as to make
lire connections between things appear totally different .'!" the
matter of art must be "distincte, nouvelle, d'une transparence,
d'une sonorite speciales, compacte, fraichissante et rose," t 115 In
short, the beginning premise of all writing is loss ("les vrais paradis
sont Ics paradis qu'on a perdus":f:116 ): to begin to write, as Marcel
sees in Le Temps retrouve, is to view all the temporal losses one
has endured as leading inevitably to a career (the word Marcel uses
is a vocation-"une vocation" 117 ), Far from being a succession of
described objects, the text begins to take form, and "ne
commencera qu'au moment OU I'ecrivain prendra deux objets
differents, posera Icur rapport. ,et les enfermera dans les
'''00 not forget: talent is the criterion of originality, originality is the criterion of
sincerity, pleasure (for he who writes) is perhaps the criterion of the reality of talent.

Do not forget that it is almost as stupid to say of a book that 'it is very intelligent' as
to say 'he really likes his mother.' But the first statement hasn't yet been shown up
for what it is.

Do not forget: books are the work of solitude and are the children of silence,
Children of silence ought to have nothing in common with children of speech, with
ideas born out of a desire for something, out of a sense of blame, out of an opinion, that
is, out of an obscure idea.

Do not forget: the material of our books, the substance of our sentences have to be
immaterial, not taken directly from reality, but our sentences themselves as well as the
episodes must be made out of the transparent substance of our best moments, in which
we are outside of reality and of the present."
t "distinct, new, of a special transparency and sonority, compact, cool."
:j:"real paradises are lost paradises"
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Here we reach thl' ccutr.rl p.rr.ulo x 01 Ihl' t c x t as representing
.md illcludillg the beginnillg .md lhl' career in upposition to
crupirica] time and human time, -What Marcel thinks about in the
Gucrmantcs library is what he projects for the future: his career,
what a text ought to be, the oellvre to come. Thus all his past-as
IIll'mory, and not simply as occurrence-is preparation for the text
to come, And yet A La recherche itself is memory: materially, that
is, as a textual entity, it contains all the elements of the future
text. Since Marcel's intention to write is formed within the novel,
then we can say of A La recherche that it is the event which begins
the career and the text. In a fairly literal double serise the novel
before us is beginning itself: it begins, and it is the beginning. It is
all of that anteriority which leads to the present (memory); it is
the beginning that intends the future. Blancher catches this
peculiarly interesting situation when he says: "Ce que [I'oeuvre 1
dit ce n'est pas seulement ce qu'elle est au moment de naitre ,
quand elle commence, mais elle dit toujours sous une lumiere au
SOLIS line autre: commencement. C'cst en cela que l'histoire lui
apparticnt et que cependant elle lui cchappe." til 9

Because the text of Proust's novel is where memory and future
exist, there are further coincidences present as well. One is
Proust's interest in sexual inversion, which, he says at the end of
the excursus on homosexuality in Sodom et Gomorrhe, dates back
";, ce t hermaphroditisme initial dont quelques rudiments d'organes
male dans l'anatornie de la femme et d'organes femeHes dans
l'anatomie de l'hornme semblent conserver la trace.":I: 120 So, too,
the text preserves the traces of fertile memory and of a po-tent
future, traces always poised at the beginning of some great work
completely prepared for and still to be done: "Les choses, en
effet, sont pour le mains doubles."§ 121 Albertine and Saint-Loup

"•"will only begin at the moment the writer chooses two different objects, postulates
their relationship to each other". and then encloses them in the necessaryrings of a
finestyle,"
t"what [the work] saysis not onlywhat it is at the moment of birth, but, in one way or
another, it always says: beginning. It is in this way that history belongs to it and,
however,it escapeshistory,"
:I:"to that initial hermaphroditism of which some rudimentary male organs in the
woman's anatomy and female organs in the man's anatomy seemto conservethe trace,"

§ "In effect thingsare at least double,"
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.uu] lI,fll'l'IS, Marl'el's 1I1(l11l1l1~,II Ihl' (;lIl'1'llIallll's when he
11'( (l~lIi/l'S t lu- douhlcucss 01' Ilis "WII 11Il' as 1110111 alld as incipient
WI it cr, Thl' unity Ill' aut itill'Sl'S hl' perceives between all the
di.unctric oppositions in tire characters themselves beautifully
·.II~~ests his consciousness in t hc library of his career and his past,
"pposed and yet bound together:

Et c'erait eux qui etaient morts, eux dont je pouvais, separees par un
iut ervclle en somme si bref, mettre en regard l'image ultirne, devant la
n anchee, dans la riviere, de l'image premiere qui, me me pour Albertine, ne
vulnit plus pour moi que par son association avec celle du soleil couchant sur
L. IIIcr, t 123

The juxtaposition of images for Marcel the writer-to-be,
howcver , takes a specifically material form (again during his
sojourn in the library) of the text as a produced work, His
unpremeditated choice of Sand's Francois le Champi from the
shelves stimulates his memory involuntarily; it is the climactic
l' x pcrience in a series of four such memories that morning, each
one triggered by a physical sensation, each returning Marcel to
some particular episode in the ncar or distant past, each one
resurrecting the past so vividly as to give Marcel the impression of
all essence outside time, But in each case the experience derives
from a place or an object, from a place and a sensation, never from
an abstract essence or theoretical situation: "Toujours, dans ces
rcsurrections-la , le lieu lointain engendre autour de la sensation
commune s'etait accouple un instant, comme un lutteur , au lieu >

actual." :j:124 Thus the actual book of Francois le Champi returns
Marcel to his childhood in Combray ("pendant la nuit peut-etre la
plus douce et la plus triste de rna vie" § 125 ). And immediately
after experiencing this return he starts to reflect on his future
career as a writer, all of this now imagined prospectively through
the book he holds in his hands "retrouve aujourd'hui dans la
bibliotheque des Guermantes precisernent, par le jour plus beau et
dont s'cclairaicnt soudain non seulement les tatonnements anciens

• "a secret parallelism that I had never suspected,"

t"Thcy had died; yet for them I had been able, separated by an interval which was
finally so brief, to link together the final image", with the first image which, also .for
Albertine, was valuable for me only by its association with the sun setting on the sea,"

:j:"Always, in those resurrections, the distant locale, which was given rise to by the
common sensation, coupled with, like a wrestler, the present locale,"

§ "during what was perhaps the saddest and sweetest night of my life"
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1'1'I,lIsl\ sll'alq.~y ill 11I.lklll~.1 """k III M.IIII'I', hallds t lu- las( "I"
t h.u Sl'l'il'S of uu-ruorirs Iri~~l·n·d "y IIII' ""II/'·/I·j,/(' is profoundly
just. At once till' most original",. ohjl'llS (as Ihl' wriu-r's first text,
Ihe reader's first experience of rcading, the first inst,~ncl' of
numerous copies) and Dill' of the most common (as one copy
.unoug the virtually infinite number of books written, read,
printed, and preserved), a book releases for Marcel a special stream
of reflections:

La premiere edition d'un ouvrage rn'eut ete plus precieuse que les autres,
mais j'aurais entendu par eIIe l'edition ou je Ie lu pour la premiere fois. Je
rcchercherais les editions originales, je veux dire celles ou j'eus de ce livre une
impression originaIe. Car les impressions suivantes ne le sont plus. Je
collectionnerais pour les romans les reliures d'autrefois, celles du temps ou je
Ius mes premiers romans et qui entendaient tant de fois papa me dire:
"Tiens-toi droit." Comme la robe OU nous vl.mespour la premiere fois une
femme, elles m'aideraient a retrouver l'arnour que j'avais alors, la beaute sur
laquelle j'ai superpose tant d'images de mains en moins airnees, pour pouvoir
retrouver la premiere, moi qui ne suis pas le moi qui I'aie vue et qui dois ceder
la place au moi que j'etais alors, s'il af.felle Ia chose qu'il connut et que mon
moi d'aujourd'hui ne connait point.t I

The fundamental passivity of these thoughts is exactly what
Marcel vows to replace with his own "original" text once he
becomes a writer. From being a haphazard collector of pleasures,
Marcel will actively seek out objects to connect with one another,
to establish that "rapport unique que l'ecrivain doit retrouver pour
en cnchainer a jamais dans sa phrase."> 128 The act of writing, the
ph ysical growth of the text, the gradually more impersonal and
distant character taken on by a text-all these ground the intimate
relationships between a man and his work in the writing, which is

• "re-found today here in the Guermantes library, during the very finest day, a book by
which not only my mind's early gropings but also the whole purposes of my life and
perhaps art were suddenly illuminated."

t"The first edition of a book had been more precious to me than other editions, but I
would have always meant by that the actual copy I rcad for the first time. I'would
always look for original editions, I mean those of the book from which I had received
the original impression. For the impressions that followed were no longer of that sort. I
would collect old bindings for novels, bindings of the period when I read my first novels
and heard papa say to me so many times: "sit up straight." Like the dress in which we
saw a woman for the first time, they helped me to find again the love I once had, the
beauty on which I had superimposed too many images I loved less and less, all of which
made it hard to find the first one, I who was no longer the "I" who had seen it, and who
had to cede h is place to the "I" that had once been."

:I: "unique relationship that the writer must find again in order to enchain it forever in his
sentence."
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III il!,illality .mcl loss. Thl' hq~illllilll!, III .1 I .II"I'l·r is the moment when
Ilu- writer looks to his text as allY m.ru looks to the future, so
,.II iuclusive arc t hc c x igcucics or his work: "1\ ce premier point de
VUI' l'ocuvrc doit ctrc considcrec sculcmcnt com me un amour
m.rlhcurcu x qui en presage fatalement d'autres et qui fera que la
Vll' rcsscrnblera a I'ocuvre , que le poete n'aura presque plus besoin
d'hrirc, tant il pourra trouver dans ce qu'il a ecrit la figure
.uiricipcc de ce qui arrivera." *129

Marcel's meditations on his future text indicate, as I said
.rhovc , the exaggerated value attached by the writer to his career.
They certainly reflect Proust's own case, if not in every detail then
ill the fact of detail, as well as in the temporal hyperbole by which
1houghts of or about a text yet to be produced seem to engulf
('VCIl the practical, everyday acts of writing without which no text
can be produced. Benjamin rightly says that "since the Spiritual
Exercises of Loyola there has hardly been a more radical attempt
at self-absorption." 130 Therefore, Proust and Joyce map the
limits to which, in the modern period we are discussing, the text as
a writer's initial choice or intention can be forced. The intention
seems a drawn-out one, and thereafter writers speak of their work
as an obstacle course. The initial decision to make a text is
renewed at each successive step of the way. As he writes, the
author repeats his inaugural devotion to the career he has chosen
and to the text-that pure sign of his career-he has intended. This
is an instance of what Poggioli calls "agonism, ... the pathos of a
Laocoon struggling in his ultimate spasm to make his own
suffering immortal and fecund." 131 We shall see later how the
agonism of a writer's first step toward his text imposes upon him a
polyscxual role to which Proust's interest in "les hommes-
femmes" is finely related.

Thus the first opposition is a total and an inaugural one for the
writer; it is the radical question he must ask himself, the radical
decision he must make at the outset of his career and also at every
moment throughout the career. Coeval with his ordeal by
initiation is the second opposition, which mobilizes the writer's

~"from this point of view the work must be considered only as an unhappy love affair
that fatally presages others, and that causes life to resemble the work. so much so that
the poet might not have any need to write, since such a great deal of what he had written
already prefigures what will take place."
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~iVl'1I subject attract him 1'01' t lic ri~11I rl'aSIIIIS, IIr for the wronj; ,
ones? What are the best solut ions to quest ions raised by,' and in,
the continuity of his text? A classic account of this set of issues,
all of which derive from and illustrate the opposition I mentioned,
is Henry James's story "The Next Time," Ralph Limbert is a
writer who vows, the next time, to write a book suited to the
public. He never docs, for "he had floated away into a grand
indifference, into a reckless consciousness of art": 132 but James
places his moment shortly before Limbert's death, The career has
run its course out of life entirely, although the right progress had
been Limbert's most lively concern, '

Although James does not say so explicitly, Limbert's pre-
dicament is that he views writing his text as a wholly different
matter from having his work read by his audience, or pleasing his
audience, or being approved by it, This realization applies to most
of the artist-characters James created during the 1880s and '90s,
III his usual flamboyant manner, Wilde averred that "the artist
works with his eye on the object. Nothing else interests him, What
people are likely to say does not even occur to him. He is fascinated
by what he has in hand, ,,133 Wilde of course exaggerates by
sta ting that for a writer there are problematical issues of a
technical sort whose importance antedates, if it does not com-
pletely efface, the writer's sense of his audience-antedates, and is
privileged by virtue of that antecedence, which is immediacy and
directness for the writer writing. In his Logical Investigations,
Husserl makes a useful distinction between meaning-conferring
acts (or meaning intention) and meaning-fulfilling acts:134 for the
writer, conferring meaning is essential "to the expression as such,"
whereas fulfilling the meaning, "confirming, realizing it more or
less adequately, and so actualizing its relation to its object," is
something he only hopes to achieve. For a writer to fulfill the
meaning is to realize his teit-to produce a text in the honorific
sense of the word-but for the reader, or audience, this consider-
ation is comparatively arcane. The reader wants to read and
consume and understand, The aesthetic of production is secondary
for the reader.

Now, if for a writer like Marcel Proust (either as narrator or as
author) the text is a work of the future, if its fulfillment or
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""1111'lhill~ Il III' always dlll'~ ",./,11., IIIf' to»:I IIr t ouran! IIII' text,
Wril ill~ is a species Ilf illVl'~1i~allllll, Ill' prl'paratioll leading up to
IIII' tc xt , Words ill writil1~ till'rl,forc become truer (than in
ordinnry lise) for the purposes of a text. Once he is embarked
"IH)1l a career, the writer's production vacillates questioningly
1ll'IWCCIl sketch and final draft, which mayor may not be
.ulcquatc, finally, for inclusion in the text. It is commonplace in
literary history for writers, while preparing a collected edition of
Iheir works, to delete, edit, interpolate, and generally meddle with
previously published material. This sort of intervention is part of
Ihe process of meaning fulfillment, and no writer after he has
hegun his career can avoid the ethical-technical questions involved
Iherein, So what I am speaking about now is the whole set of
questions he deals with as he writes, of which the questions having
to do with a collected, integral edition are a much later and more
public example.

One of the critical distinctions of modern literature is the
importance given by the writer to his own paratexts-writings that
explore his working problems in making a text. James's Notebooks
come immediately to mind, as also do Gide's Journals, Rilke's
Letters, Valery's Cahiers, and Hopkins's letters to Bridges. Often,
as Georges Bataille has often shown, paratexts may exist solely for
the writer to burn off some of his writing in a deliberate gesture of
waste, in reaction to the pressure of having always to think of the
text as representing supreme moral virtue. In no writer's career,
however, does this second phase, with its characteristic set of
alternatives and questions, seem so engrossing and complex as in
Kafka's. And there exists to my knowledge no more careful study
of Kafka's example than Blancher's in L'Espace litteraire. 135

Blanchet remarks that in his 1914 journal Kafka seemed
preoccupied with three related personal concerns: that only
literature satisfied him; that he doubted his own powers, which
always "thwarted his plans"; and that this doubt was connected to
whatever was extreme, or eccentric, in his work, "l'exigence
centrale, mortelle, gue 'n 'est malheurcusement pas la mort,' qui est
la mort mais tenue a distance, 'les ererne ls tourments du
Mourir.' ,,*136 The more Kafka wrote, the more he realized that
of all activities only writing provides no security whatever. As a

*"that central mortal exigency which 'unfortunately is not death,' but death held at a
distance, 'the eternal torments of Dying.' ..
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With powerful insight Blanchot inr irnarcs that for Kafka till'

figure of the surveyor K, is a sort of extension from his journals
into his text: K, is the character whose profession, with its
concern for direction, distance, measurement, and decision,
signifies the writer's troubled course once he has begun to write.
Kafka's alienation made the course into a trial by error, not a trial
toward truth. What Kafka punishes in himself and in 'K. is
impatience, that desire to force a work to its conclusion, the wish
to transform partial achievement into the total certainty of full
conclusion. K.'s fault, in other words, is that he engenders an
image-or an idol-representing a premature goal; once figured,
this image gives K. a temporary sense of achievement and of unity,
even as it makes real achievement and unity inaccessible. 138

Kafka's work begins and continues for a while, but he can never
reach the end of any story he begins, so troubled is he always by
the distances symbolized by images of promise (such as those
associated with the castle) stretching before him. His self-imposed
regimen of slowness and detail of composition developed not from
any corresponding need in reality, but rather solely from the text's
exigencies, what Blanchot calls its condemnation.

Kafka's feelings about his work are extreme, but they at least
illustrate the type of enterprise a writer engages in. The text's
condemnation is based on the fact that so far as the writer is
concerned all questions-about his life, his work, his mind-are
referable to it, are surveyed from its viewpoint. Everything he
writes, whether letters, notes, sketches, or riddles, bears upon it
the mark of responsibility to the text. If it is rare to find a writer
since Dr. Johnson and Savage for whom writing is unalloyed
pleasure (this does not contradict what Proust felt-that writing is
necessary for the author's health), then since the late nineteenth
century it is even rarer to find writers for whom writing is not a
combination of suffering and loneliness, and almost always
because the imperatives of a text seemed limitless. Merleau-Ponty
comments on the paradox of "I'aureur et de l'homme , ce que

*"is connected, exactly as in Kafka, to that which is 'outside' the world; Kafka expresses
the profundity of this 'outside' without intimacy and without rest."
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lilt' t c x t ~;dlls ill rcnlit y 1111t ln- h .....ls ,,1 what Wild« called "her own
11111':-'."Thl' price of those "Iiru-s" is characterized by Joyce in
writ ill~ IIlyss('s as follows:

The word scorchiny has a peculiar significance for my superstitirious
lllilld not so much because of any quality or merit in the writing itself as for
",1' fact that the progress of the book is in fact like the progress of some
~.illtlhlast. As soon as I mention or include any person in it I hear of his or her
.I'·;lth or departure or misfortune: and each successive episode, dealing with
some province of artistic culture (rhetoric or music or dialectic), leaves
lu-liind it a burnt up field.l40

The dynamic of impoverishment and problematical enrich-
uunt (since there is no guarantee that sacrifices made for the text
will be of service) brings with it what one might call abandonment
,,1' the image. By abandonment I mean the sort of scorching out of
I'vl'l'y image from the past or the present that might represent the
lext's fulfillment in the future. The absence of what R. P.
Black mur calls predictive form in modern literature is, J think,
al tributable to this scorching out of an image. 141 No discrete
.malogies for the "growth" of a text and its completion seem
..pposite-neither organic ones, nor visual ones, nor ,schematic
'Jiles. To hope to complete the production of a text, the writer
cannot project a course in time which is made intelligible, for
example, by the image of a man becoming mature. The disparity I
spoke of above between lifetime and text-time increases rather
than diminishes. Th us, as Mallarrne recognizes, whereas in "life"
chance remains in force, in the text chance is gradually eliminated.
James's "figure in the carpet"-its unsayability, its elusiveness, its
resistance to formulation, its unheeding and perfect inviolability-
controls chance in the text, even as for author, reader, and curious
spectator "life" has no great respect.

Yet there remains a conflict for the writer at this stage, and so
long as he writes, between the status of his text and its volume.
The status of Limbert's work, for example, has to do with its
reception, its reputation, its earning power, and so on; he seems to

have discounted all these in favor of giving a greater volume to his

*"the author and the man, that which the man lived making up the substance of his
work. yet needing. in order to become true. a preparation causing the writer to withdraw
from the ranks 0 f the living."
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K.dl;;I. and Wild,· lIa~ to do Willi d"II\II),. 1.1111)'.and irregularity.
Slatlis has t o do with t hc 101 \ ill.lnl'~sibilil y 10 the "ordinary"
public and. concomitantly. wit h irs cxt r.rordin.u y cupaciry for
being with, or being a part of. orhcr literature; that is, the explicit
terms of reference of the text arc far less relevant to an audience
r han to other literature. Thus, as Blanchet says of Kafka, writing is
an "unstable equilibrium" between "an increasingly rigorous
spiritual monism" and "a certain artistic idolatry." 142 Mallarrne's
and Wilde's numerous references to art, Eliot's to tradition,
Valery'S to poetry-all these are instances in which the author's
text is oriented toward a kind of commanding metate xt or
supcrtcxt , whereas his writing is evidence of penalties imposed, of
obstacles cleared, for having undertaken the task of producing a
text.

A necessary part of the status and volume of a text is style,
which for the author producing his text is the language of his
career. Syntactically, style is the extended signature of a writer,
his characteristic way of connecting signs to one another;
semantically, style is the writer's device for connecting his signs to
a text they intended to complete. Style is not the origin of a text,
but that which the beginning of a text intends. Style is writing
which blots out origin, and substitutes for it the beginning, which
is the writer writing his text. (In this discussion I am limiting style
dogmatically not to an object or phenomenon of analysis-as in
sty listics 143 -but to that activity of writing that begins with the
writer composing his text.) Moreover, style displaces speech, just
as the text-by virtue of its volume and status-displaces every
origin. Thus a beginning, which intends the te xtualiry of a text,
can transform language generally into a specific text by a
particular writer.

In the gradual development of a writer's career there occurs a
time when be becomes aware of certain idiomatic patterns in the
work, or even of his work's idiolect. Being aware does not
necessarily mean that he is obsessively vigilant-although that is
possible (there are the cases of Mallarrne and James)-but that he
can quote himself, refer to himself, be himself in ways that have
become habitual for him because of the work he has already done.
What starts to concern him now is the conflict between fidelity to
his manner, to his already matured idiom, and the desire to
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III his writ iug. SlI "dl'lll IS hl' Oil III1I'I·I~(lll.llillll that ill each new
pil'ce, whether 'r/'e' /lidl('/.~I"IIlj'IIIt"'" '/'/11' (;,,"dllcl ofth« Allies,
'11/(, Drapicr's Letters, or (;lIl1il'('I\ 'I ',."I'I'/.\' , a new voice emerges.
And yet there is nowhere any mistaking the Swiftian manner, nor,
more importantly, is there any mistaking Swift's devastating
mimicry of his enemies. Originality and habit in this case coexist
III a truly productive tension. With Milton and Pope we feel that
the gain in elegance has almost overwhelmed the innovations,
although in both writers the later style (of Paradise Lost or the
1 iunciad respectively) draws out a variety of new sounds and
builds on a solid store of reserves. At a ripe moment in the career,
a writer like Yeats can even schematize his earlier achievements in
, Vision in order either to vary his present and later poems or to
make it possible and convenient to use them synoptically. If and
when such a moment occurs, it is an entirely fortunate phase in
the career.

Hopkins was particularly concerned with the tension between
innovation and repetition in his work. In a set of notes made in
1873-74 entitled "Poetry and Verse," he claimed for poetry the
task of presenting the "inscape" (special distinguishing particu-
larity, inner structure) of speech, "over and above its in terest of
meaning":

Poetry is in fact speech only employed to carry the inscape of speech for
the inscape's sake-and therefore the inscape must be dwelt on, Now if this
can be done without repeating it once of the inscape will be enough for art
and beauty and poetry but then at least the inscape must be understood as so
standing by itself that it could be copied and repeated. If not/repetition,
oltening, over-and-overing, altering of the inscape must take place in order to
detach it to the mind and in this light poetry is speech which afters and
of tens its inscape, speech couched in a repeating figure and verse is spoken
sound having a repeating figure, ... Now there is speech which wholly or
partially repeats the same figure of grammar and this may be framed to be
heard for its own sake and interest over and above its interest of meaning,
Poetry then may be couched in this, and therefore all poetry is not verse but
all poetry is either verse or falls under this or some still further development
of what verse is, speech wholly or partially repeating some kind of figure
which is over and above meaning, at least the grammatical, historical and
logical meaning. 144

"Oftening, over-and-overing, aftering" are effects that cannot be
reduced to our habitual view of things. For they achieve the
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perceive what is there but 1101 rcadily pcrc cpt ib lc , or al k:asl 1I1l1
perceptible ill a single encounter. Such figures arise from gllill~
over and over sounds, stressing them out of the ordinary iut o
prominence. The dynamic of repetition (as Kierkegaard also saw)
keeps one within reality even as a sort of new reality is being
created. Hopkins used the technique in his own verse, thereby
neating a new idiom=based on "sprung rhythm," with its heavy
alliteration, and an entire vocabulary of powerful neologisms. He
believed that his verse was closely imitative of the fertile processes
of nature, which while producing the essentiar rhythms of
repeated events (spring, dawn, harvest) made them new each time.
In this Hopkins prefigures such poetics as those of Pound and of
the Russian formalists (especially in the notion of what Mukarov-
sky called "the foregrounding of the utterance").

And yet Hopkins's comments on poetry and speech suggest
other, still more interesting ways of describing this third phase.
During this third period in the career, innovation and repetition
not only constitute the writer's judgments of what he is doing,
they also parallel judgments of him made by his audience, by now
accustomed to his idiom and to the particular place he occupies,
through his text, in its mind. But whether or not author and
audience agree in their judgment, it is nevertheless true that during
this phase the writer judges his work much as a reader would. The
career has its particular identity, as does the text: because of the
writer's past accomplishments, his text will be read in a particular
way; and because its idiom is more or less established, it will
produce sense in a particular way. In short, at this stage the text
will speak to the reader in a manner that the work of a new writer
cannot emulate. Hopkins describes speaking to, in the literary
mode, as a function of "oftening" -that is, of those repeated
verbal idiomatic performances whose purpose is identifying,
inscaping, heightening that characteristic verbal performance we
have called producing a text. Each time an author writes during
this phase he is also idiomatically speaking to his audience which,
guite apart from the meaning of what he says, recognizes his
language as characteristically his. And this act of recognition now
enables the next act of recognition (of innovation or repetition),
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which he views as l'Xl'rtill~ prn~I"l' Illi him illsofar as its volume
.md idiom dictate ccrt ain ut rvrauccs: his text is thus a limitation
1111 the innovation he aims to ach icvc. Another relationship is the
II 11l' between text and reader. A third is that between text and the
mstit ut ions of its dissemination, preservation, and judgment-that
is, publishing, criticism, and so forth. Thus by having remained in
production until the stage we are now discussing, the text engages
l'ach of these relationships with the others. Altogether these
relationships make it virtually impossible for the text either to
repeat itself without limit or to renew itself without limit. In other
words, repetition and innovation for the writer take place within a
certain historical regularity that is the text's way of speaking, or
its manner of speakillg to both the writer and the world.

But how does writing speak? Is there not a gross contradiction
that makes it foolish to describe a written language functioning as
a spoken one? In general, studies of style, and stylistics as a
discipline, attempt to characterize those aspects of written
language whose "over-and-overing" seems to address the reader as
if orally from the page. Speaking is thus a term for denoting
stresses in the writing (style) whose function is not to convey
information, but only the relatively pure sign of, the relatively
pure activity of, a writer's presence at a specified moment in
literary history. Hopkins has this in mind when he says that
"poetry is speech which afters and of tens its inscape." No writer,
however, can do this, or make his text do this, at will: analysts of
style sometimes obscure this fact by assuming that allY urritino has
attained this particular phase in the production of a text, whereas
style is really a comparatively privileged moment in the life of a
text. The speech of a text emerges at a midpoint in the writer's
career, after a certain amount of his writing has appeared as
writing only-that is, as nonspeech. A text can speak once the
writer's subjectivity has fully appropriated to itself an entire
textual language in which the "I" of the' writer/speaker designates
an ego functioning in a reality created by that language.
Benveniste calls this reality discourse, 145 and when Foucault
studies discourse he has in mind just what Benveniste describes.
My thesis is that at a crucial midpoint in the career, the writer's
text has itself become a discourse, a praxis by which statements
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althllugh it never relates to Ihe sa 1111' cvcut s of an 'objel.:tiVl'·
chrollology because it is determined for each speaker by each of
the instances of discourse related to it," 146

For the writer the eternally present moment arrives when his
text can speak as a discursive formation "bringing out, , , sub-
jectivity" in language--his subjectivity, Hopkins said, "as a point
Ilf reference LInd a belonging field," 147 As Benveniste goes on to

say. discourse not only "takes over the expression of temporality,
hut it creates the category of person" 148 -in this case, that of the
writer whose authority is to write a text as if spbking to the
reader. And this can only occur if the text has already acquired
the volume to authorize statements, or utterances, or further
writing, that confirm the text as text, To use Foucault's
terminology, the text's volume is a sort of historical a priori fact
permitting the formulation of new statements, It is a rule-bound
order that does not, however, deny the writer the power to
iunovatc. The writer's role, paradoxically, is to use the subtle
constra ints of his discourse (the text's volume) to expand their
reach, to make his discourse capable of repeating its present and
its rules in new ways: thus the dialectic of repetition and
innovation seems to announce the writer's presence to the reader,
to the text, to the institutions (professional, economic, social,
political) that sustain it, Nevertheless-and this cannot be over-
emphasized=the writer is not at liberty to make statements, or
merely to add to the text at will: statements are rare, and they are
difficult, so strong is the text's anterior constraint upon him,I49

As an almost programmatic instance of what I have been
discussing, Eliot's "Ash Wednesday" is very explicit, especially in
the first of the six poems_ ISO The "I" in the poem gains much of
its prior authority not from the sincerity of its statements, nor
from its quasi-liturgical rhythm and repetition, but from its echoes
of earlier uses of "I" in the discourse created by Eliot's previous
poems, This ego rejects, one by one, in perfect symmetry, a series
of possibilities: knowing, turning, drinking, thinking, Each of
these verbs refers to objects denoted by the demonstratives,
indicators of deixis, "this," "that," "the," "the one," "such,"
"these," For over twenty lines the ego summons a series of
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wuhout much dcscr ipt ion as xomrhow extrinsic; the ego con-
"l'l(ul'ntly rejoices, "lravill~ to construct somcth ing upon which to
rejllice." What is renounced is from the past, but what is here and
III1W is that which, according to Benveniste, is linguistic time, and
self-referential. "What is actual," says ego, "is actual only for one
t imc ," It is as if Eliot were saying that the "I" of his poetry is
I onccrned now with its ability to speak exclusively at the level of
Ihl' text ("the air which is now thoroughly small and dry"), not
Ihrough fragments of life and literature as before, nor to that sort
of audience which searches for intelligibility as if it existed in a
maze of quotations.

The shift in the poem from ego alone to "I" and "us" together
is accompanied by the use of liturgical forms ("pray for us sinners
now") commonly used both privately and publicly. In speaking
both to and with his readers, the speaker protects his utterance
from the privacy ("these matters that with myself I too much
discuss") of purely inward meditation: instead, the text takes on
Ihe disciplined accents of the prayer service, which verbally
reconstructs the moment and the manner that make statements
possible. The range of these statements is made evident in the
following five poems, with the bewildering complexity of their
content. Yet in those latter five poems the ego's manner is
restricted to delocutive statements, statements based on locutions,
which are in turn based on religious formulas. The ego speaks
now-he does not write, "Lord, 1 am not worthy ... I turned and
saw below ... Sovegna vos ... 0 my people, what have I done
unto thee," and so on. The text goes forward as if a voice were
superimposed on it making statements that identify the poet as
Eliot, in this state, "between dying and birth," unturning,
speaking, creating. The text has become an event for the poet's
voice to exploit.

When such an event becomes an unhappy one, it is because the
opposition between repetition and innovation has changed for the
worse. Whereas formerly habitual patterns and originality intersect
in the writer's consciousness, now mere repetition is viewed as one
alternative of a pair, where the opposite is the career's disruption
by a failing impulse. Here, too, Hopkins tells a great deal. In his
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birds build but 110(1 build; 110 but strain,
Time's eunuch, and not breed one work that wakes,I51

In another poem he says:

Iam gaIl, I am heartburn. God's most deep decree
Bitter would have me taste: my taste was me. 152

Hopkins's highly developed sense of self included a sizable amount
of self-loathing, as if in reaction to having entirely surrounded
nature and motion with his ego, This is not true of Wilde, who in
writing De Projundis essentially repeated himself in the figure of
Christ without realizing how familiar were his locutions and his
poses.

The fourth and final opposition, or dilemma of concerns,
becomes influential when the writer begins to view himself as
nearing the end of his career, tempted with the idea of going on,
yet often able to recognize that his writing has reached its
conclusion. Works of recapitulation are common: Yeats's "The
Circus Animals' Desertion" and a much earlier analogue, Swift's
"Verses on the Death of Dr. Swift," are two perfect examples, In
the latter poem the poet not only projects his own death, but goes
011 to project the life he will lead in posterity, Swift's vision is to
double the career by perpetuating it after his death. 153 The main
distinction of this phase is the writer's fear that his career has
spent itself as a result of its own logic of continuity, but not
necessarily because he has completed his text. The opposition is
more accurately described as that between the subject of ending
(in a work like The Tempest), on the one hand, and, on the other
hand, writing at or near the ending. A failing impulse produces
suitably matching work with frequent references to an antipoetic
old age and to the need for what Yeats called "frenzy":

Here at life's end
Neither loose imagination,
Nor the mill of the mind
Consuming its rag and bone,
Can make the truth known.
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For Yeats the writer's old af.\l' provokes a sort of anatomizing
'piril: ill its sources and its achicvc mcn ts the career is reduced to a
',lid rag-and-bollc shop. This Swiftian motif is found everywhere
ill Samuel Beckett's career, of course, but many of the writers we
.IIT discussing (including Yeats) come up with temporizing
.uit idotcs to the actual end of a career. Frequently, however, these
.rntidotcs are but symptoms of inevitable decay. One such antidote
is transfiguration, as when Yeats desires to be remade into Blake
.md his frenzy. Another antidote is recourse to a recapitulatory,
essential image, such as Conrad's Peyrol in The Rover of Gide's
'11IC'sc'c; this image is really a vehicle for the author's superannu-
.u cd "voice," with all the fruits of senescence added to it,
sornctime s embarrassingly. Another antidote is, as in Eliot's Four
()/lartets, the invasion of the text by "explanation ," as if because
it is ending, the text is suitably vulnerable to the encroachments of
mere prose. In all instances employing these tactics, the ending
curiously is not equivalent to a finished text; but then-as we have
secn-writing is the production of meaning, never its achieve-
mcnt.IS5 Except for Borges's Aleph (which is an image of
hcginning and of engulfment) no modern image for the end of
writing a text can be anything but ironic (such as Yeats's circus
master), or apologetic and pontifical (Gide's Theseus), or evasive
(Eliot). A text is not the result of a career: rather, it is the career
which, when the text reaches an "end," stops when the writing
stops. The rare perfected text, however, is like Mallarrne's Livre or
joyce's Finneyans Wake-a form of perpetual writing, always at
the beginning.

v
What organizes the literary career and knits together the four sets
of oppositions I have described is the constantly tantalizing
dilemma of whether the writing life conflicts with, runs parallel to,
uniquely imitates, or finally stunts human empirical existence, the
life that Wordsworth called "the still, sad music of humanity."
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To a sensitive and imaginatiw mall, who lives as I have lived for a lonl/,
time, constantly feeling and imagining.- the world and its objects are, in a way,
double, He sees with his eyes a tower, a landscape; he hears with his ears the
sound of a bell; and at tile same time his imagination sees another tower,
unothcr bell, and hears another sound, 156 [Italics mine I

To another we can add alternative in apposition, Conrad called
himself homo duplex, since no one was more sensitive than he to
the eccentricities of two lives cxisting in permanent correlation,
and hence conflict, with one another, What is notable, however, is
how the modern writer has used his career to reconstruct his
intimate private life into a poetic-that is, alternative-career. Even
apart from the world of literature, psychologists such as Freud,
philosophers such as Nietzsche and Kierkegaard, and anthropolo-
gists such as Levi-Strauss all define the characteristically human in
terms of what one might call the possibility of an alternative, or a
second time, In all these cases, language is excellent testimony to
the Vichian manner in which a naive initial corso becomes
transformed into a cultural or verbal second ricorso. And yet it is
the problematical and alienating (or gentile) quality of the riCOTSO

that the modern poetic career exemplifies.
Vico, however, had said that the repetitions (ricorsi) of history

are exact: Each cycle duplicates the three phases through which
primitive man passes on the path from bestiality to civilization.
Vico believed that history is the history of families, so that in the
corsi and again during the ricorsi families are formed, they
flourished, then they perished; this pattern informs the rise and
fall of civilizations. But during the period I have been discussing
the ricorso represented by a poetic career is far from being an
exact repetition of the natural human corso : A poetic or literary
career does not reflect the man's life, it absorbs it, overwhelms it,
gets on top of it, in Norman O. Brown's phrase.P? The
correlation between career and "life" begins as discontinuous
adjacency-as when, for instance, Marcel forms his decision to
write aside from the otherwise banal experience of a morning in
the Guermantes house. Later the writer's career distorts "life,"
and, as we have seen, its prerogatives enclose the writer in a logic
of development without any "natural" equivalent or any predic-
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Whcn a literary career intends the literary text there is a need
10 determine the degrec of correspondence, and character of the
n-iationship, between literary career and the writer's life outside
Ihe career. As an alternative, a literary career begins-as we saw
above-by being different from all other sorts of life. Yet such
difference is haunted by a certain sameness, so powerful is the
image of physical engenderment, and so common both to writing
and procreation the notion that what one makes is one's child,
line's progeny, one's temporal legacy. In his drama Ibsen foregoes
Ilaturalism-a more exact sort of realism-in order to explore the
persuasive powers of art, powers of the sort that can endow the
artist with the ability, through his text, to lead a life strikingly
similar to biological life, yet without its limitation. Ibsen's late
plays (such as Hedda Gabler, The Master Builder, and When We
Dead Awaken) frequently depict an artist whose work is "his
child," even though Ibsen can himself see tragedy awaiting the
quasiprogenitors (Hedda and Lorborg, Kaya and Solness, Irene and
Rubek ), What these characters do not seem to recognize is the
illicit nature of their alternative artistic projects, the peculiar
transgression one commits by devoting to verbal or artistic
material not only the technical care necessary for producing an art
work but also the sexual care usually reserved for a human being.

The central symbol for the modern producing writer depicts
the physical transfer of an image from man's sexual-procreative
life to his artistic one. A writer's writing, in other words. is the
result of daring to apply sexual energy or attention to the act of
writing. The image of the writer, whether of ascetic priest
renouncing all for art (Flaubert, Joyce, Mallarrne}, prodigal
expender of creative energy (Yeats), enslaved devotee (Conrad,
Lawrence), or hedonistic aesthete (Wilde, Proust), is-because, first
of all, it is an image, and also because it is transferred illicitly (or
at least inappropriately) and audaciously from one activity to
another-an intensified confusion of production with product, of
career with text, of rexruality with sexuality, of image with career.
The more a text is produced, the stronger (obviously) the
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.: writer's writill~, hUI also tlloSI' ('IIt'lgi,'s, divl'I"ll'd Irom his sexual'
: life, Ill" prorrcutive cngendcl'Illl'lIl. I\s a result, then, trw text,
besides explicitly accumulating 'words, just as explicitly attracts
special sexual attention. Both the words and the sexual energy an.'
signs of the writer's activity: they are his product, his text and
child.

It is almost a commonplace to remark that Freud, a
contemporary of the writers I have been discussing, generally
regarded art as a compensatory activity rooted in the artisr's
neurosis. But here Freud, too, I think, confused the production of
art with the finished product: in making this deliber'ate confusion,
and even in his judgment of it, he belongs with these writers, Like
them, his image for the artist (or the writer) is transferred from
one sphere to another, just as like theirs his textual practice (in
'J'l/(' Interpretation of Dreams) has a logic and a form and a textual

, identity different in intention from any other form, logic, identity
of life. As I said in chapter 3, the text of the Interpretation is an
invention quite beyond the mimetic realism of, say, the classical
realistic novel. Freud's text is a redistribution of language
according to a d ynam ic of dissociation and association, In less
abstract terms, this means that Freud takes the images 'of a dream
and dissolves them by putting them into words, then allows these
words to make associations with other words and ideas, and so on
lIll til a new form of understanding is achieved-an understanding
that rakes shape existentially in producing a text and that is
existentially coterminous with the text. If "tangles" like the
Oedipus complex are psychological matters, it is the Freudian text
that embodies them; similarly, the poly sexual nature of these
tangles is realized verbally by the text. Thus the text presents the
tangles (as images to be unraveled) and then produces them as
interpreted language (as psychoanalyzed). The author's persona!
life and his writing life are coupled, just as his literary career and
his text are coupled. It is these conjunctions, with both their logic
and their sexual punning, that the text is stating, outrageously,
excessively, uniquely,

Freud's view of art is that the art work formally exceeds the
artist's empirical life by materially realizing his neuroses, A
writer's decision to write is, we have said, a decision to begin
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crcurivc ambition, as I I,,· 11,1,'11111111 I" ,11111.111,1 III'W creation. Thus
I Ill' text is :l polyscxunl ",all~ll'""I I III' WIIII· r ·~ v.uious interests;
not only is the pcn-ink-pupcr scx unl sYlllholisllI in opcrution , but
also the text-child complex <Inti till' writing-devoted consecration-
marriage process. Besides Freud, it is Hopkins whose work is
characterized by an intensified confusion of all these things
logethcr; it is his writing that performs the working out of a text,
the courses of a life and a career, and thc omnisexuality of those
things taken together, simultaneously and representatively.

Hopkins's poetry begins as a confirmation and a repetition of a
divine metaphysic of creation, which involves both beginning and
creating. Later his poetry self-consciously considers itself to be a
rival to the divinity, so strong has the authority of the poetic self
become. Finally, the poet and his project discover themselves
imprisoned on a sterile plot totally isolated from God. By this
time, however, the poetic career has already been divorced
(Hopkins's word is "widowed") from the divine thrust: the poet is
now a spiritual eunuch, his text a linguistic mutant that has issued
forth from an emasculated pen.

This gencral account of Hopkins's text cannot help but
obscure the constant detail of its production, which is its very life.
The inaugural and radical insight of Hopkins's whole career is that
in every particular, no matter how small, the world is charged with
God's power, At the outset, then, God impregnates undifferenti-
ated matter, so that, as Hopkins says, the creation "is word,
expression, news of God": a thing is at once a material object,
God's creation, and a sign, or word, of God's male, procreative
power. Hopkins always makes these identifications, In poetry, as in
nature, there is life, there is power, there is evidence of male
thrust. "Sprung Rhythm is the most natural of things" he wrote in
his preface to the poems; 158 "stress is the life of it," he told
Robert Bridges of a poem in 1878.159 Stress occupies the center
of his compositional theory, wh ich starts by dividing words into
marked (stressed) and unmarked (unstressed) sounds. Since all
words are live, stress is a relative quality, and therefore each object
has its own instress which it is the poet's task to organize along
with others in a pattern of sounds, some more stressed than
others. The poet must exaggerate the difference between stressed
and relatively unstressed phenomena, since perceiving that dif-
ference is necessary to finding reality itself intcll igible. The poet
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In '11u' Wreck of tire IkIlIS(·IrI.,"c/, his first major plll'm,'
Hopkins repeats the articles of his submission tu a divine '''fire of
stress," which, he says, "hast bound bones and veins ill 1111',

fastened me flesh." Married to the principle that made him (God's
male authority), as a poet he then becomes the re-creator of a
sacrificial scene in which a courageous nun receives God in a
moment of extreme crisis, At that moment Hopkins the poet joins
the nun through his poetry, and together they celebrate Christ's
coming into her:

Rut how shall I , , , make me room there:
Reach me a ... Fancy, come faster-
Strike you the sight of it? look at it loom there,
Thing that she ... there then! the Master,
Ipse, the only one, Christ, King, Head:
He was to cure the extremity where he had cast her;
Do, deal, lord it with living and dead;
Let him rirle, her pride, in his triumph, despatch and

have done with his doom there.l60

Th us the poet writes a scene in wh ich the union between man (or
woman) and God has been effected by an art miming the rhythm
of incarnation through impregnation, "Let him easter in us, be a
dayspring to the dimness of us." 161 And indeed, in all of
Hopkins's early poetry (after The Wreck) the setting is of a man
transcribing nature immediately. As God "fathers-forth" material
reality, the poet "utters in notes the very make and species" of
things. In a sense the poet's writing refines and alienates in greater
detail the life of things, which issues from God and reposes in the
"deep down freshness" of Earth:

And what is Earth's eye, tongue, or heart else, where
Else, but in dear and dogged man?

Or, as he wrote in his "Comments on the Spiritual Exercises of St.
Ignatius Loyola": "Nothing else in nature comes near this
unspeakable stress of pitch, distractiveness, and selving, this
selfbeing of my own." 162

As God is to man, so the poet to his poetry, Hopkins gives
birth to being by impregnations of fecund originality whose source
is his male selfhood. Hence Hopkins's thoroughly distinctive art,
which is at once feminine-faithfully mimetic of God's stress or
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All things counter, orip;inal. spare, strange;
Whatever is fickle, freckled (who knows how?)
With swift. slow; sweet. sour; adazzle, dim;
He fathers-forth whose beautl is past change:

Praise him. J 3

As receptive woman, as creative man; as impregnated Christian
impregnating the page; as stressed creature himself stressing
language into weak and strong thrusts: all these finely balanced
rilles that Hopkins plays help explain why words like heaves,
.1'1Jrillgs, darts, charges, rears, bursts, and rises appear so prominent-
ly in his writing. He gives as he receives. Yet as creative poet and
man-woman he begins to perceive that what he does is not only
analogous to what God does, but something more.

In a letter to Canon Dixon, Hopkins wrote the following:

Now this is the artist's most essential quality, masterly execution: it is a
kind of male gift and especially marks off men from women, the begetting
one's thought on paper, on verse, on whatever the matter is •... Moreover on
better consideration it strikes me that the mastery I speak of is not so much
in the mind as a puberty in the life of that quality. The male quality is the
creative gift, which he markedly has .... All should, as artists, have come, at
all events should in time come, to the puberty, the manhood of those gifts:
that should be common to all, above it the gifts may differ. 164

The artist's work is what he begets on the page-but only, Hopkins
says in a later poem, after the artist's mind has been enlivened by
"the fine delight that fathers thought." Hopkins's way of relating
the production of poetry to sexual capability is very finely
articulated; he says that begetting poetry occurs when the creative
male gift has reached puberty. That sort of maturity enables the
poet to produce forged language, not the easy flowing lines to
which a less mature poet is prone. Puberty for Hopkins implies
abruptness, violence even, a kind of making (as after sexual union)
that will produce live children and not just words. Thus the artist
begets more than just a replica of himself. and he does more than
passively imitate nature: he creates new life.

The difference between biology and writing fades still further
as one examines Hopkins's compositional technique. His manner-
istic style is based upon abruptness and contraction- "forging"-
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P()l~t begets illstl'"d a nove], I'Vl'1I '1IIt'I'r, sort of verbal lif,\ Oil t l«- \
p'lgc. Hopkins's thoughts Oil crcnriou ~("ll'rally support such :1
particularly literary activity with a highly suggestive (to r hc
aVl'rage secular reader, at least) t1ll'ology of creation: "The first
outstrcss of God's power" (which Hopkins calls "the first
intention then of God outside himself") WaS Christ, who was also
Cod's intention, Hopkins argues that the temporality of this
intention is of a different order from, for example, that of the six
days of Creation; the latter is mere sequence, the former is
"fore pitch of execution" in which perfection, or ~hings in their
perfect state, are created first. In a sense, Hopkins adds, when, in
the time of intention, elect things are created, they correspond
with grace, thereby seconding God's designs; and for them it "is
like a taking part in their own creation, the creation of their best
selves." 166 But why did God allow his Son intentionally to go
forth from him? It is worth quoting Hopkins's answer at length:

Why did the Son of God go thus forth from the Father, , .? To give God
glory and that by sacrifice, sacrifice offered in the barren wilderness outside
of God, as the children of Israel were led into the wilderness to offer sacrifice.
This sacrifice and this outward procession is a consequence and shadow of the
procession of the Trinity, from which mystery sacrifice takes its rise, but of
this I do not mean to write here. It is as if the blissful agony or stress of
sclving in God had forced au t drops of sweat or blood, which drops were the
world, , , , The sacrifice would be the Eucharist, and that the victim migh t be
truly victim-like, like motionless, helpless, or lifeless, it must be in matter,
Then the Blessed Virgin was intended or predestined to minister that matter,
And here then was that mystery of the woman clothed with the sun which
appeared in heaven. She followed Christ the nearest, following the sacrificial
lamb "whithersoever he went,"

In going forth to do sacrifice Christ went not alone but created angels to
be his company, lambs to follow him the Lamb. , , , They were to take part
in the sacrifice and he was to redeem them all, that is to say I for the sake of
the Lamb of God who was God himself God would accept the whole
flock, , , , For redeem may be said not only of the recovering from sin to
grace or perdition to salvation but also of the raising from worthlessness
before God (and all creation is unworthy of God) to worthiness of him, the
meriting of God himself, or, so to say, god worthiness, In this sense the
Blessed Virgin was beyond all others redeemed, because it was her more than
all other creatures that Christ meant to win from nothingness and it was her
that he meant to raise the highest,
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Hopkins's extraordinary llIuddling of roles (in his parable
Christ is Milry's bridegroom) is extended further in the pages that
follow the above quotation. S.HaJ1, the "ar chsnakc " or dragon,
fights to Will the woman for himself. Hopkins refers throughout to
"the pregnant woman" and "the manchild to whom the woman
~ivcs birth to , .. like a pleasing sacrifice": the sexual context is
clear enough. Christ and Satan struggle to possess Mary, and Christ
wins. "At any rate I suppose the vision of the pregnant woman to
have been no mere vision but the real fetching, presentment, or
'adduction' of the persons, Christ and Mary, themselves," 1 6 8

"Fetching" and "presentment" suggest how in a material way a
meaning can be fetched out from obscurity or abstraction and
presented, or figured, to the senses for comprehension. Mary made
pregnant by Christ is the godworthiness of creation, a celebration
for God's glory, But Hopkins elaborates further:

But first I suppose that Christ in his first stead of angelic being, led off
the angel choir, ' . , calling on all creatures to worship God as by a kind of
Vcnite ado remus. They obeyed the call, which indeed was a call into
being .. , . This song of Lucifer's [Hopkins refers to Lucifer's song here for
the first time: he imagines Christ as leading the angels in singing adoration of
God, and Lucifer singing a countersong to seduce them away from Christl
was a dwelling on his own beauty, an instressing of his own being; it was a
sounding, as they say, of his own trumpet and a hymn in his own praise,
Moreover it became an incantation: others were drawn in; it became a concert
of voices, a concerting of selfpraise, an enchantment, a magic, by which they
were dizzied. dazzled, and bewitched. They would not listen to the note
which summoned each to his own place, .. and distributed them here and
there in the liturgy of the sacrifice; they gathered closer and closer home
under Lucifer's lead and drowned it, raising a countermusic and counter-
temple and altar, a counterpart of dissonance and not of harmony, I suppose
they introduced a pathos as of the nobler selves that God was only trying
them; that to disobey and substitute themselves, Lucifer above all, as the
angelic victim of the world sacrifice was secretly pleasing to him, that
selfdevotion of it, the suicide, the semblance of sin was a loveliness of
heroism which could only arise in the angelic mind; that it was divine and a
meriting and at last a grasp of godhead.

Meanwhile as they drew back from their appointed lots the score of
their disobedience rose as in a mirror in the vision of the woman with child:
she felt it as birth pangs and cries aloud. For this they despised her the more
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they broke out into open rclx-lliou? . II was SI. Michael and h~s angels who
attacked them, not they SI. Michael: it was a sort of crusade under taken in
defense of the woman ill whom the sucrificial victim had lain and from whom
he had risen, a sort of Holy Sepulchre and a heavenly Jerusalem. 169

He then goes on to describe the war in heaven, in which

Michael and his angels instressed and distressed them with the thought of
their unlikeness to the Most High; they from their selfpraised pinnacle and
power of eminence flung themselves, like the sally of a garrison, with the
thought of/We are alike the Most High, thinking in their madness their
heroism, which was the divine in them, would declare itself as the godhead
and would bear them up and its splendour dismay alid overwhelm their
enemies; but it was a blow struck wide, a leap over a precipice, and the weight
of that other word bore them headlong down,

Further I suppose that the procession or liturgy of the angelic host was
to have its score upon the world of matter and the angels thus to unfold and
by cooperating create the species and the order of the lower world; which in
consequence is marked everywhere with the confusion, clashing and wrecking
which took place in the higher one and was there repaired at once but here
not all at once. If this is so and the beginnings at least of every form were in
the first move the heavenly hierarchy made one can see how it was possible
for Satan to attack man even before his fall, that is before it was
complete,170

This rather astonishing piece of writing represents Hopkins's
struggle to understand-not by any means to reconcile-the
physical effort to create artistically and the physical enjoyment
gained (nobly and heroically) in the act of artistic creation. In
both experiences sexual enjoyment is plainly present, as is the
excessive egoism involved in countercreation. Although he con-
demns the pride of Lucifer's gestures, Hopkins sees the heroism of
it, which, since the highest form of behavior (Christ's) is
self-sacrifice, he interprets as quasi self-sacrifice, suicide. When he
speaks of sacrifice, which runs through the whole passage like a
ground bass, Hopkins means self-stressing, self-presentation out of
the presence of God-that is, the action by which an individual
assumes his quiddity, his independent selfhood, away from the
protection of God, The woman's offspring is very ambiguous, and
Hopkins does nothing to explain himself on this point. The child is
Christ's, and probably as part of "the sacrifice" the mother's birth
pangs arc the producing of, the begetting of, a "god-worthy"

270



CIT 01I 111'- Thl~ 11'l';llIII'l' 1H'llIIIK"I" t lu: willi.! "I 111.1111'1.w hu I,.
bcc.ui:«: ,01 I.lll·irer's re Ill'IIIIIII, 111'.11',,III' ·.11'··.·.,01 1,,"111~,1I111.
Nevcrt lu-lcsx, since the child is ;ISSllllll"llIly (;"d. il I.~ ;I.~ iI wli.u ;1
creature produces away [rom COld (111111111111)-\Illll'lry) makes him
undergo the pain of childbirth: r ln: I('slili is t h.u the "child" is
made godworthy by "coopcrnt ion " with lhe higher world, even
though the time taken is relatively IOllg and the process marked
with the confusion caused by Lucifer's pridc.

Thus regarding the poct there are several uncomfortable
observations to be made. First, there is the peculiar sexual tangle:
Christ, Mary, and their child. Second is the analogy between
poetic performance and Lucifer's "in stressing of his own inscape,"
as well as the similarity between Lucifer and the Most High. Third,
there is the implied connection between the begotten child of
Mary and Christ, the poetic work, Lucifer's attack, and the almost
masochistic idea of self-sacrifice. It is, I think, no exaggeration to
say that Hopkins's gnarled, tangled, abrupt, forged idiom is an
accurate verbal reflection of all these conjunctions taken together.
No writer with urgent theological beliefs so imaginatively and
articulately formulated can avoid in some way incorporating them
into his poetic writing. And it is the working out of the logic and
of the stresses contained here that Hopkins's unfolding text
exposes.

Consider now these lines which, after The Wreck of the
Deutschland, self-consciously formulate the poetic project:

/

I say ~ore: the just man justices;
Keeps grace: thi't k';eps all his going graces;
Acts in God's eye what in God's eye he is-
Christ-for Christ plays in ten thousand places,
Lovely in limbs, and lovely in eyes not his
To the Father through the features of men's faces. 171

This is the sestet of a sonnet, hence "I say more" means primarily
that the poet is adding to what he has already said in the octet.
But the phrase also draws attention to the poet's power to say
more ("I say more"), over and above what is immediately
perceptible evidence to the ordinary observer of nature. The poet
begins to launch his world. His medium is language, as God's is
natural reality, so that in the phrase that follows, the poet makes
language produce more before our eyes and ears: he creates a new
verb by pulling it forth out of an adjective: just_justices. The
poet's power lies not only in issuing forth, but also in conserving
through repetition, the opposite of playing out. The last four lines
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is hl'n' ,III cut in- snil'!'. of ~I.IIIIIII~: Itll'lIl ifll ,IIiOlls rlll'~l'd by
Hopkins: bctwccu 111;111 alld (:IIII!'.I. 1H'IWl'l'lICluis: the 0111' all~1
Christ the lIIallY (hl' "plays ill t cn t hous.uid places"), between
Christ who is readily identifiable alld Christ who takes on other
forms ("lovely in eyes not his'''). All these idcnrifications together
comprise a sort of seductive dance to entrance God (and we arc to
remember the "sacrifice" by which reality glorifies God): they
play to the Father who is their progenitor and, since the poet has
himself pointed them out, even created then} in language, God is
literally their prospective mate, also. We are thus left at the end
with a unity resembling a polymorphous marriage. Limbs and eyes
are given to the Father. ,

A great deal depends on the poet's generative power and, of
course, on his memory of his and God's past accomplishments.
When, during Hopkins's fully progressing career, he realizes this,
he recognizes that he possesses the power to take life away as well
as endow it. Hence the late sonnet "Carrion comfort." God begins
to withdraw, so strong is the poet's selfhood and presence,
attested to in the body of work, the text, he has hitherto
produced. Whereas formerly there had been a balance between the
poetic enterprise and the divine, now Hopkins incorporates both
roles within himself. In the following poem of imprisonment, the
pronouns we and you all refer to the poet, now unnaturally
forcing himself to perform more than one part:

I wake and feel the fell of dark, not day.
What hours, 0 what black hours we have spent
This night! what sights you, heart, saw; ways you went!
And more must, in yet longer light's delay.

With witness I speak this. But where I say
Hours I mean years, mean life. And my lament
Is cries countless, cries like dead letters sent
To dearest him that lives alas! away.

I am gall, I am heartburn. God's most deep decree
Bitter would have me taste: my taste was me;
Bones built in me, flesh filled, blood brimmed the curse.

Selfyeast of spirit a dull dough sours. I see
The lost are like this, and their scourge to be
As I am mine, their sweating selves; but worse. 172

Soon this omnicompetent, transgressing self will become "Time's
eunuch," unable to fecundate itself, even as its language veers
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W,I', dl'l'ply pl'rpll'xed hy his alli:-.III dl',ill':-', shllilid hl' write with
I.. 'pl'd fllr n'c()~lIiti()1I alld fallll' ill mind, as all artists do, and then
,10-.1",111' that faille to (;()d? (He ()IICl' wrote enthusiastically to
111\1111dlat "the only just literary critic is Christ.") Or should he
....IIIl'W allY k ind of public rccoguit ion=wh ich, apart from dif-
Ildt'llrly sending his work to Bridges, Dixon, and Coventry
!',llIlIlln', he did and resolve to be silent? On all sides the question
IIIII~I have been trying, For to have decided to serve God in silence
W' "rid not have guaranteed any abatement in the tension between
rill' mule creative potential and his priestly vows of chastity. It
IIIIISI have been nearly intolerable. Nonetheless, Hopkins seems to
ILlVI' rationalized some of his hesitations about poetry into a mode
lI(c()lItrolled, though uneasy, silence.

Ill' was not curbed for long. The artist's own problem of
IlI'alivity again took hold of him: Why was he unable to write? He
W;ISdepressed and uncreative-why? Much of this was apparently
ll's()lved by January 12, 1888, when he wrote sadly and resignedly
III Bridges:

All impulse fails me: I can give myself no sufficient reason for going on.
Nothing comes: I am a eunuch-but it is for the kingdom of heaven's
sakc,l'T.T

We come now to the change from being God's eunuch, from
heing in a state of dedicated chastity, to becoming "time's
eunuch." It is best understood, I think, if one hears with it this
verse from Matthew 19:

For there are some eunuchs which were born so from their mother's
womb: and there are some eunuchs, which were made eunuchs of men: and
there be eunuchs which have made themselves eunuchs for the kingdom of
heaven's sake. He that is able to receive it, let him receive it.

As a foil for Hopkins's thoughts the verse produces the decisive
agony that now erupts: he recognizes that a humbling spiritual
exercise may have failed of itself and may have become an
extended abuse, Thc abruptness of the heavily vexed rhythm
(made even more clublike with its repeated b's) brings this terrible
reflection to high intensity in "Thou art indeed just, Lord":

birds build-but not Ibuild; no, but strain,
Time's eunuch, and not breed one work that wakes.l74
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The most remarkable of Hopkins's last poems, "To R. B.,"
mourns the tragedy of a poet ~hosl' career is completed yet whose
sterility knows no relief. The dominating idea is that of the poet's
mind bereft of its male thrust, Wellrs, bears, cares-the simple
rhymes convey the stale sameness of a poet missing rapture,
although able to live on with "hand at work," Instead of "the roll,
the rise, the carol, the creation" (radical features of poetic
activity), there is only an explanation:

The fine delight that fathers thought; the strong
Spur, live and lancing like the blow pipe flame,
Breathes once and, quenched faster than it came,
Leaves yet the mind a mother of immortal song.

Nine months she then, nay years, nine years she long
Within her wears, bears, cares and combs the same:
The widow of an insight lost she lives, with aim
Now known and hand at work now never wrong.

Sweet fire the sire of muse, my soul needs this;
I want the one rapture of an inspiration.
o then if in my lagging lines you miss

The roll, the rise, the carol, the creation,
My winter world, that scarcely breathes that bliss
Now, yields you, with some sighs, our explanation. 175

The last yielding, which is cruelly opposed to fathering-forth,
delivers an explanation-the poorest substitute for a poetic text. In
his text Hopkins can upbraid the text for not being what it once
was; missing from its "lagging lines" is evidence of its seminal
beginnings, "the roll, the rise, the carol, the creation." The words
of the poem, therefore, do not inhabit a "creative" text, but are
rather the lifeless verbal remnants of a course that has turned,
through the logic of self-stressing poetic performance and sacrifice
(in Hopkins's special sense), back to its start in the poet's celibate
authority. The intense confusion of verbal creation with sexual
procreation final1y leaves the writer "widowed" -which is to say,
alone with his voice and little else. What he speaks now is an
explanation outside the text. His language seems to have lost its
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III a vl'l'y P()i~11OI1i1 way. l lopk m-, lI'IIl~lIii'I's that his "crealivc"
u-xt is II()W behind him: IU' has p.ISSl·" il hy because he can no
IIJlI~l'r add to it. In common wit h most modern writers, Hopkins
1I'~;lrds the text and his career as cnt irics that stand apart from the
Inl of his life; what the text pn.'sl'rves is a potent authority that
~1'l'IllS to taunt its beginning source in the author himself.
(:onsidering such later encyclopedic works as Finneoans Wake,
"";II( Counterpoint, Ficciones, 1984, and Doktor Faustus, we can
\1'1' how as texts they depress individual authority-despite the
.ruthor's virtuosity-to the level of an "element" in verbal
pcrforrnuncc. Such a situation in the course of modern textual
practice, noted for its eccentricity and individuality, begins, I
rhink , in the long debate over language and knowledge and their
Ill'~innings. I should like now to discuss that debate, in the
following chapters, in its most interesting contemporary setting
and in its most compelling early modern analyst, Vico.
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F IV I~~

Abecedarium Culturae:
Absence, Writing,

Statement, Discourse,
i \ rcheology, Structuralism





I

No reader of Paradise Lost is ever likely to have experiences of
11.1' kind undergone by Adam; which is why Dr. Johnson insisted
Ill! the poem's "inconvenience, that it comprises neither human
.ut ions nor human manners."! Preeminently an imaginative vision,
LIther than a true record of actual events, Paradise Lost is
ml!ceded by Dr. Johnson to be the great poem of a man who "saw
Nature, as Dryden expresses it, through the spectacles of books."?
Every inconvenience we normally feel when we find language
wanting in its ability to convey experience directly is, in such a
poem as Milton's, especially acute. In book 7, for example,
Raphael is sent to inform Adam of the events in heaven, events
that include the indescribable and "Immediate ... acts of God,
more swift/Than time or motion." From the beginning,
therefore, the language of description is not adequate for its
intention. Raphael continues to hedge his recital:

... to recount almighty works
What words or tongue of seraph can suffice,
Or heart of man suffice to comprehend?

(112-14)

He goes on, the difficulties notwithstanding, because

Such commission from above
Ihave received, to answer thy desire
Of knowledge within bounds; beyond abstain
To ask, not let thine inventions hope
Things not revealed, which the invisible king,
Only omniscient, hath suppressed in night,
To none communicable in earth or heaven:
Enough is left besides to search and know.

(118-25)
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'1'111' '1'11111. i., .11 ..1"1111 IIV" 1,'''',,\,''. 1111111,!Ill' Ic.llln. 1··il.,1
slIpprcsscd ill lIi!!-hl. suppl, ...~.I'1I"",, ,'f·.:II" (" 1{\lph.lcl (wl« a., all
angel knows 1I101'l' t h.m Ad.IIII) .. ·oIljll'I'··.·,,·,( .,1iii lurt hrr lll'('au~l'
Adam after all is the origill;d 111;1111111111wilml' prilll'ity Wl' have ;,11
Fallen, suppressed another t inu- hy Mill'"I'S usc of fnglish to
convey the conversation ill Eden, .uu] finally suppressed by a
poetic discourse to which we can relate only after a mediated act
(of reading a seventeenth-century epic) the Truth is actually
absent. Words stand for words which stand for other words, and so
on. Whatever sense we make of Milton is provided by our use of
accepted conventions. or codes, of meaning that allow us to sort
out the words into coherent significance. We may take comfort in
Raphael's assertion that there had becn a Word, a primal.unity of
Truth, to which such puzzles as "meaning" and "rcference" are
impertinent.P Yet, on the other hand, we have only his word for
it; not a thing, certainly, and not more than an assertion that
depends on other words and an accepted sense-giving code for
support.

Milton's theme is loss, or absence, and his whole poem
represents and commemorates the loss at the most literal level.
Thus Milton's anthropology is based on the very writing of his
poem, for only because man has lost does he write about it, must
he write about it, can he only write about it-"it" here being what
he cannot reaIIy name except with the radical qualification that
"it" is only a name, a word. To read Paradise Lost is to be
convinced, in Ruskin's phrase, of the idea of power: by its sheer
duration and presence, and by its capacity for making sense
despite the absence at its center, Milton's verse seems to have
overpowered the void within his epic. Only when one questions
the writing literally does the obvious disjunction between words
and reality become troublesome. Words are endless analogies for
one another, although the analogies themselves are for the most
part orderly ones. Outside the monotonous sequence of analogies,
we presume, is a primeval Origin, but that, like Paradise, is lost
forever. Language is one of the actions that succeeds the lost
Origin: language begins after the Fall. Human discourse, [ike
Paradise Lost, lives with the memory of origins long since violently
cut off from it: having begun, discourse can never recover its
origins in the unity and unspoken Word of God's Being. This, we
know, is the human paradigm incarnated in Paradise Lost.

Dr. Johnson's reservations about the poem do not prevent him
from reading it; the practical difficulties he experiences (the
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I" "'III'~ II'II~I I., il ~ 1.11k III 1111111.1111111"1,",1) ',''1'111 III 1111111IIl'II'Iy
"II'III.I~ III, ,.1' 1",III1I'II'~ •.1, IIII' 11111,111''''',1'1111'11.,11 t ruuhh-x
Mril'"I'S pOl'lic .uhicvruu-u: . Will' II , h"WI'VI'I, WI' I'l'ad Milt on'»
t',l",ll P0l'III wit h ,hI' dis'Iuil'1 illg \l'Il\l' 111,11WI' an- witllessillg an
"""llllllgy of ll11thillgIlI'SS"4 all iul m in- rq~rl'ss of truths pcrma-
.wlllly hidden behind words t lu-n WI' haw entered a phase of
~.III.wll'dgl' which has been made thl' domain of contemporary
1'11'111'1.criticism, For while it lIlay bc inappropriate to impose an
Idl'"logical unity upon the French structuralists in particular and
111'"11an important style of modern French thought in general, we
1II,Iy view cach in the same way they very often view other styles
1.1 Ihought-as inhabiting and constituting a certain level of
, ••usriousness with its own sense of difference from others, its
•,WIl idioms, patterns, ambitions, and discoveries.

The importance of this postwar generation of thinkers to a
',Iudy of beginnings is of a complex nature; the length of this
• h.rpter , if not perhaps all of its findings, attests to the difficulties
1.1' dealing with the individualized, technical, and diverse events
Ihat taken together I have called contemporary French thought,
'I'hc designation of such a group consciousness works to identify
what I consider to be an exemplary rational and contemporary
lI'cognition in explicit critical terms of the need to make a
Ill'ginning, Moreover, this need is connected radically to the fact of
written language. No contemporary mode of thought, in other
words, can lay greater claim to typifying a reasoned confrontation
with the predicaments I sketched in the remarks on Milton above.
My contention is not that no other modern thinkers have made as
acute perceptions into the nature of beginnings as these, Rather, I
am saying that these critics have made the problem of beginnings
the beginning-and in a sense the center-of their thought.
Moreover, such a determination has been tied to the connection
between beginnings and language,

A fairly detailed consideration of this group necessarily scants
the brilliance of particular contributions, except as these contribu-
tions build relatively visible "machines" for thought. For all the
provincialism of French writing, I have found that this writing has
nevertheless addressed-sometimes only implicitly-and come to
terms with the principal currents in the contcmporary imagina-
tion, Nietzsche, Marx, and Freud are a common patrimony; but
then so too are positivism, linguistic analysis, and Durkheim, and
phenomenology, revisionist Marxism, Freudianism, Nierzschean-
ism, and Kafka, Mallarrnc, and Rilke. A catalog, however, does
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tion into a work ing criLical ,11111 1.1111111,.1 ru st ru nu-ut.rlit y all this
matters far 1I10re. III short, I ~h,dl "'II~ull'l tlll'Sl' French critics '\'i
making a sort of thought by which IhI' cOlltl'lIIporary a~arl'nl'ss of
beginnings is most dec ply .md typically .utcd UpOIl, ill method and
in practice.

The general outlines of this awareness are as follows: knowl-
edge is conceived of, fjr~t of all, as radical discontinuity-not that
the relationships between finite instances of knowledge arc
necessarily non dialectical, but rather that the unit of knowledge is
an articulation, or an instance, of difference from another unit.
Therefore, dialectical knowledge presupposes diacritic knowledge:
a dialectic must be begun, and the imperative has a method and•intention of a special sort which takes into account the given
distance between every unit of knowledge. Secondly, the method
is postnarrative. As my extended discussion of Foucault will show
amply enough, the novelistic model of successive continuity is
rejected as somehow inappropriate to the reality of contemporary
knowledge and experience. If, as we saw in chapter 3, the form of
novelistic narration begins from certain historical needs and
epistemological conditions, then, I shall argue in this chapter, that
novelistic form was displaced by a later form in which discontin-
uity, dispersion, and rarefaction are the essentials. J mean that we
can better perceive the continuities taken for granted by the
narrative impulse in the West once we note the consequence of
their rejection by the discontinuous method of order and
knowledge. Such a rejection is very much at stake in the
problematical modern text. The contem porary need for a begin-
ning, as reflected in the concerns of the French thinkers I shall be
discussing presently, testifies to an active search (related in some
ways to Freud's search) for a nonnarrativc way of dealing with
nonnarratable units of knowledge, Thirdly, the very acts of
apprehending knowledge, whether as that which is written or as
that which is read, are filled with a combination of uncertainty
and invention. Both are frankly constitutive acts, and yet neither
is simply arbitrary. For if the method of reading does not always
cover the method of the writing, the latter is nevertheless assumed
to be neither a stable object nor a regular succession of lines.
Instead, writing is considered a controlled play of forces dispersed
in a textual space that is created by the writing and that does not
exist before it. Therefore, reading can be said to repeat the
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'''111111111'11,.u lut r.u v 11,11111"III 11., 1",1", 111',1111111,hili nut ,
I"'WI'V"I, III ,1"1,1;,.111' II ,",11111111\ 1111,11'11\'111",..lIIIII~ dl~.'llillill
1111\ 1',.1 sliPPIlSi1i1l1l 111;11r.u ir rn..I klillwll'oI~'.I' 1"I"ISSlhll', rq~ardll'ss
"I IlI'w wry complc x .uul rvcu uu.rt t r.u t tvc till' rondit iuns of its
1'1I ,.111,1ion and .icquisitiu». Till'sl' film ~l'lIl'ral features are, I
Iu 11t'Vl', to be found in till' work Ill' till' t liiuk crs with which I am
,'IIIl"l'IIl'd here. These features provide us with the elements by
wh n Ii during the mid-twentieth century beginnings have become a
"'lllIal problem: hence the importance to my study of a certain
r."lInation of French writers.

(If them all, it is Michel Foucault who has become, in Roland
11.111lIl's's words, the very thing his works describe: a consciousness
• 1I111plctely awakened to and possessed with the troubled condi-
III'II.~ of modern knowledge," Foucault is, to use one of R. P.
1II.Ilklllur's phrases, a technique of trouble. As history is gradually
unve ilcd in Foucault's explicitly historical investigations, we
w u IIl'SS, not an easy chronicle of events, but a succession of
luuct ional conditions that give rise to the existence not only of
knowledge. but of man himself:" hence the subtitle An Archeol-
".~V of Human Sciences to The Order of Things (the English
u.mslation of Les Mots et les choses). Permanently hampered by
1.11I~lIage,which is the first, and in a sense the last, instrument at
III~ disposal, Foucault's job of getting to the bottom yields only
IIll' constantly repeated and varied assertion that man is a
1"llIporary interruption, a figure of thought, of what is already
11l'~1I1l (lp. deja commence'[. Any human investigation since the
nineteenth century (and the relevance ofWittgenstein's later work
is crucial to this apercus is actually bound up in the nature of
lallguage. The interpretation of evidence, for example, is exegesis.
Bu t when we ask "exegesis of what?" we commit ourselves totally
til a perpetual series of the preposition of: the modern form of
criticism, according to Foucault, is philology as an analysis of
what is being said in the depths of the discourse.' Just as there is
IIU easily ascertainable beginning to the process of exegesis, there
is also no end:

In the sixteenth century, interpretation proceeded from the world
(things and texts together) towards the divine Word that could be deciphered
in it; our interpretation, or at all events that which was formed in the
nineteenth century, proceeds from men, from God, from knowledge or
fantasies, towards the words that make them possible; and what it reveals is
not the sovereignty of a primal discourse, but the fact that we are already,
before the very least of our words, governed and paralysed by language.f
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'I'hl' dlalll,l "I hllll ,11111 '0, w.u k 1',111.11 111'1', ,"W,IV' '"l1l1l1g III
Il'rlll,~ wu h I.lIIgll,lg'· ,1\ hIli II II..· 11111'" III IIII~ 1'111111 III .uul IhI'
l'lll'rgi/.illg allllUSphl'l'l' wu lun ,111.1 ltv wh .. II ..11 Inuu.ui activity
must be understood. TWII ,,!, hlll',lId~\ Ilnl'l' lIIajor historical
works, Folie ct Dcraisou : l list 0;' (' til' I"~[oli« ,/ / ''',~('classicnu: a IHl
Les Mots et lcs clioscs, dcscrih« rl'spl'ctivl'ly how lanlguage has
permitted the social discriminations of "otherness," and the
cognitive connections between tire orders of "sameness." In the
former work it is madness, isolated in a silence outside rational
language, that is made by society to carry the weight of an
alienated "otherness"; in the latter work it is through the powers
of language that words are made into a universal collection of signs
for everything. As with most of the structuralists, Foucault must
presume a conceptual unity -variously called historical a priori, an
epistemological field, an epistemological unity, 01' epjsteme-~hat
anchors and informs linguistic usage at any given time in history;
no structuralist to my knowledge has gone to such lengths as
Foucault to ascertain and to articulate this "unconscious posi-
tivity ,"? In Les Mots et les choses he writes that "in a culture, and
at a given moment there is never more than one episteme that
defines the conditions of possibility of all knowledge."'o One of
the various chores this univocal assertion is made to perform is, as
Steven Marcus has remarked.l ' that it gives license to Foucault's
literal faith in an era before the modern dissociation of sensibility.
For according to Foucault, language in the Renaissance was
intimately connected with things; words were believed to be
inherent in the script of an ontological discourse (God's Word)
that only required reading for the guarantee of their meaning and
truth. Words existed inside Being: they reduplicated it; they were
its signature; and man's decipherment of languagt; was a direct,
whole perception of Being.

Foucault's brilliant analyses of Don Quixote and Velasquez's
Las Meriinas show how the intricate system of resemblances by
which things were ultimately linked to a divine Origin began to
break down: Don Quixote in his madness is unable to find the
creatures of his reading in the world, Velasquez's magistral
painting focuses outward and away from the canvas to a point its
composition requires but does not contain. The representative
space of language has become, by the eighteenth century, an
ordered film, a transparency through which the continuity of
Being can shine. Thus "the essential problem of classical [or
eighteenth-century] thought lay in the relations between name
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I" ",lllsparl'1I1 III I Ill' 1111111111111v "I Iklll~","1J wi II' II WII,a!" III~I' I Itl'
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1,11'1 11111(llily to ohjc('(s 1,," ,tlSII II. IIII' ~y~Il'1I1 I'Olllll'l'tillg objects
,,, "111' another ill a ullivl'rsal I.IXI.III1I1I)' .. t' c x istcucc -thcn we
.'1111'1' the modern period. Not only call till' center not hold, but
,.1,,11 Ihl' network around it hegins to losl' its cohesive power.

When, in his two major historical books and in his archeology
." r liuical obscrvatiorr.P Foucault embarks on a discussion of the
11I1I1'Il'Cnth and twentieth centuries, it becomes apparent how
'"l1l'h his vision of history preceding the modern age is projected
1e,1'k from his apprehension of the contemporary, For like many
," Ihe structuralists, Foucault is obsessed with the inescapable fact
"I ontological discontinuity. In language, for example, "the thing
Iwing represented falls outside of the representation irself"!" ; thus
I lu: signifying power of language far exceeds, indeed overwhelms,
what is being signified. Another example: the emergence of the
If/"" of man (an idea whose advent Foucault associates exclusively
wit h the nineteenth century) coincides with the breakdown in the
uprcsentative power of language. Man, therefore, is what essen-
Iially resists language; he links together what Foucault calls an
"cmpirico-transcendent doublet,"'S two parallel zones of raw
iuunan experience on the one hand and human transcendence on
ri,l' other, that together are alien to discourse. And discourse is the
"analytic of finitude" that comprises modern knowledge and
which is made possible by man's alienation from it; for according
10 Foucault, the discourse of modern knowledge always hungers
for what it cannot fully grasp or totally represent. Thus knowledge
is perpetually in search of its elusive subject. Here again the fact of
discontinuity-or difference, as it is also called-is paramount.

Finally, the densely and portentously argued theme of Les
Mots et les choses (a book whose literary and philosophical
implications are overwhelming) is occupied with the vacant space
between things, words, ideas. In the eighteenth century the
possibility of representing things in space-as in a painting-derived
from the acceptance of temporal succession, which thereby
allowed the constitution of spatial simultaneity: the idea that
objects could coexist in the privileged space of a painting
depended upon an unquestioned belief in the continuing forward
movement of time. Spatial togetherness was thus conceived to
emanate from temporal succession. Yet in the modern era the

285
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Sl'pa"'III'~ I'VI'II likl' IIIIII~~11.11111111.,.111,,,111'1,pl\rlllil~ 1111'IlIodl'l'lI
mind to 101l1l'IIIpiall' 111111',I' IIIII\' ,III dlwoIlIll III su('n's~ioll. as.1
promise of unity or of a 1'1'1111111111111'()II~lll.lf' Ahov« all. lillie is
the most tCIIUOUSof t lu- spat ial Cliid l~ul'at ions that attclllpt th
bridge the gap between thillgs, Thus the 1IIIIIIansciences and time
together occupy the distance that separates (without uniting)
biology, economics, and philology, the three fields of knowledge
that Foucault regards as essential because they treat, respectively.
natural life, value, and rcpresentarion.!" As a humanized account
of life, psychology stands next to biology; and, by the same
argument, sociology stands next to economics, and liter.ature and
mythology next to language: in the tension and the discontinuity
between each and its adjacent partner we have, according to
Foucault, the constituting models of the human sciences, Mary is a
problem defined in terms of an alternation between impersonal
biological functions and psychological norms, between standard-
ized economic rules and sociological conflict, and between
language as system and the significations of myth and literature. 18

Modern man is the enigmatic structure that with difficulty knits
them together.

The effect of Foucault's argument, as much probably as the
effect of any general account of it one gives, is that man as we
know him is dissolved, Just as in his book on madness Foucault
shows how madness consistently and effectively resists language
and the postures of reason until the late nineteenth century, in Les
Mots et les choses he demonstrates how thereafter man himself
becomes an irrationality in a special sense, a structure that
dramatizes the normally unthinkable relationship between the
diversities of knowledge. No longer a coherent cognito, man now
inhabits the interstices, "the vacant interstellar spaces," not as an
object, still less as a subject; rather, man is the structure, the
generality of relationships among those words and ideas that we
call the humanistic, as opposed to the pure, or natural, sciences, 19

The structure is irrational because it is the limit at which thought
becomes intelligible, and therefore it cannot be thought about.'
One can just think it-and that only after disciplined "archeologi-
cal" research. (The novelty of such a formula in English, as well as
the distinction between thinking and thinking about, is much
more acceptable in French: penser la structure is a valid
construction in the way that "to think structurally" is also valid,
although not lucid. In French, however, it is easier to argue-as
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hIlI! ,11.11.uul t lu- ,111111111..11\1'.d" 111.11"'"'~'''',l! ,,/,,'"' 1',11,111'\
ivc , .uul 11I'11I'l'r.u iou.r], will'I 1',1', """~'II',I,' 11',1,11I', 1111'11',II IIVIIy,
and hl'lIn' irrnt ioual.) KlIlIwll'dp,l', Ihl,,,'I'"I', I', ,I 11"~l'd \y,\II'11I1I1
knowledge [or or of man "v 111,111,I\lId I1I!..lly , 'lillI' k nowlcclgc
can only be formulated ill lall~II'I~I" 111I~lIislil'S 1H'l'llllll'S more a
perception than an c xpl.m.rt iun 1.1 111;111:20man is the positive
domain, the field, of science and knowledge, but he is not the
object of science.v'

One can therefore say that there is a "human science" not simply
wherever man is concerned, but rather wherever one analyzes, in the
appropriate dimension of the non-conscious, those norms, rules, and
significant ensembles that reveal to consciousness the conditions and the
forms of its contents.22 "

The eccentricity of so bleak and antisentimental a view of man
is reflected directly in Foucault's prose. Despite the frequently
astonishing lucidity of his dissections of intellectual ventures from
Cervantes through Linnaeus and Adam Smith to Nietzsche and
Freud, one confronts a prose style whose grasp of an author or
idea is exceedingly particular but whose revolutionary direction
and epistemological radicalism are strikingly general: like Holo-
femes in Love's Labour's Lost, Foucault is usually to be found
overglancing the superscript. For if tradition and education train
us to take man as the concrete universal, the pivot and the center
of awareness, then Foucault's prose, and concurrently his argu-
ment, makes us lose our grip on man. If we are inclined to think of
man as an entity resisting the flux of experience, then because of
Foucault and what he says of linguistics, ethnology, and psycho-
analysis, man is dissolved in the overarching waves, in the quanta,
the striations of language itself, turning finally into little more
than a constituted subject, a speaking pronoun, fixed indecisively
in the eternal, ongoing rush of discourse.

Foucault's man is well described in Roland Barthes's clever
phrase "a metaphor without brakes" imetaphore sans frein),23
There is an uncanny resemblance between this view of man and
that other remarkable dissolution of man in discourse which is
Conrad's Heart of Darkness. After having described Kurtz as "just
a word for me," Marlow continues:

I made the strange discovery that I had never imagined him as doing,
you know, but as discoursing. I didn't say to myself, "Now Iwill never see
him," or "Now I will never shake him by the hand," but, "now Iwill never
hear him." The man presented himself as a voice. Not of course that Idid not
connect him with some sort of action, ... That was not the point. The point
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ability til talk. his word rlu- Hil' "I " '1",·\.illll. II,,· bcwildcr iug, 11,['
illumiuutiug, the most exalrl'll, ,"''' rI,,' III"" '"I1I[,lIIlllibll', the pulsatill~
stream or light, or the deceitful flllw frlllll-rl,,· III'ar I III' all impl'IIetrablf
darkness.24 I

In achieving a position of mastcry over man, language has
reduced him to a discursive function. The world of activity and of
human experience stands silently aside while language constitutes
order and legislates discovery. When Levi-Strauss says that
"language, an unreflecting totalization, is human reason which has
its reason and of which man knows nothing,,,25 he is stating the
condition with which serious intellectual work must reckon.
Nearly everyone of the structuralists acknowledgcs a tyrannical
feedback system in which man is the speaking subject whose
actions are always being converted into signs that signify him,
which signs he uses in turn to signify other signs, and so on to
infinity. Foucault, on the other hand, has been trying to overcome
this tyranny by laying bare its workings. Most rccently he has
ascribed that tyranny to its sccrecy; just by naming, describing,
classifying where language and discourse pretend to "unknowable"
exigencies, the role of society and its class structure, for example,
become evident.P"

II

There are dangers in too quickly dcfining Foucault's work as
philosophical-or even as historical, for that matter. One danger
lies in failing to acknowlcdge that his writing can be of overriding
interest to literary critics, novelists, psychologists, medical men,
biologists, and linguists (and in general to any professional
interested in the past and contemporary states of his discipline).
Another, more interesting danger lies in losing sight of the fact
that Foucault writes neither philosophy nor history as they are
commonly experienced. His is a remarkable angle of vision, a
highly disciplined and coherent viewpoint that informs his work to
such a degree as to make it sui generis, original-a claim Foucault
himself would not make for it. The universality of his theories and
the intense particularization of their meaning, however, present
the reader with a body of writing whose potential effect upon any
one discipline has already been neutralizcd-which is to say that
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',I'III,IISIIL'SS .urd cloqucnrc, alld I rhink t li.u it makes a verbal
1'III'III'"ll'II111l of a lIlI ill uc sort. Ilis n.uuc for what he does is
".11' hl·ology." a term he uses to designatc both a basic level of
I ....carch and the study of collective mental archives as well, that is,
"pl\ll'lIlological resources that make possible what is said at any
~'.IVI'IIperiod and where-in what particular discursive space-sit is
·..lid.27

To the English-speaking reader Foucault's writing may appear
.ihst.r.rct , a quality that for some reason is considered to be
.lIllIoyillg, especially in work that is vaguely supposed to pertain to

1IIIIII;In experience. A word that frequently turns up in one after
.muthcr of his works is rarefaction, by which he means the
u-Iincment of words into thoroughly special, uncommon, literally
.ilistrncted meanings. Now, if Foucault recognizes anything like an
.ihsolute law it is that words now, whether "abstract" or "concrete,"
.1Il' delivered already rarefied in statement ((monce). Thus Fou-
I ;ltllt's language is rarefied, too, and highly saturated with nouns
ruade of verbs of process rJormation, appropriation, transmission,
I'lL), but he will maintain that the categories and the classes he
IIIrlllulates for statement and discourse are themselves by defini-
I ion rarefied in advance; in that way his work meets statement on
il S own ground and with instruments adequate for describing its
states. This at once doubles his point about the polymorphic
..liaracter of rarefaction, which further intensifies the need for an
.utitude on the part of an alert scholar that considers special
IIlcalling to be the signifying activity of discourse. Foucault's
position is that language in usc is not natural; discourse does
violence to nature, just as the use of words like ohm, coulomb,
and volt to describe electrical qualities does violence to an
otherwise undifferentiated physical force. On the other hand, it is
"natural" for discourse to treat nature as an accident, as alea, in
much the way that Yeats's dolls impugn the doll maker for having
accidentally "made" a child.

Quite ;lpart from its real historical discoveries, Foucault's
archeological research has a profoundly imaginative side to it, and
it is the broad lines of this that I wish to discuss now. The course
of his major work has been a gradual exposition of an increasingly
more essential and ineluctable poetics of thought. Much the same
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thiukers I'lli' whom hlllt;lllir 1.,1\ ~I.IIWII ,I .'IIlIII~ affillilY. ;lIld !lit·
analogy between the flll'llll'l'\ phillllof1,y-alllll he !allCI''s archcIII"KY
is very marked. not least ill Iheir Cllllllllt'li approach til philosophy
via recondite historical research. III both cases, since philology alld
archeology are primarily historical disciplines, it is the spccial
attitude to history that separates these two thinkers from ot""1
scholars. Indeed, Nietzsche's perception in the second of hi~
Untimely Meditations that the historical sense is a disease of
history fairly characterizes the constitutive ambivalence toward
history-the medical as well as the critical attitude- in Foucault's
work also. Furthermore, Foucault's analytical work, like Nictz
sche's manner, is essentially a way of seeing man and his past beill~
disintegrated by the historical sense: "The historical sense.
must only be the acuity of a view that distinguishes, distributes.
disperses, allows free play to deviations and Iimits-a kind of view
that dissociates, is capable of dissociating itself, and is capable of
erasing the unity of that human being who is supposed to carry
the view in a sovereign manner towards his past.,,28 If a scholar's
attachment to his discipline is pictured as primarily dynastic-he
carries on the work of his predecessors inside the field, whether
the field is history or philology-then Foucault's is antidynastic,
not the continuation of a line from privileged origin to present
consciousness. Thus the relationships that Foucault's work are
most concerned with are those of adjacency, complementarity,
and correlation, which are not the same as the linear relationships
of succession and interiority P? these latter ones arc broken up by
Foucault and redistributed into thc former ones.

It is probably not a coincidence that the novel force of
Nietzsche's work at its best comes from his having relegated
"pure" philosophy to a secondary role in favor of his passions,
venerations, friendships-Wagner, Christ, Socrates, Schopenhauer,
Dionysus, the ancient Greeks. In the main, none of these perhaps
was a subject that a philosopher need have treated in vcry great
detail, at least so far as the main tradition was concerned. Yet
Nietzsche flamboyantly considered his passions as events occurring
simultaneously in thc history of his spirit and in the history of
thought gencrally. Philosophy's official patrimony obviously
includes philosophers and philosophies, and to these as doctrinal
entities Nietzsche, like Foucault, pays only tangential attention.
Foucault's work feeds its ideas with poetry, the history of science,
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1'00111Nil'II~"Il', M,lrx, .uu] 1-'11'1111.hlll',IIIII'~ I ,"Ig" ,Ii IlIll'I'l'~I~
1lI,llId"s Borges, I Ii'lIdl'l" I ill , Sa!h-, M,dLIlIIli', Ikckl'lt, Bataillc.
I" '1111'\ Lacall, Bialicilllt, .uid of llllll'Sl' all t hosc other authors hc
,I." 11',\1' ~ a I lc Ilgt h ill l'oli« 1'1 dcraison, /'('.1' 1\10 t s ct lcs cltoses,

01'\\,11/1'1' d(' la cliniquc, and the book 011 Raymond Roussel. He"I', ,I high regard for Georges Canguihclm , Jean Hyppolite, and
I.dll'\ I Jclcuzc , a contcmporary historian of science and two
loIlIl"slIphcrs, respectively, whose relations with their field he
1,"1.1\ III be exemplary for him.

This latter observation is an important one for Foucault, since
'1',111 [rom thc idiosyncrasies of his insights, it is as the founder of
, III'W field of research (or of a new way of conceiving and doing
""",Irdl) that he will continue to be known and regarded. The
111111,.1re-presentation and reperception of documentary and
1lI',l"rical evidence by Foucault has been done in so unusual and
1IlI,lf~illative a way as to have created for his evidence a new mental
.!"III;I ill not history, nor philosophy, but "archeology" and
".II\cIILJrse"-and a new habit of thought, a set of rules for
kill ,wledge to dominate truth, to make truth as an issue secondary
I" t lrc successful ordering and wielding of huge masses of actual
l'II'Sl'llt knowledge, Most writers tend to place their thought-to
I", ,Ill' it as physically as thought can be located-either next to, or
1IIIIIn, or apart from other thought. Foucault's central effort is to
'''!lsider thoughts taking place primarily as events, to consider
I lu-m precisely, consciously, painstakingly as being mastered in his
wriling in their aleatory and necessary character as occurrences.
I It- has had to reorient and distort the meaning of words and
phrases whose use as a means for thought has been so habit-ridden
.uid so literally debasing as to have become completely un think-
.ihlc -such words, concepts, and schemata as change, continuity,
relationship, history, interiority, exteriority. Thus Foucault's work
1,\ in effect an attempt at re-thinking and thinking-through the
notion of beginning.

In a number of places, most notably in L'Ordre du discours
(IIOW translated into English as The Discourse on Language) and in
his essay on Deleuze, Foucault has used the image of theatre to
describe the interplay of philosophy and history with which his
research is concerned. The image has a good many uses for him.
First of all, it serves to fix study in one place and to make study as
self-conscious as possible from the very beginning, instead of
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clcrncnt in which languag!' .1I1t! I hllll~11I 111'1'111'. Second. to ;1>,11

attending spectator. the t hc.rt rv lIfl,'rs ;1 spccrucular, event. all
event divisible into lesser events. each pl;lying a part on the stage.
each moving with reference to every other event on a number of
different axes; in short, the theatre's stage is where there occurs .1

play of events, embodied either in gestures, characters, groups of
actions, or even in a changing scene. All this precisely fits
Foucault's attitude toward what he calls the. existence of
discursive events in a culture, their status as events, and also their
density as things-that is, their duration and, paradoxically, their
monumentality, their character as monuments.

What I shall call an archive is neither the totality of texts which a
civilization has preserved, nor the ensemble of traces which have been
saved ... after its disasters, but the play of rules which in a culture determine
the appearance and the disappearance of utterances, their paradoxical
existence as events and as things. To analyze facts of discourse in the general
element of the archive is not to consider them as documents (which have a
hidden meaning, or ... a rule of construction), but as monuments; and this
without reference to any geological metaphor, without assigning them any
origin, without the least gesture towards a beginning, an arche=no: these
things, but to do instead what, according to the playful prerogatives of
etymology, would be something like an archeology.30
The stance implied in this statement is that Foucault examines
said things (les chases dites) as they happen before him. His
attitude toward the past is that of a spectator watching an
exhibition of many events, and what Foucault's reader watches is
an exciting intellectual exhibition-and I do not by any means
intend this to be a pejorative description. In order to be a
spectator, which in this case wrongly implies passivity, there must
first be a reordering of documents so that they shed their inertness
and become a sort of measurable activity: this reordering, or
reorienting, of texts from the past takes a maximum of intellectual
and scholarly energy.

No idea more crucially connects this reorienting task of
Foucault's work with the thought of a surprising majority of
contemporary thinkers than the complex one of anonymity-or, in
the terms Barthes, Levi-Strauss, and Lacan have used, the idea of
the loss of the subject. This has frequently (and comically) been
mistaken simply as an inability to talk about anything-as in "I
have no subject for my essay or novel" -although the conseq uent
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''1''') III II~ 11I"1'l'1'\;111 "'1111,' \1 111,',111',IIII' 11111Iklll~\lIhl"" I "I IhI'

'I" ,1"lllg ~lIh.il'lt, Ihl' SlIh;"((il'il\' r h.u ddllll'\ 1111111.111idl'lIlily, thl'
"",'"11" Ihat cuuhlcs t lu- Caru-si.u) world "I "hll'lIs. Thl' influence
"I till' t h ink ing subject ill Western thlluglll h'as, of course, been
I'" ". .uud , Not only has the subject guarantecd ideas of priority
111.1IIriMillillity. but also ideas, methods, and schemes of continuity
,11111,II hicvcmcnt , endowing them libidinally with a primal urgency
IIl1dl'l'lying all patterns of succession, history, and progress,
1II',IlIIy in the main has acquired its intelligibility through a kind
"I .uuhropomorphism projected onto and into events and coi-
l, , uvit ics of various sorts; these are then thought of as functions
,01 subject, and not vice versa. Of course, the influence of the
1'1I1I1'SS of human generation has been paramount, forcing us to
i luu], of literature, for example, as merely an imitation of the
1IIIIIIali family.

The two principal forces that have eroded the authority of the
1IIIIIIan subject in contemporary reflection are, on the one hand,
IIII' host of problems that arise in defining the subject'S aut hen-
III Ity and, on the other, the development of disciplines like
111I~uistics and ethnology that dramatize the subject'S anomalous
.111.1 unprivileged, even untenable, position in thought.31 The first
11111'1'can be viewed as a disturbance taking place at the interior of
Ihllught, the second as having to do with the subject'S exteriority
III thought. Together they accomplish onc end. For of what
r otn fort is a kind of geological descent into identity from level to
lower level of identity, if no one point can be said confidently to
IJI' irreducible, beginning identity? And of what philosophical use
IS it to be an individual if one's mind and language, the structure
III' one's primary classifications of reality, are functions of a
Iranspersonal mind so organized as to make individual subjectivity
just one function among others?

Foucault's response has been not to dispute these perspectives,
but to absorb and understand them fully and then to give them an
important basic role to play in his work. I think that it is the
positiveness of Foucault's attitude from the beginning toward the
loss of the subject as much as his explicit methodological
philosophy that determines the invigoration he communicates.
Not for him is the noisy appeal to a cult of doctrine, or of
apocalypse, or of dogma; he is persistently, interested in the
responsibilities and the offices of his method, as weIl as in the
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writer he reads to a dl'lilwral,· all id"111fl .. nlrrill~ wir hin the Iate1ill.
ordered possibilities of all lallgllage. 'I'hl' unpcrxo na] modesty Ilf
Foucault's writing coexists (paradoxically) with all unmistakable
tone of voice that can deliver both insight and learning; he giVl'~
the impression nonetheless of having experienced first-hand ('v(,.'ry
one of the books he has read. This may seem like something to be
expected in the work of any learned scholar, but in Foucault's
case the epistemological status of a book, or of a. collection of
tracts and books, is in his methodology a complex theoretical issue
brought to the level of performance in the actual practice of
Foucault's writing. ,

A good way of verifying this is by remarking the extent to
which Foucault makes one aware that writing, books, and authors
are concepts that do not always entail one another in exactly the
same way. Nor is it possible for them to be considered as
genetically produced or prod ucing. Moreover, they mean con-
siderably different things at different times. A bouk like the
Koran, for example, is a theme and a myth, as much as it also is an
object or the work of an individual author. In several essays
scattered throughout his career Foucault has ingeniously explored
these variations in stress and meaning, particularly as he finds
them taking place among variations in the value of rhetoric, of
language, of fiction, of the library. In each case, Foucault
distinguishes between the thing itself (in a Kantian or Platonic
sense) and thoughts about it or uses made of it. This preliminary
demarcation of things-verbal things, that is-into ideal or essential
object and specific signifying quality emanating from the word for
the object onto a field of verbal praxis is a fundamental one for
Foucault, but fundameutal in that he treats it as a distinction
without a real difference. Essences are words at most, and they do
not have the capacity really to divide being into essence and
predicates. He permits "essences" no more than as designating
powers, and certainly not as powers that divide reality into higher
and lower plateaus of being. Words about essences are, of course,
words, too; according to Foucault, the job is, then, to place all
these words in relation to each other-words as essences (idea,
author, things, book, language) and words making continyent use
of essences (the good, de Sade, Holderlin's poetry, French, and
so on). Or, to use a notion that Foucault employs continually, the
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'I'lu-rc arc some habits of thought that prevent that kind of
1111,1,'1\Ianding, and it is to the credit of philosophers like
fl" 1, ....hc and Delcuzc, both of whose philosophies Foucault
,.!lI'II'IlS to appreciative analyses, to have made their philosophy an
,111.11k on these habits. Much depends on the role of the subject in
11I.llIllaining thought away from events and 1n what Foucault,
1"IIIIwing Deleuze , calls a Platonization that needs overturning. 32
I III .1 primary epistemological plane, therefore, Foucault sets out
III u-dispose and redeploy thought in a primordial mental space,
111111h as an artist takes the representational space of his work in an
,II IIV,' manner, rather than passively as an inert surface. The filled,
,I' uv.itcd space of a given epoch Foucault calls an episteme: the
Itllllig is discourse, a body that has temporal duration and is
'"Iliprised of enonces (statements). (One curious thing about the
""i"f'me is that, like structure for the structuralists, it is available
111'11her to introspection nor to the epoch to which it belongs. As
I ,llIguihelm puts it: "In order for the episteme of the classical age
III have appeared as object it was necessary to situate oneself at
IhI' point where, participating in the nineteenth-century episteme,
""" was far enough away from the classical episteme'e birth to see
Ihe rupture with the eighteenth century, and near enough to
IIl1agille that one was going to live another rupture, one after
which Man, as Order before him, would appear as an object."33 )

In order to think a discursive event in all its immediacy and
, • Jill plexity, Foucault needs coordinately to describe: the field or
,""isfeme, in which such an event can be said to take place; the
11.•ture of a statement-event; relationships among events; the kind
"" conceptual changes that events deliver; and, above all, a method
.ulcquate to all these tasks. (Incidentally, he is not concerned with
Ihe effect of conceptual changes upon man-only with changes in
«oncepts.) Neopositivism, phenomenology, and the philosophy of
history, he contends, evade rather than accept the task. The
complexity and difficulty of the project is evident. What is not
quickly evident perhaps is how much the reader must he involved
in a process simultaneously entailing disordering, decreation, and
rcordering.P" Moreover, the feats Foucault accomplishes finally

295



I IIII Il' III Ill' .\1'1'11.1\ I 111111'1I'.I II t', ,I ""II "I 11111'111,1111Will k "I 1111'
dlllu~hls .111.1Willi" .tI,.1I11 11t""f',III', .111.1w";'d\, IlUplllily ,III
imagillative alld philllslIpllll ,.I dll"I,II'IIl'~'\ 1.\ !-'1I11l.lull's deelil"l
enterprise. It is the gaille lit dllllllll.lIll!1I pl.,yed Ill'twl'l'n Ihllllghl
claiming truth and thoughl dailllill~ knllwledgc, a seriously lIrgt'~1
set of moves between truth and t lu: will to truth: "It involves
risking the destruction of the subject of knowledge in the
infinitely deployed will to knowledge,"35

Foucault's mind has a predilection for thinking in threes and
fours, so it is somewhat useful to juxtapose his themes laterally
and in parallel. I shall be concerned to show that Foucault's
method is to connect one major tripartite constellation with a
major quadrilateral set and thereafter to impose them on OIIl'

another, The imperatives of archeological research for the present
and the future announced by Foucault are as fo1l6ws:

The philosophy of the event must move in what at first glance appears
to be a paradoxical direction: toward a materialism of the incorporeal.

It is necessary to elaborate-quite outside philosophies of a subject or of
time-a theory of discontinuous systematizations.

One must accept the introduction of chance as a category in the
production of events, for in that production one still feels the absence of a
theory ~ermitting us to think the relationships between chance and
thought. 6

This set of imperatives involves the radical introduction into
thought of "le hasard, le discontinue, ct la materialite. ,,37 In
short, Foucault intends the reinclusion into thought of elements
that had been banished as disruptive ever since plato. He argues
furthermore that Hegel's dialectic so compelled thought into
continuities that any radical philosopher since Hegel has to think
against Hegel.

Foucault further asserts that one instrumentality for having
kept disruption at bay has been the elision of reality and
discourse-that is, the process by which discursive functions,
which comprise the focal point of Foucault's analyses and which,
more than anything, he is now studying, have been considered an
immediate making of thought, rather than the series of verbal
events (characterized by change, discontinuity, and materiality
acting in conjunction with one another and with thought) with a
life of their own. Thus the roles of the founding subject (Ie sujet
fondateur), of originating experience (['experience originateur),
and of universal mediation (l'universelle mediation) have been to
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III ',I'cking to install chance, discontinuity, and materiality, to
I.. , .111' them as forces operating in discourse, Foucault lists four
, \ '.\!('I/('(·S de methode which he proposes to follow. These
", Igl'lIcies are as much principles controlling study as they are
".II'S maintaining discursivity. This dual role is crucial, for it
IIT,IIimizes Foucault's method as it describes its object. Foucault's
h u umlatio n of these rules is in part polemical and in part
"planatory. My first reference for each of the four in what
1,.lIows is to L'Ordre du discours.t? although-as I gloss each one
III some detail-much of what Foucault says in this late work
oIl.IWS substantially on what he did in Folie et deraison, Les Mots
'" 1('.1'chases, Naissance de la clinique, L'Archeoloyie du savoir,
.11101 several of his interpretive essays.

I, The first principle Foucault lists is reversibility:

Wherever according to tradition one believes the source of discourses are
III he found, the principle of their increase and of their continuity, in those
li~lIrcs that appear to playa positive role, such as those of the author, of a
discipline, or of a will-instead of all that one ought instead to see the active
III'~ativity of something cut off, rarefied, into and by discourse.40

Those traditional conceptions of primacy such as source or origin,
Ihe principles of continuity. and development, and those meta-
phors for originating authority such as author, discipline, and the
lI'ill to truth are all more or less canceled by Foucault. For him
Ihey are secondary to the discourse: they are functions of it rather
Ihan prime movers of it. Much in this reversal depends on what
Foucault means by discourse (discours), a notion that has a rich
history in contemporary French writing."! From a linguistic point
of view, discourse gains its status as a mode of verbal expression in
opposition to historical narration. Emile Benveniste's heuristic
definition is based upon correlations between verb tenses and
modes of speech, correlations which constitute two quite different
systems:

The historical utterance r or statement in Foucault's terminology 1 •
today reserved to the written language, characterizes the narration of past
events. These three terms, "narration," "event," and "past," are of equal
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"'<liI'/('II</Ii/, bccuusc he will III'VI" ru.rk c Ill' the formal a~paratus "I
discourse, which resides primarily ill the rclnt ioush ip of the pcrsous jc.r«
The field of temporal ex pression will he similarly defined. The historical
utterance admits of three tenses: the aorist, ' .. the imperfect, ... and the'
plu pcrfect.42

It must be noted that the events mentioned here are not the events
Foucault is interested in. Benveniste is speaking of historic'!
even ts, not discursive ones. He then notes that, - so delimited,
historical utterance (statement) necessarily implies a con trasting
"plane of discourse":

l

Discourse [discours] must be understood in its widest sense: every
utterance [statement] assuming a speaker and a hearer, and in the speaker,
the intention of influencing the other in some way. It is primarily every
variety of oral discourse of every nature and every level, from trivial
conversation to the most elaborate oration. But it is also the mass of writing
that reproduces oral discourse or that borrows its manner of expression and
its purposes: correspondence, memoirs, plays, didactic work, in short, all the
genres in which someone addresses himself to someone, proclaims himself as
the speaker, and organizes what he says in the category of person. The
distinction we are making between historical narration and discourse does not
at all coincide with that between the written language and spoken.43

Neither of these definitions is anything more than schematic,
since historical narration and discours shade into one another in
practice as often as the speaker changes the intent of his speech
from historical narration to discourse and back again, Foucault has
used the kind of discrimination made by Benveniste to emphasize
discourse as an organized and recognizable manner of intentionally
transmitting information or knowledge from one person to
another. Thus even a chronicle, while it is primarily a historical
narration, belongs to an ensemble of discursive texts transmitting
history within an integral institution called historical writing, an
institution that has definable relationships to drama, to medical
texts, to economic texts, and also to designated readers, Discur-
sivity, then, emerges as largely an intertextual relationship. If the
historical narrative as an ideal mode dramatizes the immediacy of
passing time, statement as discourse emphasizes the way in which
language has taken on the preserved historical form and the
materialism of a text-a documentary event subject to specific
laws of formation, preservation, and transmission.
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IhI' discours d" mjd. (lilly hi'll' IhI' pat il'lIl's quusiobjc ct ivc
" ,.,11111 of himscl! as a Sllhjl'll ivit y flll"n's him to discover the
1IIIIII.IIIIl'IItai alienation that IIladl' h im , during his lifc, create
1111I1~l'lf<IS an 011/('1', which must always be unmasked by an other.
("( ,II" dans ce travail qu'il fait de la cunstruire pour un autre il
I,'I III live l'alicnation fondamentalc (lui la lui a fait construire
, ,'I/II/1C' 1111 autre, et qui I'a toujours destinee a lui etre derobe par
/11/ .1" trc, ,,44) Thc essence of this, put simply, is Lacan's
I !llIll'lition that self-discourse involves the creation of a paranoiac
·,V'.Il'11Ifor which the model, I think, is Freud's Dr, Schreber. Any
,1//1'111pt made to relay the subject always involves the subject's
"hjl'ctification of himself, which in extreme cases like Schreber's is
,I l.mtastic hodgepodge of fantasy and fact; discourse of self, then,
I', a perpetually distanced speech, emptied of the real, elusive
',"hjl'ct in order that the existential self can gain clarity and
•It- fill ition, for others, outside itself,

Since discourse always implies a speaker and a hearer,
h.ucault combines linguistic usage with psychological insight in
•,Ider to assert that speaker and hearer are functions operating in
1111'discourse. They preserve its formality and the assurance that it
will be transmitted even as they repress the "true" reality outside,
'II" beneath, the spoken chain. (Needless to say, the "outside"
rc.iliry loses its solidity, as well as its interest, quite soon in
loucault's writing-not that he is uninterested in anything except
words, but the pertinence of his analysis lies in what actually is
t hcre in words.) It becomes futile-because radically inaccurate-to
view a speaker as really beginning a discourse, still less as being its
master. Rather, the speaker is for a discourse, His identity gives it
a provisional start or finish (this is decoupaye or rarefaction), but
for its total sense it depends upon circumstances that have to do
with the speaker's identity in a very controlled way. In other
words, the relationship between discourse and speaker is governed
by rules that antedate the speaker's appearance a~d postdate his
disappearance. Decoupaye as negatIvIty and rarefaction is
Foucault's way of describing the detachment of a single discursive
unit-a text by an author, for exam pIe-from the main positivity;
this lends the text a "rarefied" appearance of individual existence
apart from the great number of conditions that override and
determine its belonging to the main body.
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ill which ;111.nu lu u .,111 Ill' ',111.11".1 II.IVIII!',hilll~('11(,11I1'ITdr l«:
rcnlm of disl'ol1l'sl' .uul h,IVIII!"dl',IIII!',III."IIl'c1his 1',lrI icul.rr '~'ollhi("
tivity Irom ot herx ill 111('S,IIIII' h"dy, h'll( ;111Ii 's notion ;1~;lill ~,
that this is a matter of disl'l'Il1ibll' rulcs: rit ual« arc :PLTfOl'llll'd
(initiation ceremonies, the need lo bl'lon~ to societies}, certain
doctrines are subscribed to, a particular forlll of education is
prescribed, and so forth,45 A medical doctor who wishes III
produce a clinical test and enjoy the status of its authorship must
have been to a medical school, belong to a medical society (usually
government-accredited), and so on, To speak clinically is to speak
of medical subjects in a very special way.46 Moreover, till'
"author" in this case produces his own discourse as part of an
alternation between repeating the formal rules, gn the one hand,
and, on the other, varying them to admit his own instances. A
given text, therefore, is an event that has appreciable and prepared
relationships with other texts or events, and strictly speaking is
not a creation in the romantic sense,

2. A principle of discontinuity:

That there are systems of rarefaction does not also mean that beneath or
beyond them a great unlimited discourse has reigned, silently and con-
'tinuously, which is withheld and repressed by these systems, and which it is
our task to bring to light, thereby restoring speech to and in it, One must not
imagine an unsaid speech or unthought thought that travels through the
world and is entwined with all the world's forms and events, and which it is
our task finally to articulate or think. Discourses have to be treated as
discontinuous practicalities that cross one another, are sometimes juxtaposed
with one another, but just as often exclude and ignore one another.47

Systems of rarefaction are discursive groups (literature, history,
psychology) part of whose self-definition includes the definition
or implication of their differences (symbolic, signifying, inten-
tional, formal) from other groups. This idea of differences can be
theoretically extended to include differences among societies, or
among different orders within a society. Up through and incl uding
Les Mots et les chases Foucault had been studying the history of
the relationships between systems as much to determine their
internal cohesion with one another as their differences from one
another. Folie et deraison, which has been grossly misinterpreted
as historical description of madness, was in fact a study of the
relationship between sameness and difference expressed in the
most basic of social terms; that is, Foucault argued in this early
work that a society's identity (its self-rarefaction) rested in some
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1111",1'.1111'1'111111 II,', dl'l.lt hllll'lll 11111111\'11.11\\,,1',1111111',1,11III~"I,II ,I',
1111 111"(,1,',Iii ,I ~,()IIl'I \' ~'Ih)"" ,I 11111111.111\11I11'lIlf',1"II'1.lllgll,lf',I', IIII'Y
IV' II' 1Ill'lIlbl'l',~ III a disl 1II,~IVI'f',IIII'I' wu h I IIIIIIIII',\S slIbdivisil)IIS,
11"111which IhL' ius.mc , xiru r Ihl' dIS,ljljl("II;1I111' 1ll'leprosy at tlu:
,1111 "I' lhe Middle A~es, ILlvI' hl'l'll l'x~'llIdl'(1. Foucault therefore
',llIdll,d the changing significallce 01' nladllcss actually, "madness"
11',1'" is a dated notion limited to a singlc era, and is not a universal
, "111I'pt in the discourse of the nonmad. He shows how a realm
111.11is itself silent with reference to the world of rational discourse
I', 'lppre~lCnded in the language of reason: as madness, insanity,
.rl 11' lIa tion, irrationality, animality, depravity -in short, as a term
III lit hcrncss domesticated to the discourse, made to serve its needs
.lIld exigencies, As these exigencies are modified socially and
1Il',litlitionally, as well as rationally, the discourse of silence is
f',1V1'1Idiffering interpretations, incorporated, covered, and articu-
1"It'e! in the discourse of reason.

Because of his work after Folie et deraison and Les Mots et les
,I,,,s('s, it is not altogether wrong, I think, to surmise that
h.ucault cares more for histories than he does for History. Since
N irtzsche , portmanteau categories like exteriority and interiority,
, ,lllsality, continuity, totality, and genealogy no longer have the
jlllwer to deal adequately with evidence of the sort Foucault
dl'(lloys. Yet these categories have traditionally been subordinated
II) a grand enveloping notion of History, within which they have
,"I functioned. In Foucault's view, history is but one discourse
,llIlllllg many,48 and since the quantity of differing discourses
lila kcs the problem of specifying their interrelationship more
uumcdiate than the problem of whether one discourse has an
absolutely greater or lesser power to command the others, there is
a need for developing a kind of affirmative thought "sans
contradiction, sans dialectique, sans negation.,,49 'Evidence is no
longer thought of as secondary to a Platonic Idea; multiplicity is
made up of a variety of divergencies and disjunctions between
1·l.Jually valid, relatively weightless "bits," and being is ultimately
univocal, without levels, hierarchies, or gradations of reality. These
features make it difficult to expect Foucault's work to be a
narrative chronicle of consecutive events, even though he fre-
quently confines his reflections to a specific historical epoch.

Today, Foucault says, language-whether studied or written-
occupies a space which is not defined by rhetoric but by the
library. so Language no longer can be thought of as an ything other
than incarnating itself as monotonously as Narcissus viewed
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h iIIISl'II iII IIll' w.u ct , '1'111' ',IIi".1IIIIIIIIII l,j IIII' Id~1'.11Y IIII I I.l' IIII II .1\
a concept ion fill Il.illklllg III 1.1111'.11,11'.".uul I.III1LIIII't"/'illit\, 1\ .•
st unniug idea, and il is 1I11l'.11I11I1If.\1II,IIIy .rlliuit ic« t h.u h'lll;lIIh
has with Borges, A lihrary is a rot al, illfillitl'ly absorptive SySII\III,
infinitely sclf-refercutinl (thillk of the catalog, of the unliiuin-d
possibility of cross-references there and ill the books), numerically
vast in its elements, and impersonal. So organized and COl11pl(,I",I
world is at once perfectly repetitive and perfectly actual. Till'
sheer actuality of repeat units (and whether books, words, ideas.
or discourses, they are simply modes of language) is sufficient III
dismiss any outside or inside extraverbality. Foucault docs 1101
insist on this point merely to declare that everything is words, bUI
rather to accentuate the reality of the scholar's enterprise, and ill
so doing to attack delaying tactics like appeals to the Idea 01
History which every document is supposed to represent,

Indeed, Foucault's profound distrust of mimetic represell
tat ion and theological givens goes even further, Correla tion,
adjacen cy, and com plemen tarity are, as I said above, the re Ia
tionships that interest him, but what lies behind them and permits
such relationships is no scheme of imitation conceived as
representation, A discourse does not represent an idea, nor does it
embody a figure: it simply repeats, in a different mode, another
discourse.P! The extraordinary variety of discourse today is a
result of the decline in representation, This is a central theme of
Les Mots et les choses. When language is no longer thought of as a
kind of secondary transparency through which shines Being, then
the past, for example, becomes only the cumulative repetition of
designated words, Such a past lasts only so long as its elements-
which make the past possible, and not the other way around-are
of value. Thus each epoch defines its forms and its limits of
expression, of conservation, of memory, of the reactivation of
preceding cultures or foreign ones, of appropriation, 52 And since
the very notion of an epoch is itself a function of these limits and
forms, it is even more accurate to say that each discursive
formulation articulates the limits and forms of its own existence,
inseparable from others, Therefore, the library holds together, in
ways Foucault tries to specify, a staggeringly vast array of
discursive formulations, an array whose essence is that no source,
origin, or provenance, no goal, teleology, or purpose can be
thought through for it.

Merely affirming this complex notion seems hardly a satis-
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',1, '"' Y pilly, F,,\l,.lld, h.1I1 111"'11 1,1111, """ '1111''''\\1''' hy "II'
1111 "·.h,,1t! Ill' 1('.11 hi'll:

" t h.u no' what Ni,"n, III' w.o. p.,V I""" rill' w,'y I", wlu-n , in till' interior
'1""" "I' his lanj/;lIagc. hl' k illcd III~II '"111 (;,,01 h"tli a' till' same time, and
,,,,",,'hy promised with the Return thc' 1111111 iplc' alld rc-illuruincd light of the
.",,,Isi ()r must we quite simply admit that SIIc:h a plethora of questions on the
,,,hi,'c't of language is no more than a coutinuancc , or at most a culmination,
"I II,l' event that, as archaeology has shown, carne into existence and began to
..,k" l'ffect at the end of the eighteenth century? The fragmentation of
1.1I1j/;lIaj/;c,occurring at the same time as its transition to philological
"I'il'divity, would in that case be no more than the most recently visible
(I...r.msc the most secret and most fundamental) consequence of the breaking
"I' "I' Classical order; by making the effort to master this schism and to make
1."I~lIage visible in its entirety, we would bring to completion what had
," . urrcd before us, and without us, towards the end of the eighteenth
,rll'"ry, But what, in that case, would that culmination be? In attempting to
II', onstitute the lost unity of language, is one carrying to its conclusion a
",ollght which is that of the nineteenth century, or is one pursuing forms that

already incompatible with it? The dispersion oflanguage is linked, in fact,
III a fundamental way, with the archaelogical event we may designate as the
,Iis;'ppearance of Discourse. To discover the vast play of language contained
"'I<'C more within a single space might be just as decisive a leap towards a
wholly new form of thought as to draw to a close a mode of knowing
, oustituted during the previous century.

It is true that I do not know what to reply to such questions, or, given
uhcsc alternatives, what term I should choose. I cannot even guess whether I
vhall ever be able to answer them, or whether the day will corne when I shall
!.;,ve reasons enough to make any such choice.s3

Later, with L'Archeoloyie du savoir, L'Ordre du discours, and the
t wo essays on Nietzsche, Foucault began to formulate his
clccisions and his reasons for reaching them: first, through an
attention to dispersion and fragmentation-not to Discourse, but
III discourses and discursivity; and second, through an attention to
seriality as an internal order within dispersion. That is, Foucault
devoted his time to understanding how discourse multiplied itself
serially, as a result of its constitution and dynamics, rather than as
a secondary repetition in words of natural organic forms.
"lrcheology and order, the two terms he used in his titles, indicate
respectively "an ensemble of rules" that defines the archive of any
given period, and the regulative principles within discourse.i" This
leaves him frce to treat discourse as discontinuity bound together,
if at all, by exigent rules for particular and material, but never
transcendent, purposes. He has found Nietzsche's word
Entstehung useful to describe the "pure distance" ~eparating
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elllcrge wit l: rl'll'I"l'lIll' (I' IIIIt' .1111.1111'1 1111·.111'1,1.. 1 dl~l.llhT I~.. (.1'
says, ali 0Pl'II ~pal'l' II f IIill'l'd I', '" :,1VI' , ,'11 I" .111.11i')11:;r,

In all this, lallguage quit« ()bvinu\ly pl.rys a n'mral r"ll'
Foucault has pubiishcd IIUIIlCI'llUS "s~ay~ ill which till' natun- III
language has been the undcrlying subject; but what is curious ill ..11
these shorter pieces is the ability he posscsses (in common wit h
many of the structuralists) to speak of language as a prccisclv
definable entity, I t is something with its own special history.
geography, and spirituality, as well as a corporeality; I su ppose it I~
also correct to say that language has its own la!lguage, its OWII
mythology and imagination. Foucault's common motif here is th.u
language has been transformed into a human phenomenon. 011 .1

number of occasions Foucault imaginatively ipterprets the oc/
yssey as marking some themes that adumbrate the formerly
human nature of language. Like The Thousand and One Nigliis.
the Odyssey is a text rooted in the postponement of death and
disaster. "It is quite possible that the gods sent disasters to beset
men so that man might then be able to tell of them: in this
possibility speech finds its infinite resourcefulness.t'Y Hence
Odysseus' brilliant verbal wit. Yet he is also a man who is
returning home, and when in Phaeacia he hears his own story told
by Dernodokos in the past tense, as if it were the tale of a dcad
hero, he cries, forcing himself to sing the song of his identity. Thus
revealed, his identity further distances him from a death seemingly
decreed for him by language. This complex of interconnected
stories that tell stories with death hovering ever nearby fascinates
Foucault. It suggests to him both the play of mirrors that
establishes the resourcefulness of language, as well as thc presence
of death its neighbor. Moreover:

In western culture to write has meant at the outset to place oneself in
the virtual space of self-representation and doubleness; since writing signifies
speech and not a thing, the linguistic work has done no more than to move
forward more deeply into that impalpable thickness of a mirror, to stir up
that double of a double which is writing, to discover an infinite possibility
and impossibility, to follow after speech indefinitely, and maintain it beyond
the death that condemns it, and to liberate the streaming of a murmur. This
presence of speech repeated in writing doubtless gives an ontological status to
what we call a work, a status unknown to those cultures in which when one
writes it is the thing itself that gets designated-bodily and visibly, and
obstinately inaccessible to time. 57

Elsewhere he asserts that the theme of Odysseus' return, with
the influence of its anchoring in a human situation and in a
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"1'1'11111 1'1.,11' .uul I IIIit', 1,.1', "\1'11 1'.111.,1,,11.1.1111.111..1 11",11.11111 (1"'"
"""h.' /011".11111'111.'/,,) "1'''" 1.11I~',II.I.,,1 w h u I" .I111111~1, IIII~ ccu t ury ,
1"". 1Il'l'II IIllnly 1"l,1l';i'I'd,'" 1.,llIglI,'~I,I·III'W h,I" Ill"111111' a thill~ of
"1',111'; as a medium, 1.1II~lIa~l' I~ /""/""" ''''''1''''.\1'/ il'inscription,
.uu I il speaks to LIS hy 1II!',III~ III "rh-viat iun , distance, inter-
1Ill'IliatiulI, dispcrsion , fragllll·lIlatioll. differl'lIcc."59 These are not
Illnary themes, but givcns of today's language. The importance of
',III h writers as Bataillc, Sadc, and Freud is that because of them
I'VI'II sexuality has been denaturalized, rendered submissive to, and
1I,lIIwn into the empty space of language. Indeed, for Foucault
Ihi~ sort of feat is associated with a new heroism, that of the artist,
which has displaced the heroism of the epic hero. In a great essay
'III Holderlin , Foucault remarks that the epic quality of the
IlIlldern artist arose during thc Renaissance when representational
II,lillters created a new world, which revealed itself to be another
version of thc same world in which men live: "The attribute of
luroisrn passed from the hero to the one who portrayed him at the
wry moment that Western culture itself became a world of
"'prcsentations."60 In the work of an artist like Holderlin ,
Foucault finds commemorated simultaneously the death of God
.uul the new sovereign status of language, the connected prob-
h-matics of absence and presence, and beneath those, the complex
lIr'tcrplay of signifiers detached from a stable signified that results
(III Holderlin's extreme case) from the "no" filling the (dead)
lather's place: all this is made possible when the world is no longer
. onceived of as representation, but instead, Foucault says in
"Nietzsche, Marx, Freud," as interpretation. 61

In the sixteenth century the world was viewed as a system of
n-scmblances (conventia, sympatheia, emulatio, sigl1atura,
,'lIalogia) which together yield a consensus leading directly to God.
Opposed to this was an order of simulacra, false resemblance,
leading directly to thc Dcvil.62 As we saw earlier, in the
nineteenth century the archsignified God-father was perceived as
.rbsence. Hence the sign could not be taken as it once was,
inhabiting a homogenous and undifferentiated space of reciprocal
relationships among man, nature, and God; rather, signs belonged
in a far more differentiated, multitiered space which is totally
exterior and irreducibly disjunctive. Foucault then describes this
verbal space as containing no primary or secondary signs, but
rather alrcad y-interpreted signs in need of further rein terpretation.
It is precisely at this point that Foucault locates his own work, as
furthering the work begun by Nietzsche, Marx, and Freud, for
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each (II whom I.llIglI.lgI' W.I~,.111'1I1~'.''"If'. 1"'IIIII'lll'lllll " •.1 11.'.1'11011111
nut a prim.uy givl"1. ()iSI(lIlIIIlIII'Y. 111.'11.I'. t lu: 1II.II1glllai prilll !pll'.
the beginning, according III wh u h (1111'I Illild hegill III ;ISSI'lIlhk .111
encyclopedia-"unc sortc dl' ClI1'jlllS gl'"~'~'ale" ()f ill,l'!
pretationsr=' the discontinuity is based (III dilteJ'l'nfcs between
discourses (themselves interpretive bodies rcgulated by intcrunl
rules, and by their relationships, whether antithetical or sympa
thetic, with adjacent discourse), whose integral thematic is "I"
revolution repetitive de l'etre autour de la difference,,,64 In this
convergence of difference and repetition Foucault confirms the
triumph of seriality over unity, the latter with its arsenal of a
priori categories that elide differences and its nostalgia for organic
forms.

3. A principle of specificity:

[This is the principle demanding us I not to resolve discourse into' a set of
preordained significations; not to imagine to oneself that the world turns
to us a readable face that we need only decipher simply; the world is not an
accessory to our knowledges; there is no pre discursive providence that
disposes things our way. One must conceive discourse as a violence we do to
things, or in any case, a practicality we impose on them; and it is in that
practicality that the events of a discourse find the principle of their
regularity.65

A major branch of Foucault's historical inquiry has been the
definition of how discourse confirms and maintains its indivi-
duality. Here, too, Sade plays an epitomizing role, for his work
makes monstrously explicit what Foucault calls "the universal
Characteristic of Desire." The classical age-roughly the late
sixteenth through the eighteenth centuries-had conceived reality
in terms of representation: "Language is simply the representation
of words; nature is simply the representation of beings; need is
simply the representation of needs.t''" Every statement could
thereby bc referred back to an original source and understood as
representing it; in a complete system of taxonomies, therefore,
any instance has reference dynastically back to an Urplianomen ,
Underpinning this consensus of representation, however, is a
disequilibrium between representation itself and "the empirical
domains": in thought, the latter is held in by the former. Then

the end of classical thought-and the episteme that made general grammar,
natural history, and the science of wealth possible [these are the modes of
knowledge by which language, nature, and value respectively are made
accessible to thought in the classical period I-will coincide with the
emancipation of language, of the living being, and of need, with regard to
representation. The obscure but stubborn spirit of a people who talk, the

306
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,." ''I'" '111111II", 1111111,'III ''''IIIf', "I 1"1"' '" 111,.11,,11,AII.I 1I'I"I''''lIlalillll ilM'1t

III I", parall"Il'd, liruiu-rl , I ill 1111".111",.1,11111.1",.11"'lhaps, hut ill allY casl'
1"11,111.111'.1[rom tlu- out sid«, hy IIII' "1111111111'"IIIIII~IIII a [rccdom, a desire, or
" will posited as thl' 1II"laphy~i<al I IIIIVI'ISI'III cOllsciollSlless, Somcthing like a
will or a [orce was to arise ill thl' 1111,,1.'111 e xpcr icucc constituting it perhaps,
',"t ill allY case indicating that the Classical age was now over, and with it the
1.'11-\"of rcprcscntative discourse, the dynasty of a representation signifying
li'ol'If' and giving voice in the scqucncc of its words to the order that lay
.l.u ru.mt within things,67

'1'1.(' force, will, or desire derives from empirical experience-in
'),IlIe'S case, a pure libertine desire to name every sexual
1"llssibility, And these new possibilities batter down the limits
unposed on sexuality by representation, Everyone of Sade's
',I ('IICS is a pure instance of sexuality without precedent, original in
Itself; hence it stands as a surface without depth, an articulation
wit hour an informing rationality.

Between them, Nietzsche and Mallarrne further yield up the
,'SSCllce of discourse and release it from the hold of a social-
\pcaker and representative function, After Sade, a statement is not
decipherable simply by tracing it to a source (a speaking subject),
whose identity is supposed to be represented by the discourse.
Nietzsche dramatizes the difficulty of attribution by inquiring into
Ihe identity of each statement's origin as follows: who was the
holder of discourse, who was the possessor of the word ?The
diversity and the totality of discourse, which corresponds in its
seriality to the succession of scenes in Sade's fiction, makes it
impossible to answer these questions by supplying a name from
ou tside the discourse,

Mallarrne's project-that of enclosing all possible discourse within the
fragile density of the word, within that slim, material black line traced by ink
lIpon paper-is fundamentally a reply to the question imposed upon
philosophy by Nietzsche. For Nietzsche, it was not a matter of knowing what
good and evil were in themselves, but of who was being designated, or rather
ioho was speaking, . , , To the Nietzschean question: "Who is speaking?"
Mallarrne replies-and constantly reverts to that reply-by saying that what is
speaking is, in its solitude, in its fragile vibration, in its nothingness, the word
itself-not the meaning of the word, but its enigmatic and precarious being,
Whereas Nietzsche maintained his questioning as to who is speaking right up
to the end, .,' Mallarrne was constantly effacing himself from his own
language to the point of not wishing to figure in it except as an executant in a
pure ceremony of the Book in which the discourse would compose itself.68

The break between speaker and discourse makes it incumbent
upon discourse to gain its specificity, its nominal subject,
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clscwlu-rc , alld 11<)1w n l: 1l'1,'I,'III" 1',11 k III ,I dll,IIII'"Llliv",,,jf'l
, \ IJUIic/lltellr. As all rx.unpl. 1,1 IIII' "I"',!lII,lly '()IIII'II'1"II.-,IIY
predicament, Foucault is f()lId ()I 'i"llllll~~ lilis lilll' by Ikckt'll
"Qu'importe qui parle, lIUl'itIU'UII a d11, qll'illlp()rll' qui parll'?\'('"
Therefore, the analysis of discourse ca nnot begill by specifying all
author for a given discourse unless authorship is defined precisely
with regard to the practical field of the discourse in question. Thus
to say that X is the author of Y could mean, for example, that X
designates a collection of an unknown writer (Homer, or Dionysus
the Areopagite); or that X is the legal author (Sade, whose
authority over his novels and tracts involves a criminal liability ); or
that X is the author of that type of discourse (Freudian or Marxist
writing); or that X is believed to be the author of Y because Y
resembles Z (the notion of consistency between different works
leading to the attribution of a single author); and so forth.?" The
stability of a discourse depends upon something less provisional
than an author, both in the short and in the long run.

Discourse is frequently given minimal coherence by the
persistence of its subject matter; this is true of both psycho-
analytic and clinical writing, for instance. For these examples and
others like them, Foucault enumerates three criteria that, oper-
ating together, establish the systematic character (that is, the
regularity) of the discourse. In L'Ordre du discours he adds to this
group what hc calls procedures of exclusion: procedures that
establish, but ceaselessly modify, the limits of its discourse, its
frontiers, beyond which everything is nondiscursive and foreign to
it. Thus concepts of what is forbidden, what is mad, and what is
wrong police the limits of a given discourse, keep out what
threatens the permissibility, rationality, and truth enclosed within
that discourse.?' Inside-and now we come to the first of the
three criteria-there have to be principles of formation working to
govern the way in which concept, object, theory'; and operation-
no matter how diverse-partake of the same discursivity; these
principles of formation, and not a formal structure, nor a coherent
conceptual architecture, nor the unity of a persistent object, are
what make it possible to call discourse X "economics" or
discourse Y "general grammar." Foucault is attempting to describe
an extremely intimate level of activity of the sort that makes it
possible for an economist, for example, to use language and
thought professionally. This is not a matter only of learning the
jargon, but of 'being able to address others-economists and
noneconomists-as an economist speaking economics.

308



wi II"II ,"II"'., 1,,'1.-.1""IIV" I'. ·,llifl,,1 101.'" 01",,1 1111illl' ".II' "I
11I',I,"y III 1111"11I00IVIoIII.oIl1ll1f·,,,1011'''''''' .".,·,,11101 :-'l'l "I
1,,111'II,ks t'1I1l'l'Mt'S:1'1ill, II,I,,,, ,,f 1111"'.1,,0101," ,,f 11,IIIS/')/lI/dliulI.

Ikl" Wl' mus: n'lllM"i'/l' Ih.11 .1 ",IIIIIIl'llIl' 1I1 dillnl'lIt circu m-
,LIII'I'S must take phl'l' ill lIrdl'l Ilil ,I dls('lIllrsl' to be formed. Not
,,"ly t har , but since discourse is ilst'I";1 xpcci lic process of change,
IIII'll' is good reason for articulatillg all anterior set of transfer-
111.11ious out of which the givcn discourse appears, as well as a set
,01 presumably future conditions which in its movement in time
1111'discourse will fulfill. Thirdly, there are criteria of correlation.
IIo'spite its individuality, no discourse is an isolated phenomenon.
I .uixidcr that one discourse has specific relationships with
,Ii he-rs -say, clinical discourse with biology, with philosophy, with
I""lory-and that in addition to those relationships there are
l'll'cise nondiscursive relationships (i.e., institutional, political, and
,', onomic ones) that maintain the identity of the discourse. Again,
,Iillical discourse is a good example, for it cannot properly be
Ihought of apart from its existence as a discipline, an institution, a
'.ystem of organization, an outlook, and so forth. The merest
, IiIIical statement made by a doctor in his professional capacity is
Ihus supported by a complex, but highly articulated, web of
events that have necessarily taken place-they are not vague, or
Ilist there-in order for him to speak (or act) clinically. All the
critcria Foucault lists are ways of measuring and characterizing the
distance between events: discourse, in other words, is the
particular occupied space, insofar as it is acted within and upon,
t hat enables positive (although not necessarily conscious) knowl-
edge to bear on any coherent activitv.P How do an economist, a
psychiatrist, or a literary critic make their way in their work?
What traditions must they assume, what institutions, distinctions,
codes, symbolism ?-and these without necessary reference to an
individual, but always to something called economics, psychiatry,
literary criticism: these are some of the questions for which
answers are provided by discourse.?"

The originality of Foucault's criteria is the effect of their use
together. After all, for formation above we can substitute
orthodoxy (what every economist must know), for transformation
we can substitute history, and for correlation, society. Putting
them together, however, robs anyone of them of a privilege over
the others: thus the potentially exclusive inwardness of "for-
mation" is corrected by an exterior "correlation." Second,
together Foucault's criteria exert a considerably more general
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criteria, Foucault shows them to be-from the standpoint of a
historian-demonstrably effective in separating words fran] things.
in making it clear once and for all that words operate according to
laws of their own. What is unexceptionably regular in a discourse
is, from a "natural" point of view, completely perverse, even
unnatural. Discursivity is a mutual refusal-of nature by language,
and of language by nature, Language admits things as, things-uf
language. A will to truth is above all a will to place things ill
language, which in the ongoing discipline of a discourse is a
phenomenon we might justifiably call "knowledge." Once of the
discourse, an object occupies a space prepared for it-as Freud's
unconscious climaxes a history of psychological probing-but in so
doing it must necessarily displace, or at least dislocate, other
objects, Hence there is a double violence: of language to things,
and of one language to another, and all this takes place as regularly
as the discourse proceeds, Every statement is an event that
asymmetrically covers up other statements. Insofar as the covering
up goes on habitually and repetitively, it is also re-covery, in a dual
way: once again obscuring other events by its presence, and
bringing up the discourse to a new level of activity,

No event can long remain an event. Foucault's analysis aims to
describe the curve of motion that goes from a statement occurring
as a singular irruption to a statement as variation within discourse.
The same curve would describe the relationships between one
discourse and others, between one episteme and other epistemes,
each singularity assimilated to a larger order with more or less
violence; this is how the intransigent aleatory character 0\ an event
is reduced, although never destroyed completely. The verb tense
most capable of conveying the movement from irregularity to
regularity is the present infinitivc.?" for in it the process leading
from event to eventuality via reality can be rendered faithfully.
The repetitiveness of the process does away with originality
entirely, just as seriality does away with unity, and each event, in
its violent displacement of a prior event, does away with creation.
And since there is no foreordained, a priori route for the discourse
to travel, a route legislated from outside itself, the order of
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1,\ (;lId till' Fathl'r.7~ The IIl'dn III dis(oursl' is maintained by
l'I.'"/",('d accident, by chalice: "The prl'SI'lIt is a throw of the
,I,. I' The prcscllt as return of diffcrcncc , as repetition styling
'1'.,,11 as diffcrence, affirms once for all the totality of chance."76

Most theories are so constituted as to be able to compel a large
11111111)('1' of different individual details into a smaller set of general
1""l1iples; this is true, for example, of the theory of generative
f,' ,1111 ilia... The odd, distinctive quality of Foucault's theory, as I
I",VI"just described it, is that his general principles are designed to
illuminute a large number of repetitive phenomena that are
, .. III inuously appearing with such disconcerting randomness as to
',,'1'111 chaotic, In the mindlessness of their reptition, and the
unmotivated gratuitousness of their patterns, they cannot-and
I'l'Ihaps should not-correspond to or fulfill preestablished laws,
,weds, or desires. Except, one supposes, those of repetition and
. h.mcc , although I doubt that my vocabulary can go beyond
h.ucault's in explaining these rather terminal conceptions, I
'oll~pcct that Foucault is simultaneously addressing the Nietzschean
,.lea of Eternal Recurrence and the disconcerting, surprising effect
..I Freud's will to repeat, in its irrationality: he takes from the
1"rmer the idea of exact repetition and from the latter the
11;1 umatic precision of one exactly defined event that is repeated
rlown to its last detail, According to Deleuze, therefore, Foucault's
.u.hievement "is to have discovered and surveyed that unknown
realm where a literary form, an everyday sentence, an item of
schizophrenic non-sense, etc., are equally statements, without
however having anything in common with one another, nor
anything to .which they are all reducible, nor any discursive
equivalence with one another. And it is this point to which neither
logicians, nor formalists, nor interpreters have ever reached.""

4. A principle of exteriority:

IThis is1 not a movement from the discourse to its internal and hidden
nucleus, to the heart of thoughts or meaning that are made manifest in the
discourse; but with reference to the discourse, in its actual appt:arance and its
regularity, a movement instead toward the discourse's external conditions of
possibility, toward that which enables the aleatory series of discursive events,
and which determines limits.7s

Nietzsche, Mallarme , Artaud, Bataille, Blancher, and Pierre
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experience of a kind or trallst'l'lItil'lIlal lrollll'll'sSlleSS (Lukal'~'s
phrase is apt here, too), This state is tlrl' result or discovering all
absolute incompatibility between the realm of totality and till'
realm of personal interiority, of subjectivity, Holder lin and Sadl'
personify an extremism so complete in its heedless articulation of
impossible desires as to exclude the possibility of accommodating
one man's inner self to it. Their works deliver naked desire, totally
unconditioned by subjectivity and without contingency: it is a
pure serialism unraveling itself, for its own sake. This is para-
doxical, for how, then, can men think like Holderlin and-Sade and
still retain some semblance of their subjectivity; Foucault argues
that the price both writers paid for their daring was virtually to
have alienated themselves into unreason: the sign of their
exteriority to social discourse was their madness, their act of
having turned themselves inside 'out onto the' public domain of
their work. A later generation of writers, for whom only language
(and not society) was the space of their activity, no longer treated
exteriority as an inverted interiority, but as the realm of all
knowledge. This freedom of knowledge from subjectivity is
posited at the moment that knowledge is understood as a
function, not of truth, but of a statement: the "I think" is worked
against by the "I speak." The former leads to interiority, the
traditional place of truth, the latter to extcriority. Language as
being-for-itself stands forth only when subjectivity is engulfed.80

Exteriority also means an estrangement from sense-and
Foucault is no more justified than here in the use of his theatrical
metaphor. Estrangement is dislocation, an effect interestingly
attained by Brecht's plays in putting into relief the disparity
between audience and message. Similarly, society puts madness
outside itself; exteriority, socially speaking, is the displacement of
sense ourward-i-paranoia.f" Ordinarily we discover meaning by
claiming sense from the outside world and pressing it into service
inward. The opposite process exhausts the self by constituting
another place, another history, another thought beyond the self,
gradually becoming, because stable and overt , more powerful than
the self.82 Discourse is precisely this exteriority given form, just as
madness in Western society has been the exteriorization and
confinement in asylums of a hidden silent self. The exterior ity of
discourse makes possible its existence, and it makes possible
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"I )lIl' can say that as a field of historicity on which the sciences
"jljll'ar, knowledge is free of any constitutive activity, liberated
1111111allY references backwards to an origin or forwards to an
luvt orica] or transcendental teleology, and detached from any
',11pport or ground in subjectivity.t'V Apart from its assertiveness,
Ihl' most notable thing about this definition of knowledge is that
II is a series of denials. Knowledge is not constitutive of anything,
, .111 be referred neither to an origin nor to a telos, is detached from
.IIIY particular subjectivity. In a certain sense, then, knowledge is
"pistl'lllologically neutral-not value-free, but saturated with all
v.ilucs: perhaps it would be better to say not that knowledge is
.urything, but is rather the possibility of everything we know.
loucaulr's enormously complex system of definitions-his rules,
, ritcr ia , functions, axes, and so forth-continually force the mind
lro m habitual processes to unusual ones whose direction and
whose motivation are only minimally apparenr.t" Consider, for
" x am pie, Foucault's refusal to think in terms of "author" and
"work," ready-made continuities he will do everything in his
power to avoid. Thus a writer's name is a complex event, and his
work is a segment of the archive bound together by "discursivity"
whose rules evolve a collection of semantic elements, as well as a
collection of operative strategies for gctting things said.

All of Foucault's work is an attempt to make the history and
indeed the experience of knowledge something as specifically
ordered as "nature" has become for modern physics or chemistry.
The setting of this order is the library. Nevertheless, I think it is
essential to say that far from being (as they appcar to be) inhuman
lIlodels,8s the "library" and the "archive" in Foucault's project
serve a particularly humanizing purposc. Certainly a library is
manmade, even if as a collection of discrete entities it cannot be
contained in anyone man's mind or experience. Still, the library'S
use for a finite purpose can be subordinated to a human
motive-just as an act of speech is humanly motivated, whereas

313



1.11I~lIa~l' 1()II.,idl'l't'd .1' .1 ·,y~It'11I 1', 11111 11.1\," IIII' 1'1',.Ii1I·l".lli()II' lIt
kll()wk·d~e !'ill.dly It'lt lill' 1111111.111 '0111.1'" I ',11 ,"mpll·tt'ly ht'hind. '!I'
is there sonic met hud lhal 1.ln 11I1I1~ '1Ii1ll'L"liviIY lip to till'

challenge of all knowll'd~L'?
Along with the llIytholll~il';d analysl's or Barthe~ and Ll'~i

Strauss, Foucault's archcologics have had the effect of iaying b.irc
a logic inherent in knowledge but no longer dependent upon the
manipulation of a constantly intervening subject. In all three cases,
this is a logic inhabiting the spaces between the object of thought:
but only Foucault among the three has attempted to characterize
thought as radically mixed up with chance, discontinuity, and
materiality, albeit with regard to language in use. I have already
quoted Deleuze's summary of what this means (on pageJl1), but
what I did not then underscore was his use of the phrase "unc
terre inconnue:" Such a description raises the qu'estion of whether
Foucault has invented a new realm of speculation or rediscovered
a long-existing one. Is locating this place a matter of returning, or
of reactualization, or of invention P'" In terms of Foucault's own
methodological attitude, each of the three designations is applic-
able, depending on one's epistemological perspective. Thus his
archeology of knowledge is a return to Nietzschcan critique and
genealogy, a rcactualization of a proper way of doing the history
of science, consciousness, concepts, and ideas, and then also a
polemical invention for harassing establishment historians or
philosophers.

Yet in this connection Borges's crucial significance to Foucault
cannot be overlooked. I suppose that were he to be asked about
why Borges matters to him, Foucault would point to the frequent
appearance together in Ficciones of terrifically precise detail,
inescapably precise repetition, sly duplicity, interestingly mono-
tonous revelation, and the total lack of a scheme of continuity
linking details together. All these do not result in a conversion for
the reader, just as it is unlikely that the world-view of any of
Foucault's readers will suddenly be altered-even if quite literally,
his mind is changed. Foucault's imaginative effect,"? however, is
noticeable, and it overrules any desire for getting hold of a method
in his writing that one can "apply." In overruling the wish for an
applicable method (this is the neutralization I mentioned at the
outset), an intellectual event takes place, with a directness we
normally associate not with words meanino something, but with
words saying something. In reading Foucault, this event is the
result in his writing of having induced thought to happen, without
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rlll'ld;'l'e, lhl' plllllllyl'l' ,,( ',1111t .u uvu y would Ill' Raymond
I( IllIssl'l's lallguagl', whic h alwap 1III',II1S "souu-r hiug clse,"R8 But
III ~Il 011 and detail this "SIlIlII't1lill~ else" would be to make the
'oIlilvt'rsioll of our custolllary 1I1('1I1alfurniture into an exact
'" 1l'1I1'l',a stylizcd theatricality of dissociation which is technically
,I', wcl] as rationally plotted from moment to moment. Housing all
IIus in prosc is rather like taking a library very seriously, as an
1111 rcdible peculiarity and a very powerful adjunct to the history
,,( hurnan effort. The paradox of Foucault is how he maintains
',lIllt severity, learning, and system-quite without dishonesty or
It i.k incss=with such wisdom and style: there are hardly any
-, Itlliarly enemies he attacks and no obstacles he avoids, The
bllokish fragments that Joyce, Eliot, and Mallarrne wove into their
Irspcct ive works return in Foucault, but as postmodern denizens
lit' a wide space that is very generously impersonal, intellectually
'Illllprehended for all its discontinuities, and far from being an
unheroic field of verbal action, But Foucault has not only faced
lit is field as the beginning place: he has also begun to chart it with
instruments of his own making,89

\

And yet Foucault and the structuralists share a gloomy theme in
the idea of loss and, associated with it, man's unhappy historical
insertion into a languagc game that he can barely understand, This
has led to a dominantly linguistic apprehension of reality, But
why, we should now ask, must the centrifugal analogies in
Holofernes's speeches and the tautologies of Lucky's monologue
in En attendant Godot stand as emblems for the structuralist
vision of man?

The problem as seen by all the structuralists- Levi-Strauss,
Barthes, Louis Althusser, and Emile Benveniste among them-is
that the authority of a privileged Origin that commands, guar-
antees, and perpetuates meaning has been removed, Why this has
happened does not seem as important as the fact of its having
happened; and this fact is already accepted in Paradise Lost and in
the work of Vico, the philologists of the early nineteenth century,
the great romantic poets and rebels, and the Higher Critics."? In
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momentary exigency of t he discourse, never au absolute t cr
minal.?' So there is 110 such thing as an absolute beginning for
language; or, if there is one, it is an unthinkable event, since, as
Emile Benveniste puts it in one of his trenchant essays, we cannot
think without language, and language makes only a token
concession to a beginning.P The categories of .thought and
language are identical. To complicate matters further, we generally
locate origins before beginnings, since the Origin is a latent state
from which the beginnings of action move forward: retrospcc
tively considered, then, the Origin is a condition or state that
permits beginning. Foucault's way of showing the loss of Doth a
beginning and the Origin behind it is to study the way in which
eighteenth-century thought about language underwent radical
change during the nineteenth century. Whereas during the classical
age the derivation, designation, and articulation of words were
thought to be functions of the consistent transparency with which
words reflected Being, in the nineteenth century derivation gave
its place up to a theory of linguistic families (in the work of the
German philologist Franz Bopp), designation ceded its role to a
theory of verbal radicals, and articulation was replaced by a theory
of internal variations within language.93 Being, in short, was
swallowed up in the internal analysis of language. The structuralist
vision of things takes this rationale almost for granted.

As a result of these momentous changes, words now simply
double back on themselves: this is why the verb dedoubler turns
up incessantly in all structuralist writing. It is no longer possible
either to designate a beginning or to think of an origin except (in
both cases) as concessions to the empty fact or priority. Strictly
speaking, I think, a beginning to a modern mind occupies the
temporal place in thought that a speaking subject would in a
passage of prose. At best, however, a beginning provides an
inaugural direction, a provisional orientation in method and
intention. Yet because we must always use language to point to a
beginning, and because for the structuralist language is always a
presence and never a prior state, the origin and the beginning are
both hopelessly alien to, and absent from, the stream of discourse.
(This is a structuralist position which, in the course of this book, I
have implicitly been criticizing and modifying; here, however, I am
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11... 111; r hc beginnin~ is Ii~l' ri,l' 111.111.11 rill' dllll!" of the Law in
1';..1 L,'s parable, in-it her ahll' III r uu-r 1101' permitted to be
1"'~:'''leli. Man the bl'ginnin~, m.m as the subject of human
11"!llght and activity in what is now seen as the utopia of
Hl'liaissance humanism, is admitted to language only as an
III, ipicnt, and inarticulate, ensemble of relationships among his
.1' I ivitics, According to Barthes, logos and praxis are praxis arc cut
l,j I lrorn one another.P" Structure remains shyly to fill the void.

Each of the structuralists in his own way alludes to origins that
.uuvdatc and provide for a beginning event. I t is this allusion and
""~ exigency that I wish to play up. The characteristic feature of
",i~ event in structuralist writing is the absence of written
1.11I~uage; literally, the event is a pre-scriptive beginning. In Tristes
""IJj(jItCS, characterized by Maurice Blanchet as full of a fascina-
I" III with beginnings and original possibilities, Levi-Strauss en-
• "linters the Nambikwara, tribesmen who have not yet discovered
writing.95 There, among them, Levi-Strauss, speculating on the
Il.igins of writing, concludes that writing is the advent of
cuslavcment. Before writing, man lived at a "zero point,"
.lcscribed elsewhere by Levi-Strauss as an original state preceding
Ihe neolithic age.96 Life at the zero point was ruled over by a
ll'ntral "floating signifier," a kind of spiritual etymon, whose
ubiquity and perfect consistency endowed it with the power to act
,IS a pure semantic value. This, in Levi-Strauss's judgment,
corresponds to Marcel Mauss's notion of mana, an almost magical
value that permits preliterate societies to make a whole range of
universal distinctions between force and action, between abstract
and concrete, and between quality and state. (The parallels
between preliterate cultures and Eden before the Fall are
fascinating, indeed.) One beautifully functional key, man, there-
fore unlocks every signifier because it is the Origin of all signifiers.

The point here, however, is that Levi-Strauss is attempting,
somewhat like Foucault in his analysis of madness, to describe a
society and a state to which civilized man can have no real access;
this partially explains the enigmatic use of words like magic and
zero, as well as the quasi-fantastic air running throughout his
descriptions. Because the observing ethnologist is a product of
literate society, and' because anthropology itself is subject to the
enslaving laws of literacy, the zero state is a forbidden paradise
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recorded with moving philosophical prccisiou in '/'r;st(',qtro/J;CI"("\')'
civilization disturbs the equanimity and calm of a univocal socict y
in which spoken words and concrete objects had been intertwined
in a complex but profoundly logical unity, For a while, ncvcrtlu-
less, the ethnologist can observe a society making its traumatic
entry at the beginning of literacy, leaving the zero-point Origin
behind it forever. (The tragedy is, as Levi-Strauss observed in one
essay, that anthropology inevitably brings and forcibly introduces
writing to "primitive" society-in a kind of rape-thereby des
troying once and for all a peace never again to be enjoyed in
nonliterate solirude.?? ) To sum up, then, the process described by
Levi-Strauss is as follows: zero state, followed by the beginning of
writing (literacy), followed by enslavement, which is our present
situation. Writing means submission to the logic of language, and
the loss of a central and univocal resource of meaning,

There are two primitive states. One is the zero-po in t stability
of preliterate society, the other the moment at which writing
begins to be learned-in fine, the Origin and the beginning. Yet
only one can be actually described (in writing, of course) by the
field anthropologist who is recording its loss, or metaphorically
evoked by the linguist who notes its absence: and this, then, is the
structuralist beginning, which in anthropological or linguistic
discourse is converted into a sign that initiates the system, a sign
for or of the signifying system. The Origin is a silent zero point,
locked within itself. It is the realm of untroubled semantic
security, closed to literate man; whereas the beginning is the event
that founds the realm of order and writing-syntax, whose weblike
wealth continues to impoverish, render obsolete, and cover up the
memory of the original germ of pure meaning. Primitive thought,
insofar as it can be described by civilized thought, is order at its
most essential level, yet the modern mind must conceive it entirely
as a system of endless parallels and reflections. There is no center
available to the modern thinker, no absolute subject, since the
Origin has been curtained off. The modern anthropologist's field
trips among primitive people provide us with the most lively
means of seeing our loss: as he was for the eighteenth-century
writer of philosophical voyages, the primitive is a model for our
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The structualists' prcdir.uucut is all accurate symptom of
man's condition, mired as he is ill his systclIls of signification.
Their work can be construed as all attempt to manipulate their
way out of our enslavement by language into an awareness and
subsequent mastery of our linguistic situation. If their continuing
enterprise is functional (like that of Robinson Crusoe, marooned
yet surviving and organizing the possibilities of his island around
his needs), then their vision of the past is fondly utopian and their
anticipated future dimly apocalyptic. The past contained a
meaning they cherish somewhat uselessly because they cannot
hold it, although the future may restore it to them. They are
structuralists-as, in a way, we all are-because they accept their
existential fate inside language, whose mode of being is pitilessly
relational: words derive meaning not from any intrinsic value, but
from a double system of metaphor and metonymy that links
words to one another and that grants words fleeting intelligibility
as opposed to detached permanence. Certainly the structuralists
are formalists, content being for them not much more than a
chimera of the kind that, Levi-Strauss notes, one might expect to
dig out of a piece of music.?? it is no easier to say what writing
really means, they contend, than to say what a Beethoven
symphony really means. Meaning is dispersed, scattered systema-
tically along the length and depth of the spoken and written chain;
but it is virtually incomprehensible at any point in the chain, since
language is never present in toto and at once. The most one can
do, then, is attem pt to understand and perhaps predict the
workings of the system-much as in reading a musical score-which
at least permits one to function momentarily within the system.
The question that they ask is, not "What does the system mean?"
but "How does it work?" Thus in the structuralist universe the
problem of belief is never relevant, since belief entails a hierarchy
of meanings. For structuralism there are only significations, and
they are either adequate or inadequate for their signifying
intentions.

A major criticism of the structuralists is, I think, that the
moving force of life and behavior, the forma informans, intention,
has been, in their work, totally domesticated by system. This, I
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structuralist tries to allow gingerl y for force, he characteristic;'! Iy
relegates it to a token beginning, the moment that for him
succeeds the Origin-that follows the silent zero point. Whcu
Georges Bataille speaks eloquently of having found traces oj
"inaugural violence" in Levi-Strauss's work, his image is meant III

convey a correlative for an event, now only a speculation, thai
initiated a signifying system. As we said, Foucault locates such all
event at the end of the Middle Ages, when mad people were
incarcerated, violently put away by society. Madness is precisely
the zero state that resists the encroachments o'f reason. And for
Foucault this conception of resistance to exclusion begiJ1s the
work of "archeology." The violence of the madman's confine men t

conversely inaugurates, begins, the era of rationalism in whose
discursive practice we continue to live. For Levi-Strauss, on the
other hand, the beginning is the initial violence of language itself,
which makes its hypothetical first appearance during the neolithic
age in catalogs of property, including lists of slaves. Yet
Levi-Strauss has never systematically introduced this hypothesis
(mentioned in an interview with Georges Charbonnier l?? ) into his
investigations: those do not depend upon an incorporated begin-
ning, such as Foucault's, for their coherence.

The efforts of the structuralists are dedicated to studying the
residual form of the violence, to attempting to clarify and identify
it-which is why form, or structure, is always a difficult mixture of
need, absence, loss, and uncertain appropriation. Structure is the
sign of these things-as much a yearning for plenitude as a
memorial to unceasing loss. The structuralists themselves speak
like men who stand at the beginning of a new era and at the
twilight (their word is clotures of an old one; they forecast a time
in which linguistics and anthropology will guide human endeavor,
will enable man to reassemble the disparate pieces of his activity
into a new unity. Perhaps then semantics will confidently be
reintroduced into the systematic matrix of significations, For the
moment, however, they are satisfied with collecting and unraveling
systems, like Mr. Casaubon working at his Key to All Myth-
ologies-with a view toward synthesizing them into a grand and
all-encompassing universality. Yet there is a comic side to their
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WIil illg of Levi-Strauss for a special section in Annales in 1964
t!,'vlIted to the anthropologist'S work, Barthes commented that
I "'vi-Strauss had effectively created the need for new cadres of
Il"il'arch in the human sciences."?' Barthes himself, perhaps
unlcpendentlv of the older man's work, had by that time hewn
t r III a whole program of what he called "semiotic research" -the
,kmding of sign systems, from those as simple as the ones
used in advertising posters to others as complex as those that
m.i kc of ladies' fashion magazines a highly specialized language
with its own typical images, idioms, and rhetoric. In his various
"\says, pamphlets, and books, Barthes was attempting to discover
[iow man communicates his messages to others, how he signifies
IIis intentions and fabricates his contingent meanings, and how
••rder inheres in what Barthes and the other structuralists called an
unconscious yet functional awareness. Barthes admitted at first
t hat this was only precriticism, and not by any means a
rull-fledged project of judgment and evaluation.P" A short while
later, in 1967, in a highly-barbed polemic against the old academic
criticism, he was to firm up his views considerably by arguing that
criticism can never be more than periphrasis, and that the critical
work has as much right as the work criticized to say "1 am
literature."I03 The critic's language, according to Barthes, covers
the work criticized with an appropriate prose; signs are laid, in an
orderly and well-thought-out fashion, upon other signs, the several
levels illuminating one another. The father of semiotics was
acknowledged to be Ferdinand de Saussure, and its tacitly
recognized Prospero was Levi-Strauss.

The underlying rationale of semiology (this had been
Saussure's own term, although C. S. Peirce had used it, and the
idea itself, quite on h is own) re posed in an extremely practical
view of language. It had been apparent to Saussure in his Cours de
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course, this prcluuuuuy S!l'p is l'qllally IIl'n'ssary ill allY fil'ld,11!
knowledge; a historian, unless he is foulish. will first decide wli.u
history he wishes to investigate. thus sctting up a kind .I!
anticipatory model of his subject, and then proceed to invcst ig.ur
it. The paradox of linguistics to which Saussure continu.rllv
returns in his Cours is that linguistics must always define its ..11
tautologically-in the very words that it sets out to understand.
Hence, he argued with convincing rationality, in linguistics till'
viewpoint determines the object.lOs To ground a linguistu
viewpoint is first to note that language exists only within .1
collectivity; moreover, no single speaker exhausts collectivities likl'
French or Spanish.t?" Thus a totality must be prcsum
ed-Saussure called it lallgue-from which each individual 'speaker
draws, as from a vast subliminal reservoir, during the course of his
speech (parole); the interchange between langue and parole
permits variations in meaning and manner sufficient- for tlu-
signifying or message-bearing intention. In this view, then, every
word is a sign, made up jointly of a concept (significatum) and a
sound-image (sigllificmls): these two halves of the sign were coined
as and then put into circulation in linguistic jargon as the signified
(Ie signifie) and the signifier (Ie signifiant) .107

One of Saussure's farthest-reaching observations was that the
connection between sound and concept, the signifier and the
signified, is almost wholly arbirrary.l'" Words do not derive their
meaning from any sense inherent in their sound; nor does a sound,
in and of itself, necessarily connote a meaning. To emit a sound is
to do no more than that; to communicate sense, however, a word
must bc compared with another word, and this kind of differ-
entiation is what wc practice when we use language. The
diffcrence between words gives language its meaning. Thus the
crucial guarantee of meaning in any languagc is that the
differences between words be orderly and consistent; in other
words, differences must always be systematic-meaning is
diacritical. Thus for "table" to make sense it must always be
differentiated in the same essential ways from "love" or "chair" or
"man." Language, therefore, is a pattern, or code, of differences
that converts arbitrarily chosen sounds into systematic sense. As
far as a linguist can tell, the rules of the system are like those of a
game; the parallels here with Wittgenstein and Huizinga (to give
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1""I,,~il';.I, or psychil dl·II'lllIilll.',1I1 1\ 111\1 Iiltl'd, t licu frittered
III,I\' r licn hrought hack as wl'i~htll'\\ ~'IIIIl'likl' rules or protocols.
111.11is, history need not lw viewed as the burden of the past; it
110"'.1 !lilly be considered the manner in which other arbitrary
,'III1I'l'tions between sound and sense were first made and then
""lvl'lltionalized into common use. The interpretation of
IlIlf',lIage, then, is an aesthetic activity, a release, so to speak, from
illI' Iyranny of time and history. This is why Edmund Leach,
1\'111illg of Levi-Strauss's structural and linguistic interpretations of
l.m sh ip systems (which rely on Saussure's method of systematic
,I," iphcrment of arbitrarily connected signifier and signified), has
lilliI'd that it is possible to undertake them solely for the aesthetic
Id",lsure of the exercise.t?" In some structuralist writings-for
v.unple , Barthes's superb essay on the Eiffel Tower-sign analysis

I'. tarried out with a sort of neutral mental glee in 'the task. In
1111 1st structuralist writing we rarely have any sense of Freud's
II ,I~ic realization that civilization and language both serve to
lI'prcss man's instinctual nature, nor do we sense any of the pain
,01 Nietzsche's assaults against an obdurate wall of history and
I ustorn , nor any of Heidegger's patient yet agonized doom within
I.llIguage. For the most part, the structuralists are adjusted to
I.lIlguage and civilization (they see the two as coterminous); they
r.ik c culture for what it rationally appears to be instead of
I,'helling against it.

The importance of Saussure's work for the contemporary
\1ructuralists is too complicated to be examined in detail here. The
, h ief rule of procedure all of them seem to have learned from
Saussure, however, is that every problem, no matter how small,
II' quires explicit delimitation. Borrowing from Andre
Martinet-and obviously echoing Saussure-Barthes speaks
cogently of the necessity of "pertinence," which he calls a
principled decision to describe facts from only one point of view,
even to the exclusion of all orhers.!!? Most of the time,
Saussure's rule of delimitation is used to reduce, in order to render
manageable for scrutiny, a very large body of phenomena. Quite
aside from its obvious practical advantages, Saussure's procedural
rule has, from the standpoint of the structuralist critic, certain
moral and emotional advantages as well. In the first place, when he
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within till' IIlass. II I~, 11'111.11".Ihl.- 111.11 III 111l' Will" Ill" l'vn v
structuralist Bart hcs, U'VI SILIIISS, lou c.ruh , Luric n Sl'ha!!" ;11111
Louis Althusscr included thl' s.unc il;itial IIlL,tilOdu(ogical Sf\'!'
that unites critical disccmmcnt with violence always wins lip. Tid"
step is most often called decoupaoe, but it is also frcqucntly call1'd
(after Bachelard) coupure episternolooiquc; in both, the will
couper ("to cut") figures prominently. Facing an awcsorur
mountain of detail, the critic's mind becomes a confident David
going straight for the vulnerable spot in Goliath's forehead. 1'111'
critic cuts out a patch in the detail as a way of constraining the
vast body of which it is a part, and he then focuses exclusively Oil

that patch. Emotionally he asserts his mind's undoubted sway OVl'1
what seems to be a totally resisting mass of tletail; morally Ill'
demonstrates his right to control it because he has a victorious
tool, proven in the encounter.

There are a few submerged assumptions that support the
structuralist decoup aye, that assertive cutting-down to tractable
size of intolerable detail. One is that detail is not merely a matter
of quantity, but has become a qualitative feature of every human
discipline. Any historian or literary critic can verify this by
consulting recent bibliographies on even the most trivial subject.
The mind tends to be impressed, not with the sheer number of
details in and about a field, but with the fact that all these details
present a forbidding obstacle to any meaningful penetration of the
field. Devising a means for hurdling the obstacle thus becomes the
first order of critical business. Clearly, Auerbach's notion of
Ansatzpunkt is a way of transacting this first step. Another
structuralist assumption is that all details have the status of
information-for the structuralist has decided, as Levi-Strauss says,
that the world of signs is an orderly place, and that if there is
order somewhere, it must be everywhere. Now, since order is
characterized by an economy of means that renders every detail
functional, and since the structuralist model is language, it
becomes quite logical, therefore, to assume that every linguistic
particle, every verbal emission, conveys information of some sort.
Structuralism in fact does not seem to allow for either waste or
incoherence: it states, rather, that every item in a sign system is
invested with the dignity of message-bearing capability. Finally,
the structuralist decoupaye (it is amusing to compare this term
with Swift's phrase "every man his own carver") is borne along by
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III a restrospective comment on his Structures element aires de
/ .t /',I/(,IIt(' Levi-Strauss noted how in that work he had "chosen a
1I"Id that could, at first glance, have called attention to itself only
1111its incoherent and contingent nature," yet he had tried to
"I.. ,w "that it was possible to reduce all of it to a very small
1IIIIIIGer of significant propositions."lll Kinship systems present a
lxwildering variety of customs that resist being subjected to a
.vurhctic overview, yet it is by projecting into them the existence
,01 ;1 set of rules that make the entire corpus a working whole that
till' mind can then absorb the mass as a significant entity, And this
I', precisely what Levi-Strauss did. Barthes's manifesto for struc-
rur.ilism hinges on his statement that applauds the method as an
,I( tivity first of decomposing works-ef literature, for instance-
1111() their simplest functional forms, then of recomposing them
int o wholes dominated by what he called a "sovereign motor
principle."112 This had been the scheme employed by V. 1. Propp
III The Morphology of the Folktale (1928). Foucault's method of
c/i'coupage is to grasp the vagaries of history as a set of
discontinuous units-the statements-ruled by laws of discursive
(ormation. Rene Girard's Mensonge romantique et verite rornan-
('sque, a literary study carried out with structuralist instruments,
views the history of the novel as a set of variations on a sim ple but
enormously fecund "triangular model" of desire. "A basic
contention" of Girard's book "is that the great writers apprehend
intuitively and concretely, through the medium of their art, if not
formally, the system in which they were first imprisoned together
with their conternporaries.t'U" Finally, Louis Althusser 's
Marxism has for its method a way of pulling from a text what
Althusser calls its "problematic," which is a special mode the text
has of taking hold of its subject: regardless of how complicated
the philosophy or political program, it can be grasped by the mind
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III every lllll' lilli' 111'1hl'Sl' ,'xalllplq, till' critic first llrders 111\
data by delimiting his field in t crms llf a specific prohle m , t1:I'11
deduces a rationale from his initial delimitation, then applies t III~
rationale in detail to all the material ill all effort to ma kc till'
material work, or perform systematically, Beginning thus bCCOlIl1'\
the principal functional step. All of this reductive activity gocs (III

in the critic's writing, which is not only his instrument and till'
mode of his activity, but also the common fabric in which all
human actions are recorded and given a relative stability alld
intelligibility.

The linguistic apprehension-or perception;-of reality is, 1I1
course, the most important cutting-down-to-size. We tend ((I

accept this decoupaoe when we read a novelist, for example" but il
seems more extreme when it is found to be the operative bias III

the historian, the sociologist, or even of the psychoanalyst,
particularly when only meager allowances are made for brut,'
reality as a mere symbolic fiction. Levi-Strauss fatalistically marks
the fundamental opposition between the discontinuities of sym
bolism (in this case, one supposes, the totemic world of objects
that symbolize values, our everyday world) and the continuity 01
knowledge-that is, between the world and the mind. LIS Thl'
grand model of knowledge, therefore, is language-as-writing, the
most continuous of man's enterprises and the one that covers all
man's activity with the sheen of prose. At bottom, structuralism is
a set of attitudes held toward and expressed in wntmg:
"grammatology." In writing, the structuralist can enact his work
actually and actively; his attention to his work is an act of
disciplined relevance. Like science, structuralism is meta-
linguistic-language studying language, linguistic consciousness
appropriating linguistic com petence and performance.

When Levi-Strauss has spoken of primitive thought (la pensee
sauvage), he is not only describing the way in which the primitive
thinks, but also thought itself, as it is, atrophied in its essential
about-to-be-thought-about-something. Levi-Strauss wishes to
describe the order of thought, not its substance. This is a very
important point, one that Paul Ricoeur emphasized tellingly in a
worthw hile exchange with Levi-Strauss.L'" Order, according to
Levi-Strauss, is what makes thought intelligible as thought; order
holds back thought from the verge of chaos. Thus the structuralist
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III""'IIVI'I", it is illll'0~sihle III 11,,"k. (lldl'! I.~ 11.(' n·.~ldt Ill' the mind
,II,".~illf!; sYlltax ()Vl'I' srru.uu i. ,~.Iii "1'Iillf.\ 1'01' the cx istcncc of
uu unru tary , discursive Sl'IISl' illstead II!' I Ill' ccrt ainty of rigid and
,I'l.lll.l'd meaning, The structuralists, ill short , do not believe in
III<' unmcdiacy of anything: they arc content to understand and to
· "III"lnplate the alphabetical order of sense as a mediating
1IIIIIIioil rather than as a direct meaning. Order, they claim, isjust
·,II our human side of nothingness; it preserves us from the
«l.hviou of unremarked duration. To perceive this order one
· .IIIIIII( have recourse to a direct unfolding (as in the Entfaltung of
h.-r mcncutica] interpretation) of the kernel of meaning within a
',1.u cmc nt : that alternative, we recall, disappeared with the
1'lllIlordial Origin. We are left only with a way of perceiving how
·.""Il,thing, a sentence, or a statement-in fine, the entire world of
'pI'I"icnce conceived of as a gigantic script or musical
'.,lin' works, how it hangs together. We search for structure as
/",',l1l1l11enhange, the "principle of solidarity" among parts,
,I. I ording to Barthes.l"?

Structure hides behind the actuality of our 'existence because
II I.~ the nature of structure to refuse to reveal its presence directly;
,,"ly language can solicit structure out of the background in which
II hovers. Structure is nonrational: it is not thot/ght thinking about
.ruvthing, but thought itself.as the merest possibility of activity. It
',III offer no rationale for its presence, once discovered, other than
II~ primitive thereness. In a most important way, then, as an
«uscmble of interacting parts, structure replaces the Origin with
11.l' play of orderly relationships. A univocal source has ceded to a
I'lIlliferating systematic web. The character of structure is best
understood, I think, if we remark the nature of its status as
I"'ginning, its radicality, which derives from a mating of the spirit
.)( Rousseau with the spirit of Sade, of existential and functional
primitivism with moral primitivism. The central fact of primitivism
IS not just its precedence, but its unobjecting affirmation of its
own originality. it has no alternative but "to be"; we can see
versions of such radical originality in the perpetual spiritual
.nnateurism of Rousseau or in the continual, almost abstract
repetitiveness of Sade-or in the "concrete" existence of
Australian and Brazilian aborigines whose ways Levi-Strauss has
chronicled so well.
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structure is ill the sc miut i, rl'adill~ of the play-tlf \i~lls Oil llll'
pages of a culture: method. activity, and end there become totally
identified with one another. The structuralist wishes to I",.,
himself in the writing, to become the writing itself. As w» saw,
Foucault in one place also echoes this ambition. Barthcs correctly
describes structuralism as an endless activity of imitation founded,
not on the analogy of substances, but on the analogy III
functions;'!" And the final key language of structuralism i~
shelved in the Library of Babel. The elegance and the terror III
such a world-view, completely confined to discourse, is a veritable
nightmare-utopia composed of nothing but impeccably organized
writing: it is the subject of Borges's work. When Barthes wishes til
abolish the distinction between art and criticism, he uses the word
writing (ecriture) to level the difference between them (here again
Borges's work comes to mind). Thus writing illuminates writing,
which in turn illuminates other writing-to infinity. Thc sum total
of all writing is silence, zero. The end of a structuralist's job of
work is, according to Barrhes, silence-the silence that comes with
having reached the eschatological limit, with having said all there is
to say.1I9 Levi-Strauss, too, describes a work of his once written
as a dead entity, a world in which he had very ardently lived, but
that now excludes him from its intirnacy.P?

In Barthes's case, one is willing to accept Gerard Genette's
view (presented in a beautifully balanced essay in r:iguTes I) that
what governs the semiotic project is a nostalgia for objects and
bodies whose solid presence has the undeniable reality of Dr.
johnson's stone.P! Genette sees Barthes longing for the silent
quiddity of objects undisturbed by the intervening yammerings of
language. There is I think no less a case for believing that Barthes
and the structuralists, but not Foucault, long also for the
zero-point calm of original primitivism and wholeness. Such
longing, paradoxically, also shores up the integrity of their faith in
the irresistible metamorphical powers of language. For if one text
might serve them all as a banner, it is Ovid's Metamorphoses. that
celebration of reality as ceaseless transformation and unhindered
function for its own sake. Yet Barthes, along with Levi-Strauss and
Althusser , in fact has a stoically ironic and almost poetic vision of
his own position. In the analysis of the play. of significrs he sees
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Two disciplines one might find resisting the tide of struct-
,",.Ilst functionalism and a linguistic wor ld-vicw are psychoanalysis
,111.1sociology, The first deals with the terminal poles of human
luh.rvior , the second with the all-too-solid terminal of social
""alii y: neither can readily succumb to an invasion by language, In
I,ll 'I ill'S Lacan's return to Freud, however, one discovers
I"'V (' IIia try serving as the interpretive tool for deci phering psychic
1111'1a phors that have no ready and anchoring terminal in the
umo nscious. That faculty has become, according to Lacan,
"uvir hcr primordial nor instinctual," but instead a floating
Il'pository (if that be the best word) for the "elements of the
\1~lIifier," The method of operation of this unconscious is
Ilf\lll"OUsly grammatical, its symptoms rhetorical, and it first
,III iculates the ego as the expression of a narcissistic relation to
II \l'lf.' 23 Thc ingenuity of Lacan's understanding of Freud's
"1;llking cure" lies essentially in his taking Freud's term literally:
Ill' construes Freud the same way Quintillian construes poetic
I.llIguage. Metaphor and metonymy deliver, or withhold, a Being as
.rbsolutcly allusive as, I think probably, Freud's unconscious
ulr imatcly was not. Nevertheless, Lacan's work is contingent in its
.k-liberare self-limitation upon discursive strategies which, like
Ihose described by Foucault, are instruments of highly selective
inclusion and exclusiorr.P"

The other great structuralist rereading of a venerable radical is
III be found in Althusser's Marx. According to Athusser, Marx's
n-t irernent behind his own statements in order to insure their
rigor, to guarantee their structure (rather than their Origin),125
creates the possibility for a Marxism, or theory of Marxism, that
Marx himself never had time to write. Marx, therefore, is the
I)('ginning of a reading of society as a complex of ideological
strands seen from a new perspective of philosophical differ-
cntiation, This differentiation shows how "human societies secrete
ideology as the element and the atmosphere indispensable for their
respiration and their historical life."126 Althusser 's ruling
metaphor is dramatic: Marxism allows us to see how society
formulates itself for itself. Therefore, we are reguired to remain
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detachl'll WIII'II WI' 1I',Id AIIIIII"~"1 .uul , likl' Sj1I'I1.lIllr~, ;11 .1 Ihl,,11I
play, create .1 111',111111,.1111I1~llllIl~IIl'~,~hy n'lllglli/illg i"l'I'!I,I~"II'~
that pretend III uurh wllill' n'IIl.lillill~ till' vict ims III r lu-u
signifying (ideological. prllpa~alldistil') activity.~ Sllcit'ty is ~i~,'
Mother Courage fixed 011 a skewed course through liell of her OWII

making. Contradiction means the awareness of discontinuity. 01
ruptures, between 011e ideology and another. Yet ideology h

not a mere accident, but a necessary condition of society-indeed,
its fundamental structure.

The precision and elegance of Althusser's spare exhumation III
Marx as a style of thought (and a much longer account than I hav,'
given would scarcely do Althusser justice) clashes headlong with
the late Lucien Goldman's thematic appropriation' of rcvul
utionary thought. Goldmann's important stqdy of Pascal and
Racine (Le Dieu cache, 1955). and his subsequent forays into
general theory (propelled by his tutelage under Luhcs and
Piaget), show how literary work and society approach homology;
yet during the last years of his life, Goldmann, apparently in
response to the structural wave, started to describe himself as a
"genetic structuralist." The issue between him and Althusser is
very clear: for Goldmann the sociology of knowledge must appeal
to a hierarchy of values that stands outside bourgeois ideology and
reveals the content of an ideology for either its adequacy or
inadequacy with reference to all of social reality. Goldmann's term
for "all of social reality" is totality-an ideal whole. Totality seems
for Goldmann very curiously to be what Jakob Burkhardt called
"an Archimedean point outside events." The structuralist's job.
according to Goldmann, is to seize the coherence of an artist's or a
thinker's work at its "real" origin in time and society, and to see it
as submitting to processes of growth implicit in its essential
coherence. If as a result of this a given thinker is seen to have
grasped the totality of his time, and if his work reflects it
coherently, then he is a diolectician=ioi Goldmann, not only a
descriptive title, but an honorific one as well. Otherwise, the
thinker is an ideologist-albeit, as in the case of Pascal, a great one.
Althusser pointedly rejects totality-and, for that matter, any
privileged ideal reality outside the discourse of ideology. (It is
important to note that for Althusser ideulugy is discourse , a!,. least
in its political guise.) All articulated thought is ideology: only the
differences between ideologies (like the diacritical differences
between words in Saussure 's linguistics) provide us with know-
ledge as a structure of relationships. Everything else-including
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,'II,', or sta ten H'lIIs llladl'/'" IIlll'1'II'1 1'11I1'"\I·~.

TillIS till' main ~roup 01 Fl'l'lIl It sl 1'1111urulist s sce s the world as
,I..sed set of what J. L. Austill railed "performative state-

1111'111S."127 Closed not because its limits can be grasped as a
1"l.dity. but because its first and beginning functional principles
,II (' ,I finite set of rules. As Barthes says, a single lexical law can
1110 .hilizc many different lexicons.P" Structuralism, however, is a
~uu] of positivism, although like all forms of positivism it has a
,,·ll.lin view of what man's activity is all about. And that is what
I ,"vi Strauss calls bricolage, man's ability and destiny to make do
wu It. to formulate projects out of, and because of, fragments, the
1I'..ihlc debris that clutters human cxistence.l " Bricolage is, in the
1\" 'ids of Swift's manic persona, "an Art [0 sodder up the Flaws
.lIld Imperfections of Nature." Not accidentally, as Genette has
", 'ted with characteristic shrewdness, the French have themselves
lI11t only defined the techniques of bricolage, but have become
vui uosi at the whole business.P? The reasons Genette cites are
lrcnch insularity coupled with a native French genius for
,I';sl'mbling bits and pieces into imposing models of wit and reason.
I'll probe hricolage further than this is to acknowledge also a
'.llhtle French sense of order based on uncertainty, on the partial,
,lIld on the hidden. This is why structure is neither a spatial term
IIl1r. for that matter, a temporal one: it is essentially an activity, a
.ultural version of bricolage, and less a philosophy or philo-
voph ical method than what Genette, quoting Ernst Cassirer, calls a
~ellcral tendency of thought.P! A tendency, we might add, that
seeks out and is attracted to the elusive in-betweenness of order: it
docs not see order as what Freud called a repetition compulsion,
hut rather as a complement to existence. Although, paradoxically,
or der is a supplier, it wishes it could linger quietly over,
Levi-Strauss says,

The essence of what our species has been and still is, beyond thought and
beneath society: an essence that may be vouchsafed to us in a mineral more
beautiful than any work of Man; in the scent, more subtly evolved than our
books, that lingers in the heart of a lily; or in the wink of an eye, heavy with
patience, serenity, and mutual forgiveness, that sometimes, through an
involuntary understanding, one can exchange with a cat.132

As a formalist doctrine, structuralism differs in an instructive
way from earlier modern modes of formalism. Dilthey's
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adurnbrutors ()llhis pillpnly w,ls(:cdniclgl',whc)sl' dOl'trill1' cd'lllI
secondary irnagiu.u io», alc)llg wit h his dl'scriptioll of the cond uu,u
ory and esernplastic shapillg pllWl'rS, grallted the liighcst ll1ark~ III
man's ability to shape experience meaningfully. Thc later Gcrlll,llI
and Marxist theories of Gestalt and/or totality (cxernplific.l
variously in the works of Lukacs, Karl Mannheim, Bcrn.u d
Groethuysen, and others) adapt from Dilthey, but add to III,
conception the notion of a more rigorous historical necessity; fcII
them the individual is an involuntary participant in a class III
group together with other like-interested individuals who al I
according to a common vision of their origin and destiny. It is thl'
property of history, therefore, to be a totality, that makes thiJl~~
inhere formally in thought and action. Finally, there is the more
elusive formalism of twentieth-century idealists like Csoce , ill
which a certain executive, almost Platonic, coherence controls,
gives theoretic shape to, human action.

For the French structuralists, form is borrowed from till'
actualities of language considered as a set of fragments (phonemes,
words, phrases) that orders itself with binding rules into a
constantly earned equilibrium of higher structures (sentences,
discourses, narratives). Language is the initial conceiving and
productive matrix of human activity, but its wholeness can never
really be known-and derived only partially from its rule-bound
play. The permanent elusiveness and incompleteness of structure is
typified in the eternal discrepancy between the linear flowing
chain of language in use-that is, our continuous mode of life-and
the circular system of signs that surrounds speech at any one
moment. Structure is the unity of linguistic performance and
linguistic competence, of nunc mavens and the nunc stans.

As the structuralists see him, the individual is a modern
equivalent of Pascalian man-only with this difference, that
Pascal's roseau pensant is replaced with what Merleau-Ponty called
le sujet parlant. The linguistic reduction of man (which continues
the tradition of Pascal's fascination with and dislike of self) is
consistently supported by the structuralist's stubborn desire
always to use linguistic terminology in referring to man: man is a
name, his necessity a pronoun (since, as Benveniste says, all
language requires the inclusion of an "I" and a "YOU"),133 his
situation is discourse, and his thought metalinguistic. All in all, he
is what Levi-Strauss calls a bricoleur. Man, therefore, is inserted
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\lJ

I"'."rar as one can speak of the central body of work maintaining
II'. Iort unes, structuralism resembles an open-ended manual of
IIl"llwdological attitudes-and I wish neither to demean the value
"I Ihis type of work nor to suggest unqualifiedly that it ought to
uu rcasc . What does need to be remarked, however, is the
, "lIgruence between criticism formulated as the account of pure
.uuctura] functionalism (and with this formulation the abandon-
1I1"IIt of historical, institutional, biographical, narrative, and
I,·,ychological pieties of critical faith) and criticism produced
.u ,ording to that formula which dictates patient accounts of how
" work might be done rather than the record that it is done.

The problems of communication in an age of mass culture, and
," mass confusions, are the problems that structuralism seems
.hstined very ably to reflect. Structuralism after all lives in the
wllI'ld of McLuhanism, although it tidies up that North American
·,prawl across culture with a good deal of grace and elan. One of
Ihe chief points of difference between structuralism and the
( ;cneva school of critics (which together make up the central body
"f French New Criticism) is that the latter group considers the
literary work as dissolved in the author's consciousness, whose
impulse is articulation for its own sake, whereas the former group
lakes 'language, and hence literature, exclusively as a system of
interhuman communication. What Josiah Royce called the inter-
subjective world-namely, the community of interpretation-is for
Ihe Genevans actually enacted in the identification of the critic
with the author he considers', but for the structuralists there is
only the involuntary community of systems of information that
are transparent to one another. Yet the division between struct-
uralism and Genevan consciousness-for-itself-and-for-the-critic
derives from the dual inner nature of literary language itself as it is
realized, for example, in the vocations of individual writers. Some,
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like (:ldellllf',l', SWill, 11.'1",111'" ,llld II'VII', ,III' wlr.u (;('1,11,1
Gc Ill'ttl' l;dl~ 11'111111<I.III~, III 11.111111111111.1111111;11'(111111'1'"li~'
Wordsworth, Ye.u s, Shelll'Y, ;lIld !Ill' LlIl'I' 1':lilll, arc 1'"1'1', ..I
interior mcd itation for whom lall~lIa~e, ill IkiJ._l'~~l'r's I'hl.l"", I-

the house of Being,
It is characteristic of the structuralists here agailJ Levi St 1.111.

is the noteworthy exception-that they seem unconcerned Will,
either their counterparts or their intellectual progenitors ill 1.1h. 1
countries. The work of George Herbert Mead, the ch il ,It'. ..
Aristotelians, Kenneth Burke, and Northrop Frye, to speak 1111"
of North Americans, represents fairly obvious parallels wu h
structuralism and consequently, if the structuralists cared, ga ill~ III
be made on the basis of those parallels; the similarities, hOWl'VI'1
are never perceived and, to be blunt about it, seem to III
unknown. Aside from respectful bows toward C. S. Peirce, t I",
structuralists express no interest in Anglo-American lingllj~ll'
critics and philosophers: none in Ogden and Richards, in Ernpsou,
in Quine, or in any of the action philosophers. The work of t h,
great German philologues Auerbach, Curtius, and Spitzer SCl'lIl',
not to have made much of an impression either, although <1111'
would think that the universality and the scope of Gerru.u:
romance philology (with its ongms in Goethe's idea Id
Weltliteratur) might have suggested at least one other model III
linguistic research integrally organized. The same is true of thl'
discipline of comparative literature, whose relevance is neVI'1
theless recognizeable in structuralism's enterprise when the latu-r
is viewed as the science of comparative communication, Still, till'
contrast between structuralism as an essentializing and universal
izing activity and as an insular one remains an odd phenomenon.

Wherever else it is placed, structuralism belongs, with Galli!
preciosity, to what Harry Levin has called the Alexandrianism of
our time.J35 The organization of a structualist work is always
ingenious, sometimes even more interesting than the matter it
discusses. The positive response to Barthes's call for new cadres of
research is immediately felt in the effort expended in putting
together one or another structuralist book. Levi-Strauss's books
present a surface of dazzling arrangement, whether one reads a
page or the table of contents. The choice of subject matter ill
Foucault's work, as much as in Barthes's, Genette's, Althusser's, or
Lacan's, is always novel and unexpected; the unkindest cut of all
would be to call such novelty, with Raymond Piccard, "dogmatic
impressionism." The styles are almost always difficult, whether
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I.., I, 1111 II~,'IIIII '"ll,~"kl, qlll",1 "'"lIlt',11' II', I"T,llIllIlIf', v,III.lII v ,111.1
1,.lIlllpl ..x, Tlrl' saiuLII'Y .. I ,,"I I 101 '01111.111I,.I1~1I1~. II'S lH'ylllld
I'" '\'Idlll~ nilicislli wir h ;1 hw 1l'"ldy • ,II, II 1'III'I~l'S alld llorid
III, k ',. Srructur.rlisru Iras dl'lliollsll.lll'd IIII' valul' of dl,tt'rmincdly
, ,II, '",11 c x aminatiou , Iras displacl'd I Irl' prior mystique of mere
'l'I'"',iation passing itself oil as scholarship, and has even
1IIIIIIhied novelists (like Alain Robbc-Gr illct and Michel Butor) to
111>1usccrtainment of their own work, As Barthes has noted,

"". t ur.rlism sits securely beside such developments in modern art
Ilrl' music of Pierre Boulez and the designs of Piet Mondriari.J'"

" .lr.rw» from the peculiar psychological traditions of France as
''''Illplified in the books of Gaston Bachelard, and it has
1IIIIIIdated the brilliant work of an Arabist like Jacques Berque
111.1 t hc parascientific explorations of Gilles Gaston Grainger.
V"I sions of structuralism also contribute to the interest of the
III,'Il' urgently historical (and earlier) work of Georges Durnezil,
11111to that of his gifted contemporary disciple Jean-Pierre
Vr-rn.in t ; to the linguistic work of Andre Martinet, Edmund
I III i~ues, and Andre Leroi-Gourhan; and even to the more purely
"II"IItific and mathematical experiments of Abraham Moles and
10',111Desanti. With the characteristic unkindness of new move-
1111'11 ts, structuralism either ignores or attacks the monuments of
I'"'ceding generations; this is especially poignant in the cases of
M,.Ira ux and Sartre, less so in the case of Gustave Lanson.

The gravest problem that structuralism has yet to deal with
wlrolcheartedly is how seriously to account for change and force,
II<'W to assimilate the powerful and sometimes wasteful behavioral
,I<Iivity of man-what Blackrnur calls the Moha-to the numinous
"Idcr of structure, In Levi-Strauss's work we find the recognition
"I' force in terms of disruption. In examining the constant passage
III both directions within society between ideas and images, he
.i.knowledges a certain measure of contingency and arbitrariness;
lire systematic organization of society, he concedes regretfully, is
«ndangered by wars, epidemics, and famines.l37 The relationship
hctween order and disorder, therefore, is one of opposition; yet
IIris opposition is expressed not by the society itself-or at least,
not necessarily by the society-but for the society by the observer
who stands outside it, As Levi-Strauss says in another place,
-rructure will only appear as the result of observation practiced
lrorn the outsidejl38 hence order, or structure, is available for
analysis from the outside, while society's process, or force, can
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from elsewhere or Simply Il1Iagllll'd )IJI that pd'llIl~ll'd Ikll-\~lI11
and Rousseau to apprehend what goes 011 in the mind of muu. 'l'1a" ,
internalization, of course, allows the modern anthropologist III

understand what goes on in an observed primitive society,
The situation can now be stated as follows: Within a socivt y II

certain energy is acting to make it a society, Outside the socict v
stands an observer who notes constants (included in the kind III
essential structure- Levi-Strauss himself had observed in 1.,"
Structures elementaires de la parente, for example), which in turn
are internalized and tested by the observer for their logic and
coherence. The force or energy or entropy of a ·society. that which
maintains its ongoing historical actuality, is a transparency
through which observations on the structure beyond it can Ill'
made. Two kinds of force can be distinguished: one, society's
force which for the observer is easily gotten by, the other, till'
observer's force of observation, which though essentially, a lid
curiously, contemplative, has the power to penetrate through till'
seeming opacity of a foreign culture to a lucidity beyond. All (II
this, as I said above, seems to take into consideration a conflict
between system and con tingency which, within a society, alwa y!'l
oppose one another. Yet at the beginning of the anthropological
observation, discontinuity has already been assembled into a
transparent force that had yielded very easily to the observation
just practiced. Although the structuralist avers the power of
disruption and discontinuity, he replaces it later with a transparent
coherence that is very little more than the power of an object, or a
society, to be observed. In linguistic terms, force and energy are
converted exclusively into the power of signification, which exists
to be read, to be semiotically deciphered.

This is linguacentricity pushed very far, indeed: the quality of
things that makes them significant is almost an ideal third term
between language, on the one hand, and men and the world, 011

the other (one is reminded of the critique of Socrates' ideas in the
Parmenides), This term, a quality which I shall call lI11guicity,
performs very valuable services. Among other things, it intorms
the activity of what Levi-Strauss calls the totemic operator. that
rational instrument carried within the primitive mind that enables
him to divide the observed world into a logic of finely organized
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,I, "1'111' t hc i III pOVl'l'ish III!' II I III wh.u 1\ IWlllg sl~lItlil'd; il ~lIarall-
111'\ lan~lIagt' unlimited lill~lIlstl' dl\IIIVl'Iy Ihat is. a sort o[
1"'IIII;llIent filldillg power; and II provides the links between
,11I1I1'lIsions of investigation (say. Irurn particular to general, or
11'"11 discontinuity to discontinuity). In short. linguicity is a
l'llvilegc taken for granted by structuralist activity; its perpetua-
"'111. however, is structuralism's project and purposc. Linguicity is

I llllscquence of the radical discontinuity also presupposed by
vu ncruralism. Without linguicity, the structuralist-whether
1I.11llies, Lacan , or Levi-Strauss-cannot demonstrate analogy and
nu-t nphor as intrinsic to the signifying process. For Iingnicity
.dlows mirror-exchanges between words, between levels of con-
'" iousncss, between myths. The power to reflect, as in a series of
mirrors, assumes the prior existence of clarity of exchange.
"ilructuralism replaces the darkening glass of traditional religion
.lIld literature-which forces us to appraisals of our fragile but dear
unlividuality -with a ready antiphony of equal sights and sounds.
Wl' might say that linguicity converts the inequities of translation
11110 the equivalence of transcription, and the use of writing
(("criture) to structuralism thereby becomes even more crucial.
I.illguicity discounts memory, and history, in the interests of total
n-call , [or structure, which is the child of language and linguicity.
1t,IS no way of containing its past, but only of delivering its present
hy "laying all its cards on the table.,,142

What linguicity cannot do, however, is show us why structure
structures: structure is always revealed in the condition of having
structured, but never, as Jean Starobinski has observed, in the
condition of structuring, or of being structured, or of failing to
-aructure.I''? This fact, as we saw, separates Foucault from the
structuralists. The main structuralist weakness, which is not
Foucault's, is that linguicity must remain outside the constitutive
structure, even to the point of being rejected by structure, yet it is
presumed by structuralism as a precondition for order. Another
facet of this weakness lies in the difficulties structuralism has with
[he problem of a te x t , In the nonstructural criticism of Georges
Poulet, for instance, the individual work is dissolved so that it may
be relocated in the irreducible consciousness of the author. For
this sort of criticism, mind is the matrix of thought, and the text is
a particular instance of consciousness thinking itself (Jean
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intransitive act ivit y .J?" III xt ruct urn lism 11(1 1'L';ll,dislalll'l' ("\'1'

between language .nul allY (Ii' its iudividu.rl art.iculntions. ~III'I
none of the latter is under any more than token obligatioll III .1

thinking subject. There can be no tone, ill Richards's sense 011111

word, in any statement, no sense of an individual voice that i~ II',

own final authority, since for the structuralists the whole world h

contained within a gigantic set of quotation marks. livery/llillg,
therefore, is a text-or, using the same argument, nothing is a tc x I

The inherence of a- structure expresses neither an intention 11111

any more than the barest of constitutive necessities. Communi
cation is absorbed by the structure, since cqmrnunicarion CIII
never exhaust a structure or a language. The enduring power 01

language to signify thus almost completely collapses the beginllill~
into the resuit, and the tautology completely eliminates bOI h
subject and object, and to a certain extent direct communication,
too.

The willingness of structuralism to discuss differences between
objects-a feat that moves values from the objects to a privileged
space between them-is consistent with the structuralist's hesitn
tion, even fear, whenever singularity is an issue. The solitary.
crystalline perdurability we feel and know in a poem, the
condition of its exile from the communal sea of linguicity, cannot
be named by structuralism. Not that anyone else can very readily
isolate this quality, since a poem is also a momentary statement.
But the effort of naming is at least possibe outside structuralism, if
only because one can acknowledge an unknown and keep it alive
in thought. Here, I think, the powerful insight of Foucault's
notion of the modern deviant artist is sorely lacking. Structura-
lism's holding power over its subject matter is tenuous: this is at
once a strength, when it reminds us of the provisional nature of
our efforts, and a weakness, when it commits us to an irretrievable
past and the dimensionless obsolescence of the future.

As the ground of structuralism, linguicity requires the .notion
of play, within rules, to sustain a minimum of discourse (which
Barthes calls prose145 ). Linguicity seems to generate and then
specify rues of intelligibility by which things appear as telling
language, rather than as random bursts of being. As use in
structuralism's arguments, these rules com prise a nexus binding
statements into progressively clearer units the further one works
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did o.ulu-r III 11I1l'~ 1,01,11 /',1/",/"" / ,'If I w lu II 1"'11 ,'I 111011,' OI( (III'
III, l or cx am p!c , WOll'k~ ,01 1,1,'1.11,11" II ... lI'II'.iI(·l1l1lg jlll11hll' ()f
,1,11'( 1 prcsc11ce is chall11I'I,·d (III 111101 ('xalllpil's ()r recugnized
','IIVl'l1tio11. Thc strurt ur.rlis: pr(l(ctilire o l dec()di11g or reducing
1111' object to a set of starcuu-nt s c()llected in to general rhetorical
'01 .In somewhat resembles the process of resolving literature into
.II, lrcrypcs, a kind of criticism practiced commonly in the United
·'l.lll'S. The structuralists, and thc archetypalists, always wish to
.rvo id direct encounters with language. Instead, they weaken the
11.11 throated spoken chain into a series of signifiers, all of which
,'\ ist in the chain's linguicity, like the plural meanings of words in
,I pun. Linguicity forces us, perhaps against our will, to read
I.llIguage and reality together as if they were cleverly hidden in
'" uucthing like Swift's little languages, or in the puns of Finnegans
II""~('.

The trouble with this fairly esoteric view of language is, first of
,.II, that rules insure the safety and the captivity of signification: in
,I sense, therefore, structuralism is conservatively safeguarding the
.issured certainty of its own activity. For every contingency, a rule
"III be discovered lurking in linguicity. Secondly, the number of
lilies is, also conservatively, kept to a workable minimum. To be
willing to admit that (1) there arc no rules for some situations and
(.~) there is no limit to the number of rules would mean the
necessity of believing in (a) an infinite vocabulary and (b) a finally
useless catalog of infinite rules. And these latter two even tualities
;IIT ones the structuralist will not admit. Borges's Irenes Funes
docs admit this, however, and he is locked in "the stammering
grandeur" of his vertiginous world of numberless particulars.
l.inguicity , then, is the alternative to avoiding the peculiar traps of
infinite particularity-and of nonsensical dispersion. The dif-
ference between structuralist linguicity and Foucault's notion of
discursivity is that, whereas the latter deals expressly with what
one may call the delinquencies of reason that persist in and bchind
language, the former does not.

The peculiar problems of the French structuralist outlook are
purposefully and deservedly exposed in Jacques Derrida's
writing.146 A philosopher in his own right, Derrida deserves
mention in any consideration of structuralism because one side of
his work (admittedly, a special side) is a critique, by grotesque
cxplicitation , of the structuralists. Thus like Nietzsche's out-
pouring of philosophy that is already in the throes of self-
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dcstruct ion , Iklll,I.I'" WIIIIIl!\ 11'IIVI'I'I~ Ihl' 1'IIIIIII'In "I '.11111

turalism int o <;111"I'1'.d. 1.1I~1· "hi'" !,~ Whll~l' lIV'·I'.Il'lIlI'.I!'· rvl.u IlIl"ltll'

to the original vcrsion» 1110, k s t lu-m , ovcrwlu-lrus t lu-ui . 1'1.1\'

havoc with them. The sense !If structuralism is._tll [Jerrid.l. ~III

large-too large. The inflatiull is evident on many levels. l:il~l. III

the organization of his books, which make normal strlllllll,t!
preciosity look primly demure. De Lagramnlatoiogie, for insl;lIh"
is a study of writing "pure" and "simple"; its first half is Ii!I.·.!
"Writing- Before the Letter," but before the section begins (.111.1
Derrida is obsessed with continually prior states) there is a shill!
digression titled "Exergue ," and immediately following Iholl
chapter 1: "The End of the Book and the Beginning of Writill~,
A later chapter is headed enigmatically "The Outside Is Ih.
Inside." Second, Dcrrida's prose style, which .is sometimes V,'I,'

self-indulgent, has a quiet yet nearly maniacal complexity I., II

that defies translation and perhaps even description. Its" cCIlII,.1
features are, first, a habit of italicizing grammatological terms thai
causes them to become ontological terms (trace, letter, inscription,
archwriting) and the italicization of ontological terms so t h.11

those will act as grammatological ones (begirming, end, violence,
transgression, reduction). Second, Derrida specializes terms illl"
near-parodies of their commonsense meaning: he performs till',
operation on words like difference (see also his invention of words
like differenceI47), works, economy, alteration, iteration, writill.~.
presence, supplement, auto-affection, and, finally, structure. AI
one point he describes his mall ncr of exposition as "hesitancy"
since, he admits, his subject is the movement of deconstruction
that is, the opposite of structuring.l'" Precisely because Derrida
believes that structuralism is logocentric-it is a philosophy, thai
is, of written texts, which are understood as supplementary til
speech-he argues that structuralist notions of evidence and
necessity are forms of desire. In tracing this idea back to
Rousseau, Derrida wishes to show that textuality in the modern
West has been conceived as the abyss in which the presence of
reality is represented as absence. The exorbitance of a te xt is an
excessive desire in it to be presence: linguicity , then, in the
supplementary verbal richness of a text, is the articulation of this
desire.

The last essay in L 'Ecrlture et la difference collects these and
other of Derrida's metaphysical and cultural reflections very
admirably. What he undertakes to fix in our mind's eye is the
paradox of structural knowledge that takes order as the unified
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I IIIV,III. "I' dlllJlill.1I11 '-(":""/1 •. 111111'
This then is thl' 11101111'111 WIIl'1I 1~1I1(1I.11(l·illy.1I11'S till' univcr sal ;Ind

1""hl"lIIalic field 101' hUIll;!1I ,·~i~I(,III1·I. il i~ rill' III01111' III where, ill the
"I""lIce of center or origin, ('yerythin~ h....III1I1·s discourse on the condition
11t.,1 this word is understood that. is, a system ill which the central signified,
wlu+hcr it derives from an origin or whether it is transcendental, is never
.,I,."llItcly present outside a system of differences. The absence of a
u.uisccndcntal signified !significatlH111 stretches the field and the play of
'11'.lIitlcations to infinity. I 9

1l"lrida goes on to speak of the difficulty of locating an event in
I II I Il' at which decentering took place. To attribute the event to
rill' work of either Freud or Nietzsche, say, is in fact to submit
111111' again to the circle without a center, not at all to gel beyond
II. For the vicious circle of significrs, globally considered, is itself
1111' relationship between the history of metaphysics and the
dot ruction of that history by radicals like Freud and Nietzsche;
.uuside language we do not possess any way of describing
.I1·~truction in a manner that does not also rely on the same
',lllIcture whose order is being challenged. To speak of Freud and
Nietzsche means first to accept the structure of philosophy, then
I" try, without much hope of success, to show the structure
hreaking down; yet a breakdown can only be described in terms,
"1' signs, provided by the prior order. The damning difficulty of
lite whole matter, according to Derrida, is that opposition, or
difference-between, remains the inescapable basis of a Signifier.
'I'his, we recall, has always been one of the cardinal points in the
vrructuralist creed: the meaning of a word, of a sign, is diacritical;
lite meaning of a word is not intrinsic to the word, but is rather
lite quality of its difference from another word. A structuralist
like Levi-Strauss, Derrida argues, is in the position of a man who
wishes to conserve the value of an instrument (language as a sign
systern ) whose truth value he is criticizing. Iso This is no less true
,,f Nietzsche and Freud, the one attacking philosophy philo-
sophically, the other attacking psychology psychologically.
Derrida's grasp of the bewildering dilemma of modern critical
knowledge resembles, in its awareness of the debilitating para-
doxes that hobble knowledge, the works of Dostoevski.

Thus language-and the sciences that it commands, ethnog-
raphy in particular-emerges as a new, provisional center destined
La replace the phiosophic and/or epistemological center, or Origin,
that it has criticized and exorcised. One myth cedes to an-
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of infinite ,\lIhSI11111 I"ll.\, 1.lkl"~ ,,1.11" 1111,I 11"ld, Ill' Sp.lll", fli

language that is liruit cd ,11111 111,11k"d hy Ihe l.uk III ,I 11'111"1
Infinity is the result 01a spl'cilic alld linitc ahscucc. Play, whlll, I~
another way of charactcr iziug the totality of strucr urcs'jn lall~II.II'.'
as they reflect one another, is supplementary to absence. HI'IT WI'

are to recall Barthes's uneasy awareness of the luxury of signil II",
by comparison with the poverty of "significds." Therefore, play"
the eternal disruption of the presence of a center (or Origin) In
short, of presence itself, since the center iden tifies presence, wlulr
its lack signifies absence, Derrida then goes on to distinguish IWil

attitudes toward absence: one is Rousseau 's-negative, guilt y,
nostalgic; the other Nietzsche's-affirmative, joyous, forward
looking, The first, which includes Levi-Strauss's work, look\
sentimcntally in the present, into its current efforts, for' a 'H'W

inspiration that will hopefully rejoin, regain, refind the Ill~1
Origin,IS2

Yet Derrida concludes-I think incorrectly-by saying that thl"
choice between the two attitdes is not a real current possibility. II
is only partly true that we live in a world in which the forms 01
the first attitude predominate: as Derrida's writing demonstrates.
they infect our representation of our condition, they provide 0111

mental activity with kinds of organization, and thcy fix aspects 01
our direction, This is why we continue to be logocentric, and (JUI

minds remain rooted in a doctrine of signs, fastened upon thl'
paradox of absence, committed to difference rather than value. All
we can do now is to catch a glimpse of the coming change in our
outlook; we can do so in the spirit of Year's trembling question:
"And what rough beast, its hour come round at last,/Slouchc~
towards Bethlehem to be born?" Yet the developmen t of
Foucault's attitude, as I have tried to show, differs from all this in
its affirmativeness, its progressivism, and its encrgctic discoveries,

An important aspect of the structuralist position, unlike
Foucault'S, has been its choice of an often-nostalgic myth over
practice as the subject of analysis. To this aspect the rest of
Derrida's work until 1968 was devoted. In it hc pulled apart and
terrorized the conceptual glue of structuralism. De la gramma-
tologie and La Voix et le phenomene analyze language respectively
as the autoerotic myth of ethnocentric man (Derrida's texts are
Rousseau, Saussure, and Levi-Strauss) and as the outer, pheno-
menological expression of an inner voice that remains "wanting-
to-speak." Derrida's gaze remains fixed upon writing that has been
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,11·.II,d~l·d 111'"' II', .~I.IIII·,.1', ',I'I,,"d.lI\, 1'1,,,1111111'11.111.1glvell
111,.11'.1111111'II'Spl"I.~lhilily 1.1 1I'I'"I~'. Willi lilt' ,,"I,d"f'.I' ,d .,1",1'1111'
"I ,.pl';,kill~, ACCl'pl.1I111' .. I Ihi" 11'\1" ,"·,11"1,, v . dl'\plil' 1'1hll ..
,1111ric dreams of all (hi~ill (h.lIl1shl'd WIIl'II wtit ill~ replaced
"III'.,killg) miracuously t urn inj; up ill wrilillg. makes writing, for
II,'" ida the grammatologist. a g;III1l' of purl' risk: writing partici-
".III·S constantly in the violence of each trace it makes, and
IItl'll'hy it achieves a vigilance coterminous with pure differen-
11.11ion (dif/e T£lI ICC ) that somehow exists before the initiation of
Ilidividual differences and the creation of individual signs,

Dcrrida's crItiques and appreciations of Freud, Artaud,
11.1LI iIll', and Levinas are practiced with structuralist instruments
,111.1nihilistic radicality. His work, therefore, busily traverses the
I'I.ILT in mind between structuralism as the alphabet of cultural
IIldcr on one side, and, on the other, the bare outlines, the traces
,01 writing that shimmers just a hair beyond utter blankness.
,'-;1ructuralism , we must agree with his implications, is a con-
·.l'Ivative force with unrealized-because unthinkable by struc-
1111"01lism-possibilities. Yet the classical realistic novel had filled
Ihat mysterious and beseeching space between action and poten-
11•.1. just as philosophers like Foucault, novelists and critics like
lIutor, Garcia Marquez, Borges, and Beckett today research, and
I hart, the possibilities of a new inventive order. Yet, as we saw in
, h.iptcr 4, between the presence in Western Europe of the classical
novel and the crisis of discontinuity represented by Foucault and
Ihe structuralists there intervenes an intentional process, a logic of
writing, and of making texts, which took place. In its richness this
process meant very much more than precedence: it involved
rethought forms of continuity, permanence, appropriation, vision,
;1I1drevision. All of these occur in the complex event I have been
calling the beginning. What this event has also meant, aside from
rhc thought I have been discussing in this chapter, is the subject of
the next and final chapter.
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( )ne of the "clements" of Vieo', New Science (1744: is the
Ill!lowing axiom: "Doctrines must take their beginning from that
Ill' the matters of which they treat" (par. 314).1 This seems
~(,;Ircely more than an observation that any historically intelligible
.ucount of an institution, for example, ought itself to begin at that
institution's beginning. Begin at the beginning. Yet why did Vico
l onsider this a novel axiom and claim it as his exclusive discovery?
IInlike Descartes, Vieo believed that the human mind had "an
indefinite nature" (l'indiffinita natura della mente umane).2 Clear
.md distinct ideas are the last rather than the first things to be
Ihought, for before he becomes a philosopher, a man, like all men
without exception, begins his life as a child who in time sheds his
childish beliefs and acquires the less imaginative, less poetic ideas
commonly known as clear, distinct, and mature ones. Historically,
therefore, the first instances of human thought are obscure images;
only at a relatively late stage of historical development do men
have the power to think in clear abstractions, just as according to
"the universal principle of etymology in all languages, ... words
are carried over from bodies and from the properties of bodies to
signify the institutions of the mind and spirit" (par. 237).
Similarly, history is the passage from the obscure birth (nasci-
III en to ) of things to their developed, institutional state: only then
do they become clear, although their nature is determined by their
beginning. A philosopher who tries to understand an institution
like law uses a conceptual language far removed from the distant
and murky circumstances from which the law originally derived.
How, then, can Vico's simple beginning axiom be followed? For
according to Vieo, in becoming more definite, more accurate,
more scientific, the human mind in time became less grounded in
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tion is by definir ion a Il'ss aCl'lII'atl'. more illdl'fillite nu-nnx th.lI. I',

imagery for describing ccr tnin con crete thillgs . just as clrildrcu h.IVI
indefinite ideas about philosophy, so too do philosophers h.IVI
indefinite, or at least inappropriate, ideas about the childhood lIt
institutions.

This intransigent fact cost Vico "the persistent research Id
almost all ... his literary life" (par. 34). So universal a subject .I~
his- "the common nature of the nations" -rested upon a sim pic·
axiom: one should begin such a study by discussing the bcgillllill~,
of nations. Yet all his and his readers' learning could not' have lW1'1I

preparation enough for the following bizarre discovery of fabulou·,
beginnings, arrived at after twenty years of research:

[This Science 1 must begin where its subject matter began, as we said ill
the Axioms. We must therefore go back with the philologians and fetch il
from the stones of Deucalion and Pyrrha, from the rocks of Amphion, frolll
the men who sprang up from the furrows of Cadmus or the hard oak "I
Vergil. With the philosophers we must fetch it from the frogs of Epicurus,
from the cicadas of Hobbes, from the simpletons of Grotius; from the 1n!'11

cast into this world without care or aid of God, of whom Pufendorf speaks, as
clumsy and wild as the giants called "Big Feet," who are said to be found
near the Straits of Magellan; which is as much to say from the Cyclopes 01
Homer, in whom Plato recognizes the first fathers in the state of the families,
(This is the science the philologians and the philosophers have given us of the
principles of humanity!) Our treatmen t of it must take its start from the time
these creatures began to think humanly. In their monstrous savagery and
unbridled bestial freedom there was no means to tame the former or bridle
the latter but the frightful thought of some divinity, the fear of whom is the
only powerful means of reducing to duty a liberty gone wild. To discover the
way in which this first human thinking arose in the gentile world, we
encountered exasperating difficulties which have cost us the research of a
good twenty years. We had to descend from these human and refined natures
of ours to those quite wild and savage natures, which we cannot at all imagine
and can comprehend only with great effort. (par. 338)

Man's world begins among stones, rocks, frogs, and cicadas, rather
like Yeats's "foul rag-and-bone shop of the heart." This is quite
another world from Plato's realm of forms or from Descartes's
clear and distinct ideas. All of Vico's great book is an effort to give
substance to the otherwise banished beginnings of human reality.
Yet every time he describes man's be'ginning, Vico drastically
qualifies his characterization with something like "we cannot at all
imagine and can comprehcnd only with great effort .... " Thus not
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Vico's place .u till' I 11111III~IIIII III .1 hClClkOil IH'f!;illllillf!;sis
• ,lIlIl'd by precisely this 11'111 h, ;I~ wrll ;IS hy the .uritudc toward
',. I!lliarship it entails. So ('al' ;ISI ILIVl'Ill'ell able to discover, Vico is
i lu prototypical modern thinker who, as we shall presently see,
1"'lll'ives beginning as an activity requiring the writer to maintain
.III unstraying obligation to practical reality and sympathetic
1I1I.lf!;inationin equally strong parts; and in order to understand the
,,,"hI owed Vico by a study on beginnings we must attempt finally
I.. understand his work as having begun a significant process. By
"/J/~l!,utiorz I mean here the precision with which the concrete
, ucu mstances of any undertaking oblige the mind to take them
uu o account-the obligation not just passively to continue, but the
..hi igation to begin by learning, first, that there is no schematic
method that makes all things simple, then second, whatever with
I,' Icrence to one's circumstances is necessary in order to begin,
I',iven one's field of study. And by referring to sympathetic
ill/(/girzation I mean that to begin to write is to "know" what at
Ihe outset cannot be known except by inventing it, exactly,
IIIten tionally, auto didactically . It is the interrelation between this
.."ligation 'and the sympathetic imagination, however, that is
nucial.

For the searching modern mind, as for our savage first fathers,
;1 principle of "divinity" arrived at through fear and not reason
"reduces a liberty gone wild." Only by imagining (divining = in-
venting) a force anterior to our origin, a force for Vico capable of
preventing further regress into irremediable savagery, can we begin
to intend to be human. The coincidence between bridles upon the
primitive and the philosophical man is not gratuitous. Both the
savage and the philosopher are alien to God's temporal order, to
sacred history; for according to Vico, most history is a human and
gentile affliction, whereas for the Jews there is a life "founded by
the true God." Here Vico is at his most profoundly suggestive, and
he uses etymological puns to make his point beautifully. A gentile
savage or philosopher is tamed by the frightful thought of some
divinity; "by contrast the Hebrew religion was founded by the
true God on the prohibition of the divination on which all the
gentile nations arose" isul divieto della divinazione, sullaquale
sursero tutte le nazione gentili) (par. 167). The crucial distinction
is between the gentiles who divine or imagine divinity, on the one

349



ha II d , alld 1111' I lr h II'W', W 11""1' I I III' (; "d 1'1 "III h II ~ d IV111.11 II III. 1111
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have rcco ur sc rill Ihllll~hl t o divin.u rou , III live pcrm.uu-tu lv III

history, in an order ullin than (;ud's, III Ill' abJ~' gelll'lil ally, III
produce that order of history. Vieo's conccrus arc l·vI·rywlll·l.
with this other order, the word of history made by men,

Vico's idea of beginnings has, I think, very far-real hillM
importance; for the modern reader to discovcr the accuracy IIf ,,,
proleptic and poetic an intelligence as Vico's is an cxhilaralllll&
experience. He is the first philosopher of beginnings, not bl'I',III_.

he was the first in time to think as he did (actually, Vico lIsllall~
credits Bacon with that heroic achievement), but because for hun
a beginning is at once never given and always indefinite or diviuc.l
and yet always asserted at considerable expense: He is also the fil ~I

beause, having rethought beginnings, he saw that no one colIl.1
really be first, neither the savage man nor the reflective-philos«
pher , because each made a beginning and hence was always I)(';".~
first. Vico's discovery of a beginning common to primitive ;alld
contemporary man was the result of three tributary impulses,
which in large measure have horne also upon the present book ilild

which constitute a large part of its method.
First, Vico undertook to demonstrate that in certain province

of thought or writing, a theory and an actual experience ;HI'

interchangeable because directly adjacen t. The notion of man, a~
the humanist conceives it, and the experience that man actually
undergoes, in all its untidy diversity, are for Vico two sides of till'
same coin. To ascertain an actual poin t of historical departure
(called today the search for roots) and to speculate on the nature
of things in terms of an abstract origin not renderable accurately
in language; these are the extreme opposites that Vico, as
philologist and student of language, is able to think and maintain.
He did this by diminishing the uniqueness of neither. This is why
such grand ideas as the "mental dictionary" or the cycles of corsi
and recorsi stand without intermediaries directly next to his
descriptions of the primitive fathers copulating with their women
in the mountain caves. It is no exaggeration to say that such feats
as this were made possibe for Vico by his special understanding of
language. In language, Vico seems to have thought, either an
abstract or a concrete word signifies (a) an indefinite meaning
first, (b) thereafter, as one demands definition, a conditional
meaning, and (c) a greater or a lesser distance from a main body of
significance and from particular experience. The latter significa-
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Ilf~III'l'S (1'111 ,·.\.I1I1I'Il' l,lIld M""I",,I,I .. , 1(""'.·,".111, 11.1111.11111 •. 11,,1
I Il'I'd l' 1') , Vic« tried til ;IlTIIIIIII 1111 IIII' III '01 ''1'1''',11.111, l' I 01I.lll~lIa~l·
III history. Unlike allllost l'vny IIlhn Sill h t luukcr, Vin) was a
I'luressional etymologist. Words rill' luru were unilllaginable as
·.lIl1ply emanations from the lips of some primitive being. Every
word carries-indeed, is-a system of relationships to other words;
l lu: New Science much of the time is a virtuoso, if not always
,II curate, display of etymological and correlative explanations. To
r x plain how a name and a character (the concrete and the
.ihstract ) had the same meaning, Vico says:

In Roman law nomen signifies right. Similarly, in Greek nomos signifies
l.iw, and from nomos comes nomisma, money, as Aristotle notes; and
.It cording to etymologists, nomos becomes in Latin numus. In French, 10i
means law, and alai means money, and among the second barbarians the term
"r anon" was applied both to ecclesiastical law and to the annual rent paid by
rhe feudal leaseholder to thelord of the land held in fief. (par. 433)

"lIch a habit of mind makes genealogical sequence, by which a
word is traced back mechanically in a straight line to some root, a
weak and unattractive prospect by itself. Vico always feels the
presence of adjacent lines: nomen, nutnus, 10i. When he wishes to
, liaracterize the earliest historical period, he breaks it down into a
\t't of complementary systems of knowledge he calls poetic: poetic
metaphysics, poetic logic, poetic history, poetic geography, and so
forth. No one alone can exist without the others. Soon it appears
III Vico that all knowledge during every historical moment is
poetic in that the sinews between different branches bind these
branches together despite an appearance of dispersion. The term
Poetic therefore signifies a relationship of adjacency asserted
.Igainst logical, sequential continuity; a perfect analogy is the set
I)f relationships obtaining between parts of the human body. As
men grow more reflective and capable of seeing something other
than their body, words reach further than the body and become
abstract. The sum total of all words is a reflective idea that rather
startlingly prefigures Mallarrne's Livre containing all books. Each
word in a dictionary is related to every other, again by systematic
adjacency, much more rarely in genealogical lines. A poetic
understanding of knowledge in a reflective period is what Vico
calls philological science.

This, then, is the first tributary impulse in Vico's thought: the
direct presence to one another of the abstract and concrete in
language is based upon the fundamental poetic adjacency of words
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t() ()II(. :111111II!'I. .111"I111'1..111.1d 1.1," II, Y I1..11 Vi,,) .II.~I) Sl'('.~III II..
first mcu (lIllf!,ll'g:llllIg III 1.IIIIdi(·~.All Ihis "lIlails a 111l·ll.lld"I
argumenL thai III<)Vl'~[ro ru ,lIll' (,(lIlSll'lIalillll lIr clusu-r o l idl'.I·, I"
another. For cx.uuple , ViclI says rh.u 1)(/ is r lu: firsl.syllabll' 1IIIq(',1
by man in imitation of a frightl'ning thunderbolt. Ilklllbll'd II
becomes pape (father Jove), and Vico shows how all the priuuuv
gods were imagined as fathers and mothers. Then he d isr 1I~'"",
patrare, the verbs impetrare , and impetrire; finally he asserts 11..11
"the first interpretation [interpretatio, as if for interpatratio IW'I~
the interpretation of the divine laws declared by the auspi. e,"
(par. 448). Although Vieo's subject is the common law of natiouv,
and his ambition is to find a common beginning-a genealllgi, ..1
project-his "topical" method is everywhere to amass evidence hy
correlation, complementarity, and adjacency. Although his dcsin
is to locate a primeval beginning, a line of direct filiality, III<'
material testimony of language and his learning restrain his dcsin-,

engaging it instead with the susceptibility of language to divination
and poetry. A distant and irrecoverable origin is not yearned afl('1
fruitlessly, because the mind can reexperience its making power by
forging novel connections (the parallel etymologies of pa, fill
instance) again and again-thus adjacency, complementarity, para!
lelism, and correlation as methods employed in the interests o] II

genealogical goal. In what Vico called the gentile world, this docs
away entirely with such common hierarchies as a spirit higher
than body, a meaning higher than evidence, a father who because
he is older is wiser than his son, a philosopher or a logician who is
more "rational" than a poet, an idea that is higher than clusters of
words. It also does away with the Beginning that stands over and
above all human effort.

The second tributary is Vico's ambition to understand himself
and others in terms of a collective fate. In no philosopher before
Marx, Freud, or Nietzsche does one find an assimilative capacity as
great as Vico's. Because he takes words as his subject, no aspect of
human experience can be relegated to the status of mere detail. In
no respect is the enormous difference between Vico and his later
eighteenth-century contemporry Sade so minimal as in the
catholicity of their interest in the detailed movement of bodies,
for which words are an extension and symbol. This interest breaks
down barriers between nations and dissolves hierarchical taboos;
moreover, it is expressed as a gesture against nature (or-even
though Vico would never have admitted it-against religion)."
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~1.III", (ldII'IIIV(' 1.1I(,li(", 1111111'11(',111'"1 "1,11,,,,111'1 wlllld, w lu. h
v.. "' 1,1I1(,d~('llIdl',

1\,10 t lu- rllll' OJ' (;(111 III ('\,('11 III dlVllI1' I'IIIVldl'II«'. Villi
'I'I'(';lrs clearly a bl'lil'vl'I'. "Till' (1('.11 ,llld :-.il"ple observario» we
11.11'('IIladl' Ilil t hc entire luuu.rn Lit I'." hI' says 111';11' the end of File
\,'1/' Scic uc« would lead us to say certainly that this is the
1',11',11city of nations that was founded and is governed by God"
11',11, 11(7). A few sentences later he says that the endurance of
III,III'S world "is a counsel of a superhuman wisdom" (par.
1111/) -which, he adds in the next sentence, divinely rules and
, II lid ucts [the city of man l." Divinely here is not an unintended
IVllld. In recalling the divination upon which the gentiles base their
I" dity (that is, the whole process of thought that makes the pun
IIIi ilivinity lindeiinite a telling one), this phrase also prepares us
I'll the following great summation, in which God or divine
1"lIvidence plays a nonexistent role:

It is true that men have themselves made this world of nations (and we
I,,"k this as the first incontestable principle of our Science, since we
despaired of finding it from the philosophers and philologists) but this world
without doubt has issued from a mind often diverse, at times quite contrary,
,lIld always superior to the particular ends that men had proposed to
ihcmselvea; which narrow ends, made means to serve wider ends, it has always
«mployed to preserve the human race upon this earth. Men mean to gratify
Iheir bestial lust and abandon their offspring, and they inaugurate the
Ihastity of marriage from which the families arise. The fathers mean to
rx crcise without restraint their paternal power over their clients, and they
subject them to the civil powers from which the cities arise .... [Here follows
;1 series of parallel sentences, each beginning by saying that men mean to do
what they did.) The nations mean to dissolve themselves, and their remnants
nee for safety to the wilderness, whence, like the phoenix, they rise again.
That which did all this was mind, for men did it with intelligence; it was not
lnte, for they did it by choice; not chance, for the results of their always so
acting are perpetually the same. (par. 1108)

In one thing above all else is man's indefinite mind definite: in
its intention to be, an intention which is the zero point of man's
existence. Human intelligence means for Vico the willed perpe-
tration, the constantly experienced order of being. The collective
human fate is far from a simple choice over extinction. It entails
the historical creation (also constantly experienced) of an order of
meaning different from (hence gentile-i.e., the world of the
gentes and families) the order of God's sacred history, Man's
beginning is a transgression; and so long as man exists, the fact of
his existence asserts the beginning-as-transgression.
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Yet Vi," I'. I,,,, 1.'"1, ...1 III 1.1'0 ~.'·II~I·.·.III Igll,II·'· t iuu: .lIhl
diversity. Ilis prlllllllv,· ·..IV.IV.'··' .111'"III, "lvl'd .I.~ 1.;lvill~ IH'gllll dl'
gentile world, hili 11111 wit I. l.avlllg presnilH'd ;dl il s 1.11,I
developments. Whell hl' says thai "mind did aIL_this" (111l';III~II~
human history), he is sayillf!; that human history is \til ord"1 ,.I
repetition, not of spontaneous and perpetual origillality. '1'1."11
reticalIy, repetition implies sameness; but practically, as one IIIII~"

around, one sees difference: different ideas, men. COUll11'11".,
habits, languages. Repetition is a reasonable idea, and it account ~
for Vico's reduction of all history to a recurrent set of till ,'1

unvarying cycles, the ages of gods, heroes and men. And yCI. III

fact, difference or diversity is the detail-like the parallel alld
wildly varying etymologies of the same words in' differelll
languages-that is the unreasonable chaotic reality implied hv
reason. The curious coming and going in Vico's The New SciC'lI1 "
between the relatively uninteresting sterility of the three cyrll'~
and the really powerful community of intractable human dcr.ul
which Vico pours out with that unstinting philological zeal of hi,
might very well have been of the kind Samuel Butler imagined 1',11
the Erewhonian Colleges of Unreason. "Unreason," the college.,
maintain, "is a part of reason; it must therefore be allowed its full
share in stating the initial conditions." 4 Mind for Vico determines
the choice men make when they make decisions, and also il
determines the "perpetually sane" results. Analyzed further, tlu-
statement says that choice (not fate) makes as many differelll
decisions as there are occasions. In their staggering variety they
appear irrational-but only until their unreasonable chanciness is
reduced to a set of categories (the three cycles) that seem after till'
fact to repeat a finite pattern of sameness ad infinitum. After that
they appear rational.

If the second tributary impulse of Vico's thought aids us
methodologically to apprehend a collective human fate that
embraces reason on the one hand and unreason on the other hand,
his third impulse is to find a mode of expression in which to
deliver his ideas. For the modern reader The New Science is not a
tidy book, and its often postponed arrival at any sort of
conclusion makes it perhaps a bad example of expository prose.
Nevertheless, let us allow Vico to state his views on what he is
doing:

There must in the nature of human institutions be a mental language
common to all nations, which uniformly grasps the substance of things
feasible in human social life and expresses it with as many diverse
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II,,,,hll,.'lillll~ .,~ 1I11'~"~.IIIII'IiJiIlf'.' 1I1,'y 1..11" ,1",.,,, ''"I'"'' 1\ 101",,1,,1 1111, I.
011"1.10-01I,y 1',,'v"lh~ III IlIa~ill" • .1 \,111.".11wl"I""" III will. I. "d"I.IIIIi"liy II",
·,1111" IIIl'allilll4S lill.! .IS lIIallY oIiv,'"" "'1'''''''1''"', ... 1111'''' 1I.llillliS .1111il'IIL
·",,1 11I,,,lnll, 'I'hb l'III11I1111111111'111.011.11'1'.11''11.''I., 1""1"'1 III 11111Seil'IIIT, lry
",1,,,,,,, light scholars will he l'lI,d,l"oI III '"l1slrllel a men tal vocabulary
. ""11111111to all the various ar tirnl.u e lalll4l1agl's living aud dead, , .. As far as
""' ,,"all erudition will permit, we shall mak c usc of this vocabulary in all the
1I"dlns we discuss. (par, 161)

V ""'S subject matter is viewed as a language, not as a series of
'1"'Ilts that actually took place. He posits a kind of concordance
III'IWCCIl "things feasible in human social life" and a set of
,,,,,ccptual formulations already existing in the mind. Just as what
VI,,) elsewhere calls "the quasi-divine nature of mind" has an
IIll,d ucible tendency to move itself, to transform its concepts
urvcntivelv , this ingegno in mind virtually creates new social
".cumstances which express it. Yet his insistence upon the
,"ll1mOn and the feasible emphasizes Vico's belief that mind is a
1111 ite set of possibilities, capable of many many combinations and
I'ITmutations, all of which are kept from infinite multiplicity by
uucrnal restraints. In short, he is arguing that although man's mind
I', capable of so many transformations as to be inventive and
, rcative , it is also restrained finally by its own rules based on the
need for human community and social order. Those rules
guarantee the endurance of man upon earth.

Consequently, The New Science never loses sight of its
intention to describe man among men. Vico's "small erudition"
extended into several disciplines and languages: he therefore could
write for and about the community of men. He was being
consistent with his ambitions as a professor, set out with unusual
eloquence as far back as 1708 in his De nostri temporis studiorum
iuitione. If the structure of The New Science is unusual at all, it is
hecause at the level of the individual sentence and at the level of a
section Vico is trying to describe the multitiered, but organized,
realms of mind. His account of poetic morals, for example, goes
from start to finish by describing the development of "virtues"
from the most simple to the most complex; whereas in the next
chapter, on poetic economy, Vico repeats the progression from
simpie to com plex using differen t materials and arriving at a
different sort of "poetic" structure. While all these sections can
only be comprehended sequentially, by means of the parallels,
correspondences, and allusions among them Vico aims to render
them as though they occurred simultaneously.
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Thl' 1111II', I" VII I"', ,1111'11111111III 111'0WllIllIg I~IhI' lahll', wh n II
is srrict ly ~p"'lklll~', 11111 111',111111;11II.IILIIIVI·, 11111:III I'IIIIII'!"
fanciful illV(,1I1iou , 11111;111un import.uu I'lIilH'lIisllllll'l1! IIf 111111..1'1
(as it W;lS to IIlallY ,d his CIlI1!l'llIjlllrari('s). ThL' fable is 1"i~1I1I'c1

language, it is conununul , il has a k incl uf rqH'ataGtc origillali! y: II
is autochthonous that is, it is set ill a specific history ,lIhl
language. When Vico recounts Homer's description of Achillr-.'
shield or the fable of Cadmus, he calls them repilogamenti dell,
storia poetica (Vico's English translators render repilooamcuti ,I',

epitomes, not entirely an accurate choice, as I shall show ill ,I
moment). This is very different from the kind of attitude toward
Greek myth one finds in Porphyry or Henry Reynolds, fill

example. Vico maintains that these fables recapitulate, in Will

pressed language, general stages of real history. c He ridicules nonr
other than Erasmus for actually believing that Cadmus' fahl ..
"contains the story of the invention of letters by Cadmus" (pal,
679). What the repilogamenti are valuable for is that they ar..
recapitulations (not symbols, nor epitomes) by the Greeks
themselves of their own history. These fables, therefore: (a) usc a
language that is at once historical and transparently belonging til
"the mental language common to all nations"; (b) possess a
particular narrative logic of their own so far as events in the story
are concerned, although they are generally true to the main stages
through which a period of history passed; (c) are origina I
creations, and yet have neither a particular individual author nor
any pretense to being more than rewritings of popular legend.
Above all, the repilogamenti recapitulate history in such a way as
to make that history available, through the disseminating power of
"a common mental language," to subsequent generations and
other races,

One especially Vichian irony must be noted. Repilogamenti is
a word related in its root to our word epilogue. How does one
account for the conflation here of Vico's thinking about begin-
nings and origins with his interest in a genre whose aim is to
recapitulate in a final sense? I think Vico considered such peculiar
human constructs as fables to possess the kind of primitive
freshness that we still associate with folktale and legend, as well
as a kind of intentional power for generality and truth that we
normally associate with the classical historians or with the great
national epics. Insofar as they are written-or at any rate,
disseminated in time-the repilogamenti therefore cry out for
decipherment and study. Because of their privileged position at
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IIII' "q"IIIIIIII~" 1111'1111'111',• .1 1111111.111.11 111..111\ II .. \ .11•. 11·.• , 1'111'.1r 1,.... 1
·.II"I'·II~ 1"1111.111' ~llIdy; 11111.-1'.1.II .. \ .u . III, 1111..1 1"".11,01 ',111.1)"
,·\·,'11 il IIH'Y ;11'(' 11111hl~IIIII, .rll v "11111" f\., VII" '..Iy~ III I Ill' lilsl
",'lIlelll"c of his essay 1111 1.11I~hll·I, III '"I1II".I~1 m.ru's inventive
I.n ult ics with truth is .rhsurrl. M;III's divillillg, crcat ivc power is his
Ilisl and using the word ill its double sense of "dominant" and
"IH'ginning"-his priucipu! gift.5 All his subsequent efforts as a
i lunkcr should be directed at trying ultimately to understand that
I',ili. In the words of Holder lin:

Was der Alten Gesang von Kindem Gottes geweissagt,
Siche! wir sind es, wir; Frucht von Hesperien ists. *6

11

Vico's thought, as I have so far described it, is extraordinarily
useful at this stage in that it parallels my key arguments
Ihroughout the preceding five chapters. Here is a schematic list of
seven Vichian signposts that have helped me, from the beginning,
10 discuss beginnings and to sketch a method:

a. The initial distinction between the gentile or historical and the
sacred or original-paralleling my distinction between beginning and
an origin.

b. The combination in intellectual work of a special, idiosyncratic
problem and a very strong interest in human collectivity-a
combination that occurs in this text from the beginning.

c. An acute awareness not only of genealogical succession (except as
its biological foundations obviously persist), but also of parallelism,
adjacency, and complementarity-that is, all those relationships that
emphasize the lateral and the dispersed rather than the linear and
the sequential.

d. A central interplay between beginning and repetition, or between
beginning and beginning-again.

e. Language as rewriting, as history conditioned by repetition, as
encipherment and dissemination-the instability, and the richness,
of a text as practice and as idea.

f Topics for critical analysis that do not fall neatly into the
categories of commentary, chronicle, or thematic tracings.

g. The beginning in writing as inaugurating and subsequently main-
taining another order of meaning from previous or already existing
writing. Here, once again, the distinction (made in a, above) between
gentile and sacred becomes relevant.

*"What of the children of God was foretold in the songs of the ancients/Look, we are it,
ourselves; fruit of Hesperia it is!"
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III

Vico's own beginning. he n-lls liS over ;lnd over 'tgajn in ~Ih

Autobiography, is himself. For Ill' was prccmincnt ly an aurodid.u t
(autodidascolo); this is the honorific title bestowed upon him h,
his friend Gregorio Caloprese.? Everything he learned, he leanll'"
for and by himself; he seems to have been convinced of 111_
individuality and strength of mind from his earliest days, and 111m!

of the time his Autobiography is an account of this self-learning.
But, as Croce suggcsts,8 it is valuable to read the Autobiography ill
the spirit of The New Science; and to do this one can begin hy
performing an interesting exercise on the term autodidact in till"
manner of The New Science. c

The first investigative stcp is always philological, says ¥ico. III
other words, a word has to be examined for its shades of meaning
and so we turn immediately to his philological account in Th»
New Science. There he tells us that the second principal aspect of
The New Science is a philosophy of authority. Now, authority, a~
a word, has for its original meaning "property." The reason for this
Vico goes on to say (par. 386), is that auctor certainly comes frolll
autos, which equals proprius or suus ipsius. Keeping in mind till'

starting point of our discussion here-the term autodidact,
particularly the prefix auto, and its application to Vico till'
man-we look next to paragraph 388, where Vico tells us that
human au thority , in the full philosophical sense of the phrase, "is
the property of human nature which not even God can take from
man without destroying him .... This authority is the free use of
the will, the intellect, on the other hand, being a passive power
subject to truth." Thus in calling himself an autodidact Vico is
insisting with philological astuteness on the self teaching itself
with the authority-which is its property-of its humanity; and
this human property resides completely in an exercise of will, or
conation. When one learns somcthing, onc first performs an act
of will, because only by intending or willing to learn can one learn.

That, however, is only half of teaching, because in becoming
conscious of what one learns (for onc cannot learn and be
unconscious of it) one is doing somcthing more, In distinguishing
both the object of will and the will itself, the mind achieves
consciousness iconscienzay: the completion, therefore, of the act
of teaching is when the principle that underlies consciousness is
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IIllIicrslnnd ,I' ,I [nin, i,,"·. WI"'11 II,,' 1111111111<'111priu. ipl,· h

,aI",lrOlctt'd by induc t rou 1111111III<' "'II',, 111I1~.IIl·',~,III Iht' illtl'lIl'I'I,
Ikill t' vulcn: ct "O,<.:il,/I'" '1'111'11WI' h,IVI'\1 1I'IIlT (.1''';1''''::<1), or truth,
III philosophy, Thus the 11111 M'IISI'1.1 t lu- word autotlidact includes
11,('whole proccss just dl'scril1l'd, which, when it is philologically
i.rkcn , is CO lise ie 11'::a , and, when the principle is grasped philo-
',I )ph ically, is scienza. What Vico is trying to describe is the mind
III its double aspect of active conation (or will) and reflective
mtcllcct, the mind both acting and observing itself acting. One can
IlI'st describe this, I think, as a voluntary mental action simul-
i.mcously reflected upon.

A great deal more, however, needs to be said of this "free use
"I' the will" which is the active aspect of the mind. Let us return
III the middle of the Autobiography. Vico had by this time
decided that he was neither a materialist nor a Cartesian, at least
II I so far as either of those philosophies could be construed as
denying the mind and its ideas on the one hand, or, on the other,
positing the mind as the foundation of empirial science. What
Curtesians and materialists would not acknowledge is that the
world of nature, the world of natural objects that one presumes to
have been made, is the artifact of God-or, if not of God, then
certainly not of man. One thinks here of Dr . Johnson disproving
Bishop Berkeley "thus" -by kicking that so obviously present
stone. Objective nature is impenetrable-not, as Descartes believed,
penetrable by, the cogitating ego. The arrogant Rene (who is
roughly handled by Vico) is extremely ahistorical, even
.mtihistorical: for armed with the tools of science and mathe-
matics, Descartes was wont to declare: Who needs the humanistic,
historical disciplines? There is the mind and its science, the world
and God: that is all.

Vico's criticisms were directed at Descartes's concept of the
"thinking mind": what it perceives is no doubt certain, says Vico,
and what is certain to it is therefore true for it. But this is not
nature. For the act of perception involves (as we saw earlier) a
beginning act of will, and who is foolish enough to claim that
nature depends on human will for its reality? If one were simply to
face a table, one could will all one liked and the table would neither
move nor change thereby, for effectively it has only presence, and
neither beginning nor end; the tragicomedy arising from such
ineffectual self-delusion carried to an optimistic extreme is the
essence of Voltaire's Candide, The table is simply a table, the world
is the world. One can presume, however, that for God, so great

359



.md l'lkl'l iv« .111.111 III will I', I" I,.~.."I,' '('hll~' Vi," II'II.~1I~ Ih,111111
world is (;Ild's 1"'1'1'(1111111;w hn h IIII'.III~.IILII hy ;111;llIlllIlril"II-"',
act of divine apprllprial illII ill IhI' hq~illilillf!, (;Ild m.ulc t lu: willi.!

What emerges [rom all this is Ihat (.1) pCI'I.:._cptioJ1frolll,till
beginning involves creation and (I)) hum.m perception iuvolv.«
creation of quite another sort than the kind God performs, or 11,1',
performed, in order to create nature from the beginning. Vim hl'l'
talks of "investigating the wisdom of the ancien ts" under BaCIlli\
supremely intelligent aegis, only to discover that among 1111'
ancient Egyptians it had been believed that "the instrument wit h
which nature makes everything was the wedge, and this was wh.u
they meant their pyramids to signify. Now the Latins called natun:
ingenium, whose principal property is sharpness; thus intimating
that nature forms and deforms every form with the chisel of air, "u
Vico then goes on to discuss the etymological relationship
between ingenium ("nature"), anima ("air"), and mens ("thought").
This is, to us, a curious alchemical exercise, but it is highlv
suggestive because, as usual, Vico's etymologies lead us back to till'
mind. In this "fabulous" Egyptian story Vico begins to detect ;1
historical prejudice, which is based, in the case of the Egyprians.
on ignorance, and, when it appears centuries later in Descartes's
thought, on arrogance. The prejudice is that men have always
wanted to believe that they have understood nature and il~
creation, and that in some way nature corresponds to them, or thai
it depends on them. Because each successive generation of men
provides a different theory for expressing this prejudice (and one
perceives the differences in the philological and historical varia
tions of the words used to formulate the theory), one knows
instantly that what appears certain to one group of minds is not
true for another which is separated from the first in time and
space. So that what for the Latins had been nature (ingenium) and
air (anima) has become for us ingenuity and spirit. Vico tells us
that he had learned to see men as they were, as both the creatures
and the creators of their beliefs, from Tacitus. He keeps implicitly
insisting that Descartes's arrogance stems from his inability to see
the obvious historical lesson to be learned from someone like
Tacitus, that Rene's theories are but a historical episode.

From plato, however, Vico had learned that metaphysical
abstractions exist, if only because all men, at all times, have
believed in an eternal idea, if only an eternal idea of their own
mind. One can read history as a study in the eternal persistence of
the idea of man's mind; and that idea, when it is temporally
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""I~lIll'1'l'd (wh ir l: h.l.~ III dl. w u h 1111 w.u l.] 1.1 11.111111' 1IIIIy .I.~.I
-.,IIIIII"P;ll";dl,·IIIIII). bl·IIIIIIl".II.III.III\,I,I,I·.IIIIV ()IIII(,(;ISIlIIi. Villi
I', wuut til Char;ll'lnill' 111.111\ IIk.I" .1'. dl·.dllig with till' outside 11'-

Ihlllf,!;S, with their surl.u« lllllllllllllll'~ .111.1 1"1Ir1I1S;God, 011 the
«r lu-r hand, deals with thillf,!;'~l rr uu wu.hiu , because hc truly made
""'111 from wirhin.I" Since the idea is all idea of man's mind, and
'.!IIIt' the idea persists ill different forms, a true historian can view
III~tory-which man makes-from the perspective of eternal, or
rvcr-present , or inner persistence. History then becomes the mind
1IIIIsidered as synchronous structure (an ideal persistent archi-
II·cture), as the inner form of man's activity, and as diachronous
IIiodality , or temporal modifications, or sequential continuity:
.ihovc all, it is necessary to understand that history is neither one
nor the other exclusively.

At this point in the Autobiography Vico relates how he
lorrnulated all of this into a proper metaphysics. Two of his
IlIlllmentators, Croce and H. P. Adams, characterize this meta-
physics as fantastical.ll Their reason for so calling it is that, in
formulating it, Vico first confused the two Zenos (the Eleatic and
Ihe Stoic) and then proceeded to propound what he considered to
he the Zenoistic theory of points, which is a peculiar hodgepodge
IIf shrewdness and fantasy. But as Vico himself said, just because a
belief is fantastic to us now does not mean that that belief did not
serve sorne valid purpose for the mind that created it and held it:
this is the most insistent lesson of his historiography. And whilc
rhc theory is quasi-mathematical, Vico transposes it into me ta-
physical doctrine. At its simplest, the theory argues that just as in
geometry one can posit a hypothetical beginning point from which
lines can be extended (the point remaining a postulate, but one
which is valid because all lines are divisible into infinitesimal
indivisible points), so too in metaphysical terms one can posit a
beginning point which is neither entirely mind (or abstraction) nor
matter (or concreteness). The so-called metaphysical point then
becomes conation-what in this book I have been calling beginning
intention-which in history is human will, understood both
temporally and absolutely. Human will, we recall, is the property
of humanity, and as such it is radically less effective than divine
will; but it is nonetheless an imperfect model of divine will, albeit
an imperfect one. It needs to be said that Vico realizes that, when
one perceives the obvious fact that the theory of metaphysical
points is only a theory-which assures us once again that it has a
temporal meaning (for Vico himself) and an eternal or philo-

361



s()phi(,d 1IIl',IIIIIII', 111l'11 '1IIl' I', 1('d('IIIIIII~II'llllIg Ihl' Illilld\ (h,1I

actl'r!slll ~,

G()d, l(lIlll'ivl'd ()I ,I.~ 1'1111'miu.], will., iut ent iou.rlly , .uul 1111'11

matter or uaturr (,(lIl1l'S illl() l'xisll'lln' i'r()11I IllatJ?L'gilillilig all,(d

will, Man, in his miud , wills inu-ut ioually , .md t lrcu.vnot nar uu-.
but a different version ol it COIlICS into existence frolll th"t
beginning or intentional act of will. Thus wc sec that the dorniur
of metaphysical points is in fact fantastic or fictional-if one (';111

use such terms without implying rational superiority to them
because it is human and therefore inadequate, plainly so, (Inde,'d,
Vico had used just that word-fictional-in his Wisdom of tlu:
Ancient Italians of 1710.12) Human will, or conation, then, i~
precisely like an initial, or beginning, or inaugural wedge between
man and nature. That is why every metaphysical theory atternpt ~
intellectual mastery of impenetrable nature and succeeds only ill
providing a certain but different version of nature, which the mind
then pronounces to be true. Thus human intellectual activity is, t()

use Coleridge's terms in the thirteenth chapter of the Biograph;"
Literaria, "a repetition in the finite mind of the eternal act (If
creation in the infinite I AM."J3 When God says cogito ergo sum,
he wills himself into material and spiritual existence. When man
says it at the beginning, he wills only himself and his world-quite
another thing-into existence. From a reflective, historical stand
point, all human things (or institutions) are, from the beginning.
created by the mind, mind understood as that which can begin
intentionally to act in the world of men.

Vico's entire reasoning is therefore comparative (because it
compares itself to the wholly true thinking of God) and at the
same time is based on acknowledged inadequacy (because God
succeeds in influencing nature, whereas man succeeds only in
influencing himself). The only time man is more successful than
not in his creation is when he reasons geometrically, in the
analytic manner of Descartes and Arnauld. There one has mind,
conation, and the geometric object which has been willed into
existence; but what a far cry from a meadow or a tree is a line or a
surface! Geometrical thought is almost ridicuously limited, and
man is far too alive and active to be restricted to that sort of
accuracy. Because of his humanity, man continues to will, and his
whole universe is created by him; but his universe is the world of
institutions and of history, whose record is one of unending failure
to create a permanent, sequential, or orderly world.

The modes of geometrical reasoning are used nevertheless
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W.IY till' 11""" I', .111.1111'."'1. Till' IHulk "1"'lIs wi t h .111 1',XIt,III',IIV"ly

I .unprc lunsiv« dl"" Ilpll' III "I ;1 pailltillg that is it sell aimost

IIIl redibly dl'tail"d, 11"'11 proceeds to rehearse mally indisputable
.ix ioms, and finally runs through a series of proofs that illustrate
.uul support certain major principles. But the book is eminently
I ritical of itself and of human reasoning: notice that the first few
.1:0; ioms pronounce the mind to be weak and inadequate. Within
lite mind's limitations, The New Science aspires to the same
,·Iegance and severity in describing human affairs that geometry
possesses in describing the figures with which it is concerned. An
,lrganic unity thus binds the ambitions of The New Science to
Vico's career as a professor of eloquence and as skillful and subtle
l.iwyer: there is always present a concern for separating the
!,(lI1figurations of a certain truth from falsehood and for describing
Ihose configurations as skillfully and as intensely as possible. But
hecause the mind is weak and inadequate, as Vico says so very
often, The New Science is to be read as an aspra e continova
ineditazione on the limitations of the mind. The great achievement
of The New Science is that within those very severe limitations a
weat many modifications are possible and discernible once the
beginning will to begin is exercised. This accounts for the book's
astonishing subtlety and variety. What needs emphasis, however, is
Vico's passionate concern with the fundamentally severe and
economical operations of the autodidactic humanistic mind.

This concern, then, condones, even requires, the application of
'['he New Science to the A utobiography and vice versa. For the
Autobiography is Vico's history of himself viewed temporally as a
series of successive episodes in the life of a thinker, and The New
Science is a history of the modifications of man's mind viewed in
their eternal aspect-as an enduring thought. Yet neither book
portrays and employs the mind in only one of these two aspects.
It is just that Vico uses the outer structure of etymological
philology or sequential reasoning in the Autobiography, and the
outer structure of geometric or philosophical reasoning in The
New Science. Croce quite aptly says that the Autobiography is
written in the spirit of The New Science /4 but the converse is no
less true. As Auerbach, Vico's principal and most profound
literary student, says, "the simple fact [is] that a man's work
stems from his existence and that consequently everything we can
find out about his life serves to interpret the work. »r s Thus in the
Autobiography one notes Vico's search for what he so suggestively
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ralls tilt' 1I111I'f'II," I'''II''/''f' "I I.IW; ,11111 III IIII' IIIIllllllllt'III,dliV "I
'1111' N"II' SI icn, f' lillI' 111111'\ 1111' II'IIIP"!..! ~111 I ,'~Slllll "I I'VI'III:" !h.
three agl's ot 111;111. Till' IlI'~llIlIllI~ is all inu-m illllal n'cIIlll'ill,llllIl1

between tcmporalit y alld un ivr rsalit y.. -. ,
The common background of t hc two books call now be sl.II,'"

as follows. Confronted with the objective prcsencc of nature 1111.1

the very subjective Eresence of human thought, Vieo's prohlem
like Descartes's, Spinoza's, and Leibnitz's, was to bring tllm.
opposites together in a meaningful relationship. The milld

however, can be finally certain only of itself, and then II III\
conditionally: certainty implies knowledge that comes frlllli
having observed, and observation implies will. But will is pral I

ically appetitive, and it is soon discovered that intellectual will h,l~
little real effect on nature, Human will has, to qe sure, a real eft'l" I

on what is intellectual and human; yet the substance of thought 1\

sense perception, which is recorded in the mind as imagery of 0111'

kind or another. Men, however, are gifted with language; and
language, because it is associated with the mind, expresses till'
result of sense perception. Thus Vico is able to postulate ,I

primitive man who, like a child, made sounds that resembled hl\

sense impressions as closely as possible. Each linguistic expression
represents a beginning act of choice, of will, for in making a sound
man is confirming a sense impression, becoming conscious of it.

History's records are primarily verbal: language itself is thl'
foremost historical document. This Vico knew both by training
and from common sense. Yet his early training in Naples always
left him dissatisfied; he felt, he implies, that the traditional
manner of study was far too stylized and superficial. Left to his
own resources, Vico, like the primitive men he was to describe in
The New Science, discovered the basically utilitarian inner
function of language, which is to make man's impressions of the
world intelligible to him. Understanding means defining and
restricting, it means isolating the essential from among a welter of
tumbling impressions. In the very act of understanding the world,
man is in reality understanding himself. The language that a man
speaks, then, makes the man, and not man the language.

The most overwhelming sense impression, the one closest to
man, is that of man's body. The human body is the first object of
knowledge, but it is not the only one. There are mountains and
trees, the sky, water, land, thunder and lightning, and other men.
How, then, is one to describe the mind's apprehension of all these
competing natural objects? How is one to describe-from the point
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,I,,"k 1.1 klillwll'dW'i 11"w ,111.1 1111'. I'. lilt 11',.1 l" ••hll'lll 1"'JiIl'I"

"I".w ih.u t lu: mind , Itli ,.II II'. ',I'lli'll IVlhll'd ~,"htll,ty .uul
~lItlwll'dgl" has a luu, tlllll,d 11I'~11I1111I~\ ,11111 IIlIl a ~alrl'd origin?
IIII' brilliant Cl'llnllIllY 01 VII11\ phdll~ophy, which has the
t',II',ltl'st value mctliodologic.rll'y rill" lhl' argument of the present
work , lies in the fact that Vieo proves essential inadequacy, not
'oIl1lplyin terms of self-aggrandizing abstractions (which he uses in
IllS fantastic metaphysics), but in terms of dramatic images that
, ,.nvey in their concreteness and their desperation the operations
," the human mind as a pathetic and yet grand wedge differ-
"lItiating at the very outset between the encroachments of the
.livine and the natural.

These threatening encroachments are described by Vieo as the
II'SUIt of a divinely willed flood, which I take to be an image for
Ihe inner crisis of self-knowledge that each man must face at the
wry beginning of any conscious undertaking. The analogy in
Vieo's Autobiography of the universal flood is the prolonged
personal crisis of self-alienation from full philosophical knowledge
.uid self-knowledge that Vico faces until the publication of his
major work, The New Science. The minor successes of his
orations, his poems, and his treatises reveal bits of the truth to
him, but he is always striving with great effort to come literally
into his own. The result of all his learning-the Autobiography
artfully wishes us to believe-is The New Science, a major work
that puts all his earlier life and work in proper perspective, as well
as providing the beginning for a novel, rational method of further
study, The important fact is that Vico the autodidact teaches
himself everything, and not until he has a viable universal law
formulated in The New Science can his autodidacticism be said to
have reached its objective, In The New Science the first men, those
imaginative poetic characters, are in a state of unconscious ferality
until the flashes of lightning, glimmers of some far-distant sense of
unified truth, begin. They create Jove in their image. But this is
not enough: they have been animallike in their huge passions, their
ways have been undisciplined and furious. They create a whole
world of gods or words or images that correspond to each act of
self-discipline, each act of self-conscious choice that carries with it
a whole burden of guilt and inadeq uacy, Theirs is a poetic world
where poetic is an adjective the Vico intends in three ways: as
imagistic and hence inadequate, as creative and hence human and
grand, and as descriptive of the beginning.
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self ['1111'< 1.IlISlln\ I', 1111'11.11',111"11'.1 Ih"IIISI·lvl's. l h-rr, 111;1 slIp."r~

passage lr om 1hI' SI·tllll.! ""l1k III tt., N"II' Scicn ...·. Vu« pallsr'IIIG
describe this "pol'lic "llIIlIlIIlY." Mall,llI' says, has to make hillll.II
into a figure'that cconomicnll y mar chc» the world he I~ascrl'~r.d
(note the two Latin words whose meaning he ponders):

The heroes apprehended with human senses those two truths whlc.1h
make up the whole of economic doctrine, and which were preserved in lh.
two Latin verbs educere and educare. In the prevailing best usage the Oral or
these applies to the education of the spirit and the second to that of lh.
body, The first, by a learned metaphor, was transferred by the natural
philosophers to the bringing forth of forms from matter, For hemic
education began to bring forth in a certain way the form of the human loul
which had been completely submerged in the huge bodies of the giants, and
began likewise to bring forth the form of the human body itself in its jUI'
dimensions from the disproportionate giant bodies. (p;r. 520)

Like these first men, Vico was an autodidact: he has applied to
himself the meanings of educare and educere. By extracting hil
body out of a gigantic object of awe-inspiring signification, man
places his bodily person as an object among objects, And by
extracting his soul out of the welter of matter, he has perceived II

form that inheres in and yet overrides the world of objects, Man,
in short, has become a historic being-in the two senses, temporal
and eternal, of that word, He has become a historic object and, in
his soul, an eternal or formal one, This, after all, is autodidacticism
in the most profound sense, Man, Vico, has become a philological
object and a philosophical one at the same time, Similarly, the
beginning has become the same sort of object.

IV

Vico's way of palflng philology with philosophy-in The New
Science the terms are almost always used side by side-suggests the
necessary complementarity of the two sciences, Not only are they
close because love motivates the adherents of both-or because
"conceit" is an affliction their adherents both share-but also
because philosophy deals with the true, philology with the certain,
These are subjects that Vico intends us to see as practically close:
both the true and the certain lay claim to belief, both to urgency,
both to conviction-most of all, both to man's mind, which can,
and ought, to live with both, When reflected upon, human

366



1"pl'ril'llll' h.I~.1 "'1',"',, ,1"1"'11,111.1 .1 t i u, "III' M.III\' \,...11,,1 u: 1111"
1'111' Nru! S, icu, ", VII II pi "1'111'1 II ..Ih 1111111'.1 I'llrllI""l'lly w rt h
I,hilology ill his survey "'I'hl' SllIdy MI'lhlld~ III (hll 'I'iuu-."
Because he was a prol'l's~lIr III l'IIIlI"I'II( I', he averred, hl' could
~lIrvey all the sciences of his lillie. Blil why dll so, and what is the
«onncction between professing eloquence and being able to
oversee all learn ing?

In answer, I will say: As G. B. Vico, I have no concern; but as a
professor of eloquence, great concern in this undertaking. Our ancestors, the
founders of this University [of Naples I clearly showed, by assigning the
professor of eloquence the task of delivering every year a speech exhorting
our students to the study of the principles of various sciences and arts, that
they felt he should be well versed in all fields of knowledge, Nor was it
without reason that the great man, Bacon, when called upon to give advice to
James, King of England, concerning the organization of a university, insisted
that young scholars should not be admitted to the study of eloquence unless
they had previously studied their way through the whole curriculum of
learning,

What is eloquence, in effect, but wisdom, ornately and copiously
delivered in words appropriate to the common opinion of mankind? Shall the
professor of eloquence, to whom no student may have access unless
previously trained in all sciences and arts, be ignorant of those subjects which
are required by his teaching duties? The man who is deputed to exhort young
students to grapple with all kinds of disciplines, and to discourse about their
advantages and disadvantages, so that they may attain those and escape these,
should he not be c,ompetent to expound his opinions on such knowledge?!6

Eloquence is what makes possible an understanding of the true
and the certain: this is what Vico seems to be saying, Eloquence
involves not only the best use of words, but also their most
copious articulation, Thus, since philosophy and philology must
employ words, Vico saw his role as professor of eloquence as
providing a place, almost literally, for philosophy and philology to
enrich one another, And that place was language-or more
specifically, Vico's own copious, eloquent discourse, Later in the
above oration Vico insists that he speaks as he does without "the
desire to diminish the prestige of a colleague or to place myself in
the spotlight."!" In a certain sense, Vieo's authority as the maker
of copious discourse rises above his personality; I think, too, that
Vico's claims for impartiality are strengthened by his lifelong
attempts to subordinate the contingencies of time to the universal
laws governing human history, His audience, he says in a letter to
Bernardo Maria Giacco on October 25, 1725, is among the very
largest, most noble, most greathearted, most learned.P And yet,
in everyone of his works, Vico's human authority, his character or
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perSIIIl. is VI'I Y '.11, '"~.I\' III ,'vld"IIII', Th,ll I.••• 1III'rl' IS 1111d, ,"1.1 110

the readl'r's 111111.1I h,lI h,' Is 1'111"IIIIII'lill~ ,I powrrful '1Iif.\III,IIII\

For nut only is till' SUh,I'1 I Illat In III VicII's discour:«: IH'W, 111,1
also the tone is IIIIVl' I, the or~allizatioll eccentric, .uul rI"
digressions ~entral. Om' sees at work a stubboru illt""~,, i
prodigiously learned and wcll versed in the academic tradiuou .•,
his time, but homemade, original, quirky in its undertaking.

The use of the word method to describe Vico's procedure I.".
to everyone (Vico himself not excepted) seemed fairly inaccur au
It is not just that as he grew older Vico opposed his "topil'll"

manner to the Cartesian-Part-Royal geometric method. '1'1.,11
opposition was methodical and polemical, by which the "iuvem
ion" of arguments around a subject exposed the thinness "I
straight deductionr'? Vico's circular manner af I have described II

in the first and third sections of this chapter pitted the wea It" "I
human diversity against the poverty of philosophy rnathernat ic.rllv
considered. But not just all that. Vico's obsession with dcnul-.
each of which confirmed, even if it obscured, the human historu ,II
presence-this obsession itself also obscured method. When I..
argued for a new science, or for a considered rational appraisal "I
contemporary methods of study, Vico's tendency was to tur n
away from schematic methods that could be lifted ou t of his tc x t ,

instead, he advocated wideness of scope, broad comparisons, rill'
love of detail linked to large universal principles-all intended I"

load down schemata beyond usefulness. The power of Vico'"
rhetoric always takes one away from method, rationalistially
considered, to knowedge as pathos, invention, imagination-willt
their pitfalls unobscured.

And such a route returns the reader, as it does Vieo, to
language, which is where Vico teaches us always to begin. Afre
describing his six orations, delivered "at the annual opening of
studies in the Royal University," Vico concludes in the Auto-
biography:

Whence Vico proves that the pain of our corruption must be headed by
virtue, knowledge, and eloquence; for through these three things only does
one man feel the same as another. This brings Vico to the end of the various
studies, and fixes the point of view from which he considers the order of
study. He shows that as languages were the most powerful means for setting
up human society, so the studies should begin with them, since they depend
altogether on memory which in childhood is marvelously strong.20

Hence eloquence standing at the end of a sequence recapitulating
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l'Io'V"111I"111 ;11 1;llIf\II"g.·, ("'1"'""0111"'" ,II II,.. "11.1, 1111" 111,11\'1'1'"1,',

ill' 111111Y ;llId alll'al'lllill III I.lIlglioll-\" III ,I Illdd ,II II u, IlL'l-\illIIIlIg,
11,,,1.Il'rlllillals an' l'IllIlailll'd V, •• , w.uu s liS III 1ll'lil'Vl' ill till'
1ll,"III,lily developillg, l'xl'llIplary dis. ourxc III' his work. As an
111',1,1"'" there is this: "From t lu- t imc III' the first oration of which
'\' h.ivc spoken. it is evident both in it and in all that
I, ,II, ,wed ... that Vico was agitating in his mind a theme both new
111.1 grand, to unite in one principle all knowledge human and
,1'1',111'."21 The ceaseless activity of mind delivers language and is
,1,I,vl'rcd by and in language, Vico's own, and it is precisely this
11,.., characterizes Vico's novelty and originality.

Everywhere in Vico's work there is to be found the sometimes
l"II"doxical play between, on the one hand, learning, tradition,
1lI"'llry, method, pedagogy-in short, applied and pure reason in all
r hrir dynastic forms-and, on the other hand, originality, person-
,.III y. the marvelous, detailed, and often heroic style in all its
.II',pl'I'sed forms. This interplay, in addition to the hortatory
unlination of his every sentence, puts Vico very close to
I( ousseau, his near-contemporary. Both men write as teachers to
Ih.. world at large, each appealing in his own style to a valorized
I'nsonal experience as a support for theoretical arguments. Like
Vuo , Rousseau is interested in the conjunction of language, at its
',,'lIrCe in human experience, with passion. And if we compare
I{tlusse~u's pedagogical programs in Emile with Vico's, the
u-scmblances are more striking still, since in both men there is a
-ub tle interplay of traditional authority with a sort of humanistic
quasi freedom. The purpose of education, says Rousseau, is to
produce men ("en sortant de mes mains ... il sera premierernent
h()mme"*2~; what is crucial is to adapt educational schemes to

men, and not vice versa ("appropriez l'education de l'hornrne a
l'horn me , et non pas a ce qui n'est point lui,,23 ). The principle of
all human action, Rousseau continues, is the will of a free man ,"
which is not to say, however, that philosphers know what that
means.P Rather, we must remember the animistic philosophy of
primitive men-here Rousseau's image exactly resembles Vieo's
gigante-and that although man begins to think with difficulty,
once he begins he never stopS.26 As for language, it is best that the
child be founded in only one, so that copiousness of linguistic
knowledge be something he learns as he matures.P?

All these notions, so similar to Vico's, are rooted in Rousseau's
""when he leaves my care ... he will be first of all a man"
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premiere vI~rill' qlll IIII' 11.11'1'1' 1'1 ;) ialllll'lll' .il' slli~ 1'", ,,'
d'ucquicsccr .' ,211 YI'I illlllll'lliall'ly at'II'r lIIakill~ such all .if lu II,

ation Rousseau, unlike Vicll, expresses doubt whcdll'~ his SI'II"~ .. I
his own existence is anything more than mere sensation. Fill 1111"
doubt is what it comes to in Rousseau, whereas for VII «.
education, or self-education, brings out mind from the body, Ihll'
assuring mind of a real existence. Not that mind is independent .. I
sensations; rather, mind for Vico, even while it is derived frolll 1111'
immediacy of sense experience, can enjoy a continuity, "
coherence, a style of its own, It is precisely this duration of lIlillll
in the world, after the beginning in animistic sensation, 111,,1
underlies Vico's method in The New Science. On the other hand,
Rousseau's discourse deliberately refrains from' taking that part II
ular step in that certain direction.

Both mid-eighteenth-century writers, however, appeal in all
enormously important, urgent manner away from tradition.rl
learning and toward personally learned certainties, If Vieo is till'
quasi-medieval scholar in his recondite learning, and ROUSSI'ali
seems the relentless amateur, what is true of both men is till'
earned authority of each as a writer whose experience j,

instructive as well as exemplary for having done things on his OW",

In both men, method is self-taught and, more important,
self-teaching. Together they symbolize the great shift in
knowledge away from dynastic continuity and toward that of
radical discontinuity, toward that mode in which the beginning of
intellectual work and writing cannot be detached either from
thought about or the actual activity of beginning.'? More
over-and this is, I think, especially true of Vico=thc
"scientific" or methodological innovation of each derives from
urging upon his readers something more like a constant experience
of self-teaching than a schematic para-Cartesian method. Both men
gain in importance for what their discourses silently make possible
in later writers. Vico's I believe to be the more instructive case for
what it means now to begin a course of reflective study, especially
since his appeal as a writer is especially relevant to readers for
whom (as for me) the beginning is principally an activity of
reconstruction, repetition, restoration, redeployment,

In everything I have so far said, whether about Vico or about

* "I exist, and I have sensuous faculties by which I am affected, That is the first truth
that strikes me, and [0 which 1must submit."
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VI,,, .uu] RIIII~~I',III,,I \1'11',,' "I 1""" I', "111,1,, II '1'1,,1' 1", VII "',,11,,,
'V,'II' ,\',.;,'110' SlIla, k.\ III •h .. II,'WII,",', "I ,.11,'1111,1111 1.1,111'1 • h,111 t lu-
'II'WIIl'SS of Edl'lIic unuu-di,« y, whd" Villi IIl'Vl'1 ~,Iy~ t li.u lu- is
II \'lllg by me.ius of sciitolarsilip '" rnllpply ,hl' world with what it
1.,1\ lost as a result of either of ,hosl' IWIl grl'at diminishments, the
1',111 or the Flood, the first, far more obscurely than the second,
1r.runts all his pages, His laborious commentary on the allegorical
IiIIl1tispiece to The New Science includes this glossing passage on
Ih(' funerary urn that stands at picture center:

The second human institution is burial, (Indeed humanitas in Latin
'''IIICS first and properly from humando, burying.) This institution is
'Ylllholized by a cinerary urn, .. , The urn indicates also the origin among
till' gentiles of the division of the fields to which is to be traced the
distinction of cities and peoples and finally nations, (par, 12)

The first institution is matrimony, but it ought not to be lost on
Ilie reader that it is burial that for Vico gives rise to history, not
mere conjugation. The "giants" who begin human history divide
•he earth into intelligible physical, intellectual, and moral units;
t licir name (giants) is "a Greek word meaning 'sons of the earth,'
i.c. descendants of those who have been buried" (par. 13). They
bury their ancestors because, unlike beasts, they maintain long
residence in a place, which to Vico signifies fear of the divine and
a desire to hide. The giants cannot live surrounded by putrefying
corpses-, so in burying them they undertake, for the first time in
human history, an intentional order by which the dead and the
living are related to one another.

Hence they considered themselves noble, justly ascribing their nobility
in that first state of human institutions to their having been humanly
cngendered in the fear of the divinity. From this manner of human
engendering and not fom anything else, what is called human generation took
its name. (par. 13)

We must rernembei , too, that by generation Vico means
"parturition" as well as the act of bringing forth (educereleducare)
bodies of human, as opposed to gigantic, size. Adam, "the prince
of all mankind," was of "proper size" because God made him so;
human beings, gentile descendants of the giants, are reduced by
their own effort to proper size, by the intentional beginning act of
will to have a history and a continuity or genealogy. This can only
come about when the masses of dead bodies- Vico's metaphor for
the undifferentiated, polymorphously perverse desire for that
unlimited presence which is ahistoric existence-are buried, and
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then'hy 111.1('11'" 11111.11111,111),,11111'';"'1'11'1111',(hll I' 1IIl'v 1.,11'1

disappeared, 1.11I~II'lgI'Ill'IIIIIII',~ I'"ssihl", IkI.IIIS(, till' dl',lll, ,II,

imagined as I.avill~ illlllllllt.d sllids 1'\lelidillg, ;IS il WIT(', 1111111II.,
past into the prl'sl'lll, words then link 111:111wid.! thillgs LIIIt.,~11
cally (that is, by a sort of fictional process).

For that first language, spoken by the theological poets, was 111>1
language in accord with the nature of the things it dealt with (as must I."V"
been the sacred language invented by Adam, to whom God granted divln,
onomathesia, the giving of names according to the nature of each), but wu' ~
fantastic speech making use of physical substances endowed with life un,l
most of them imagined to be divine, (par, 401)

In time, language losses its fantastic quality, just as, aIlaIII
gously, men shrink from giant to human size. Vico is of COIII\I'

describing shifts in perception by which the .senses stop secill~
things as divinely original in order to begin seeing them .I~
humanly regular. From being fabulously extraordinary, men alld
words become ordinary because they become human, continuous,
intelligible; yet such a shift is possible only because man effects ir ,
because he begins to effect it. In time, fantastic myths give way teo
bloodless abstractions. Vico hints even that Adam and Noah arl"
apprehensible by man only as two versions of an abstract concept
called "the beginning." Yet it is The New Science in whose
generous discursive and textual space the loss of vivacity and
immediacy accompanying the shift from divine originality to
human beginning is given acknowledgment. This is an achieve me III
I have kept in mind as I have been writing about beginnings.

v
A major thesis of this book is that beginning is a consciously
intentional, productive activity, and that, moreover, it is activity
whose circumstances include a sense of loss. Furthermore, as
Vico's New Science demonstrates, the activity of beginning
follows a sort of historical dialectic that changes its character and
meaning during the processes of writing and intellectual pro-
duction. Thus beginning has influences upon what follows from it:
in the paradoxical manner, then, according to which beginnings as
events are not necessarily confined to the beginning, we realize
that a major shift in perspective and knowledge has taken place.
The state of mind that is concerned with origins is, I have said,
theological. By contrast, and this is the shift, beginnings are
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1IIIIII'IIIIy ~I'I 111.11, "I V,I'IIId,· ,"111111111111',,II IIVIIIl' AIII,,11<'1
,11111'1'1'11('('1I111~iIh .. 111"1'.11IIII'IIy 111'1" '.111'1' III Illy disc ussions III'
111'IId alld IIi' modcru Il"I~ I 1I,IV1',!iIt',llly r x.n niuvd one aspl'ct of
"lis differellcl' ill dl'lail: a hq.\lIl1lillg inrvuds mcuning, but the
'"l1tinuitics and methods dl'vl'llIpill~ Irom it arc gcncrally orders
," dispersion, of adjac('l/cy, and of complementarity, A different
W;IY of purring this is to say that whereas an origin centrally
.lominates what derives from it, the beginning (especially the
modern beginning), encourages nonlinear development, a logic
giving rise to the sort of multileveled coherence of dispersion we
lind in Freud's text, in the texts of modern writers, or in
l-oucaults archeological investigations.

To lay this difference at Vico's feet is, if not an exaggeration,
Ihen a way of recognizing how The New Science prophetically
suggests terms for comprehending a very modern polemic. When
Vico said that human comes from the root to bury, he might not
have realized that his humanistic philosophy contained in it the
clements of its own negation. To bury, in Vico's sense, is to
l'ngender difference; and to engender difference, as Derrida has
argued, is to defer presence, to temporize, to introduce absence.
As we saw, Vico connects human history with language, the
former having been made possible by the latter. What Vico only
hints at, however, is that language effectively displaces human
presence, just as history is engendered only by the burial (removal,
displacement) of immediacy. This act of deferring can be
understood as part of Vico's continuing attack upon Descartes,
upon the centrality of the cogito, and upon geometric method.
When Vico speaks of a mental language common to all nations, he
is, therefore, asserting the verbal community binding men together
at the expense of their immediate existential presence to onc
another. Such common language-which in modern writing has
appeared as Freud's unconscious, as Orwell's newspeak, as
Levi-Strauss's savage mind, as Foucault's episteme, as Fanon's
doctrine of imperialism-defers the human center or cogito in the
(sometimes tyrannical) interest of universal, systematic relation-
ships. Participation in these relationships is scarcely voluntary,
only intermittently perceptible as participation in any egaliterian
sense, and hardly amenable to human scrutiny.

Humanism thus engenders its own opposite. I cannot here
discuss the implications of this, except methodologically, and only
in a limited way at that. In the United States and France during
the past decade there has been going on a unique, fairly
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widl'sprl',III. ,,111'111IIII'II·.I,ly 1111111.1111.11I.dv~I"'1I1 rill' "111.111"11III rill
lnun.mit n-s. Thl' 1:11'11<h <111.1111'1hl'IWl'I'1i all 1lIllt'asll1~ly 111.111<111,1,
academic l·slahli,hllll·llI. 1111<l1Il' sidl'. .uul 1111'Nl'W Crit r. 1'.111 III
literature, sm:iology. alllhropology. psychiatry. l·pistl'IIIIIII, ....v . 11\..1
ontology-on the other. has centered Oil the human ICOIIII'III .. I
subject of these humanistic disciplines, I simplify a wry 1111111'1••
debate (to which I have alluded in detail in chapter 5) if I say Ih.11
the general line of French New Criticism has been cnr in-lv I..
doubt and subsequently nullify the constitutive, authlllllllll\
powers of the human subject in the so-called human SCi"1I1n
Instead of maintaining an unexamined core of "humanism" as ,III
original validating center of the humanities (the "old crn i. al"
position, generally speaking), such writers as Barthes, ,Foucallil
Derrida, and Lacan have contested that view \Vith intricate ,11111

proliferating rules that accoun t for human reality withou t recour «
to an originating, privileged human subject: this, of course, is lilli'
side of Vico's "humanistic" science, These writers have sought I"
show that literature, psychology, philosophy, and language are III"
independent of direct and constant human intervention to I",
reduced to the traditional creeds of humanism for explanation III
understanding-that is, that these disciplines have acquired rulr
governed lives of their own that include man while never bl'ill~
subordinate to or dominated by him, nor, moreover, accessible III
him by retrospection. Man is occasionally a measure of things, bill
by no means is he the measure, There are systems, distributions.
and structures that by virtue of sheer variety and number
supersede the power of a dominating, permanent human center to
activate them; a whole new array of disciplines, concepts, and
orientations have appeared more adequate than the individual
cogito, and these have been contained by difficult technical
disciplines that proceed internally by discontinuous steps, not
humanistic beliefs, Unlike the futurists or the surrealists (despite
the latter's asseverations to the contrary), the New Critics in their
work have claimed-correctly, I think-to occupy a political
position on the left.

In the United States the battle between the old and the new,
or the establishment and the countercultures, if it has had a focus
at all, has largely been concerned with issues connected to the
politics of culture. The famous question of "relevance," as much
as Lionel Trilling's celebrated book Beyond Culture, or the truly
widely (and qualitatively) varied efforts of such radical or
revisionist writers as Theodore Roszak, Noam Chomsky, Gabriel

374



I\ .. I~II, 1.1I111~ K,lllIpl, II<-IIll'l1 M,IIIII',I' ",11',,111 S""I.I~'" ,111.1 1II,IIIy
," 1."1,\, Ill' I hI' t'lIlt'l PII\llIg .uu] "PI'I 111.111\'1' 111111 1\1111.1 1111'11 11~1'
II .. hard Poiricr, AII~lI~ I,'!t'lt lur , ht'tlt'llt ~ (:n'w~, .uu] Ilaroid
1111111111 all lhesl' rC(lrl'senl din it 1111it'S fill' !Ill' traditionally bred
11I111I<lnistwho attl'lIIpts to clllpilly "school" knowledge to account
I, 'I modern phenomena that either bypass or overwhelm that
~Illlwledge, These phenomena are of three sorts: sociopolitical
luh.rvior not explainable or understandable behavioristically;
,IIIistic activity that conforms to canons other than those of
pr.ut icab]e creativity, construction, or profit; and instances of an
uucllcctual potential (conscious or unconscious) whose experience
"llIhbornly resists the habitual categories of explanation based on
Ihc stability of history and cogito. What was the general culture to
.til: retrace its steps to traditional ideas, recoil in anger and
luwildermenr, or meet the challenge with knowledge constructed
on new bases?

of course, in the United States the Vietnam War and the
'Irong opposition to it provided an urgent setting for debate and
drew it forth. But a general difference between the American and
l-rcnch polemics, in my opinion, is that, so far as the human
sciences are concerned, in France there have been sustained efforts
made to theorize and systematize the issues around which debate
has centered; whereas in the United States this has been far less
true (except, I think, in linguistics, owing largely to Chomsky's
extraordinary labors), and for two reasons. The first is the
propensity, perhaps a national-cultural one, to avoid theory as a
subject pertaining to the study of humanism in general and of
literature in particular, Concerning the one influential (and
Canadian) exception-Northrop Frye's theory of literature and
criticism-I shall have something to say in a moment. Secondly,
with a few notable exceptions, parties to the debate in criticism
seem to have confined their work mainly to celebration or
complaint, and much less to audacious speculation.

The net effect, and to an extent also the cause, of this debate
in France and the United States has been to discourage "aca-
demic" or "scholarly" study. Each has come to seem a pedantic
exercise, and most American scholars probably agree that even the
idea evoked by scholarship lacks dignity, Trilling's recent Jefferson
Lecture puts the blame for these symptoms globally upon a
denigration of mind, an impoverishment that increases uncertainty
about intellectual values and diminishes mind's authoriry.P? Yet
the very fact that since the Second World War in France, for
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c x.un pir , I hl'll' 11.1', IH'I'II ~~III1II~1111wli.u III ui v "111111"11I'. ,II,
astullishill~ ,111.1 l'I~'llll.llllIg pllllllllllllli III Iltllll~hl ;1111",1', 1.0
continued hl'lil'l ill 111111.1,alheil a Llllicdly ;aill'l'ed VII'W "I
scholarship, ,As Paul de Mall UllCl' wrot c , t lu- Amcric.m VII'W 001

<: I 'modernism has always stressed the dark, confuse, \ sidl' III 110,
nihilism:" -neglecting that aspect of Nietzsche's nihilism. 1001
instance, which was a revitalized sense of rational lcaruiug ,111.1
radically constitutive sense of the human sciences, I am tryill~ 111'11
to insist on the surjace espousal of modernist n ihilism III

America.F and trying also to insist that if the work of Salll,
Levi-Strauss, Foucault, Robbe-Grillet and others has any value III
originality, it is in having harnessed the methodological vitalit Y 101
modernism over and beyond its not especially novel discover in I"
an all-enveloping darkness. •

A principal aspect of methodology so comprehended is, a~ I
said above, rejection of the human subject as grounding center 1111
human knowledge. Derrida, Foucault, and Deleuze have g01l1
further than the rejection. Epistemologically they have spoken Id
contemporary knowledge (savoir) as decentered; Deleuze's f01"ll1l1
lation is that knowledge, insofar as it is intelligible, is appn'
hensible in terms of nomadic centers, provisional structures th.u
are never permanent, always straying from one set of information
to another.V When this position is compared with that of Fryc'x
Anatomy of Criticism, the difference between them is seen to hI'
dramatic. Anatomy of Criticism, after all, is a major piece ul
intelligence and systematization; it has played the dominant part,
and deservedly so, in giving critical discourse in English today all
important share of coherence. Nevertheless, Frye's monumental
edifice of historical, ethical, archetypal, and rhetorical criticism,
with its corresponding modes, symbols, myths, and genres, is
premised upon structural principles for which Frye's analogies arc
tonal music and Platonic Christianity. The former gives him a
well-tempered circle within which to enclose all literary discourse,
the latter a logos by which to center all literary experience. I do
not intend this observation as an index of Frye's limitations,
because in my quasi-journalistic account of his theory I have
perhaps inadvertently failed sufficiently to analyze the openness
of his aim " and the prodigious elan with which his work tries to
reforge "the broken link between creation and knowledge, art and
science, myth and concept.,,35 What I wish to indicate is the need
in Frye's theory for a center-not always a stated one perhaps, but
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,111,' Ill'v,·rllll·I,·~.~.. 1',·"IIIIl'.I I" h,· 1'I''''''liI ,111,11" 1,,'11,,1111.1, "111"11111'.
,111.1IIrigilLllilig IIIII,li'''II''1 ,11110..1 .11"""11',,,

II is prl'cisl'ly Fryl"~ VIl'W 11..11 "vrrh ..1 I.llIguaW·s" have "a
"'"[ripetal charac[l'I'''·II, IILII IIIl' Ilm'l' l,'rl'lIch philosophers
uu-ut ioucd .ibov« fil'lllly d isputc. Curiously Levi-Strauss, whose
.m.ilv scs arc of prclitcrntc cultures and who has often been-.
uul iscr iminatcly lumped together with those three, takes a view in
II.I' "Overture" to his Mythologies not wholly unlike Frye's-that
myths have (like music) a center which is not stated, but which is
IlkI' the tonal system embodied in disparate expressions."? Frye
.uid Levi-Strauss both argue that meaning is distributed in an
.. rderly way throughout the total system by an original center or
'"gos; Deleuze 's position is that the system delivers as much
uonmeaning inon-senss because meaning is produced, never
"riginated or grounded in something prior to it, and because
meaning begins at the zero point at which nonmeanino can be
distinguished from no mea/ling as derived from a fecundating
(>rigin or Center, and because meaning is a "machine" producing
local instances of sense. It is worth quoting Dele uze a little on this
point:

It is therefore pleasant that good news resound today: meaning is never
principle or origin, it is always something produced. It is not something to be
discovered, restored, or re-employed, it is to be produced by new mech-
anisms. It belongs neither to any heighth nor to any depth; it is an effect of
the surface, inseparable from the surface as its proper dimensions. Not that
meaning lacks depth, or heighth, but rather that heighth and depth lack
surface and lack meaning (or if not that, then they have meaning only as an
"effect" presupposing meaning). We no longer ask if the "original meaning"
of religion exists in a God betrayed by human norms, nor do we ask if man
contains that meaning, lost now because he has alienated himself from God's
image.38

For each appeal to the absolute, profound, or transcendent
Origin, Deleuze-and this is a methodological principle I support-
would opposc in answer an instance of surface, which is the place
at which meaning begins. Freud and Nietzsche represent this
answer of his at its most fierce. Yet intcrcstingly, both Frye and
Deleuze view meaning-whcther at the level of production (for
Deleuze) or at the level of embodiment or analogy (for Frye)-as a
form of repetition. Satire, according to Frye, repeats the mythos
of winter, romance (in each and every example of it) that of
summer. According to Delcuze , who adapts Nietzsche's Eternal
Recurrence to his philosophy, repetition signifies the absence of
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;111;Issi~;II'lbll' .,111;111 WII.II I', 11'111'.111''', rllI'll'llIlI', I.~ 11111 rI,,' tIn'
but till' ru.ruy . 111,1 Ih., '"IIIII' bill till' "dlnl'III, 11111 I Ill' 1Il''''\~'II-~
but the all'.llllry, "j 1:ly"'~ II"'IIIY III I'l'p,·lili.,1I rvstr.uu , Ilu.
system, cordons oH its pllssibilitil's a t t hI' limits IlL I'l'S"lllhL'IIII",11I
an archetypal set. Dc lcuzc 'x theory, Ill' has said n'n'ndy, 1I11r1l1l'llr.
meaning because it is articulated as all account of produrt ion, 11111 •
of a priori validation based on resemblance,

I do not think Foucault and Delcuze arc unjustified ill sI'I'IIIM
their philosophy of decenterment as revolutionary, at least III II.
reliance upon an intellectual who views his role within hi.
discipline and its institutional supports as an adversary 011", "I fI
role de l'intellectuel," says Foucault,

n'est plus de ce placer "un peu en avant ou un peu a cote" pour dire la vr,lt.
mucttc de tous; c'est plu tot de lutter contre Its formes-de pouvoir la oil it ~"
est ala fois l'objet et I' instrument: dans l'ordre du "savoir," de la "verlre."
de la "conscience," du discours."* 40

The intellectual makes it his task to controvert the dynastic mh'
thrust upon him by history or habit. He does not see himself ;u
subordinate even to concepts such as "truth" or "knowl('d~,'"
insofar as those descend (figuratively or literally) from on high III
ascend from the Origin to the surface. True theory, says Delell~c'.
docs not totalize, it multiplies." Instead of reducing phenomcu.i
to corresponding ideas, theory releases phenomena and experieu. c·
from the limitations of having happened. Theory does not contain,
envelop, or aggrandize experience and knowledge, and neirlu-r
does it hand them on in the form of processed truth. Theory
assumes the evident irregularity and discontinuity of knowledge
and hence its lack of a single central logos-but goes on to
elucidate or to produce the order of dispersion in which
knowledge takes place.

Here Foucault and Deleuze rejoin the adversary episterno
logical current found in Vico, in Marx and Engels, in Lukacs, ill
Fanon, and also in the radical political writings of Chomsky,
Kolka, Bertrand Russell, William A. Williams, and others. Writing
is the act of taking hold of language (prendre Laparole) in order to
do something, not merely in order to repeat an idea verbatim.
Foucault again:

Si designer les foyers, les denoncer, en parler publiquement, c'est une

'''The intellectual's role is no longer to place himself "a little to the side or a little
ahead" in order to express everyone's silent truth; it is rather to fight against the forms
of power wherever that role is an object and an instrument: in the order of 'knowledge,'
of 'truth,' of 'consciousness,' of 'discourse.' n
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11111,·, "" 11''''1 P"~ 1'''111' 'IIII' 1'"'1"'11111' 11"'11 ~V,I" ,'11"'1", """ 11'1111', "I •.i~,'I'~I
1',111 [' '111[' PU'".lU· 1.1 p.II"I,· \1111'1, 1"1, ,', I" 1,·,,'.111 .I,. I'illlllrlll:lli,,"
""Iilillilllldlc, 11111111111'1. dill' '1"1.1 Idil. '1"'". '1(· .. ~III·1 I" .-ihh·, ccst UII

1'"'lIIicr retour 1I1'IIIr II1 II" I'"UV"il. ,'01 1111PIl'IIIil'l pOlS pllur d'autres luttes
1 «ntre le pouvoir .... 1.1' cli~('lIl1rs cll' III "c' Ill' S'llppllSC pOlS a l'inconscient: iI
""I'pose au secret. + 42

1\11 active" not to say aggressive, sense of writing underpins this
jI.lssage: for prendre La parole usually means "to begin to
~p('ak"-to take the floor, to occupy the foreground. To make
(' x plicit what is usually allowed to remain implicit; to state that
wh ich, because of professional consensus, is ordinarily not stated
III' questioned; to begin again rather than to take up writing
dutifully at a designated point and in a way ordained by tradition;
.ibove all, to write in and as an act of discovery rather than out of
respectful obedience to established "truth" -these add up to the
production of knowledge, they summarize the method of begin-
uing about which this book turns.

From all of the French critics J have mentioned, and from the
Americans, too, one receives a vivid picture of the institutions of
knowledge against which contemporary scholarship, if it is to be
scholarship in the Vichian sense, must take action. Among these
institutions-best analyzed by Foucault in L'Ordre du discours and
by Chomsky in his "Objectivity and Liberal Scholarship" -is
specialization, an ideological 'professionalism, and a hierarchical
system of values that places the reinforcement of traditional
explanations at the top (by granting rewards and prestige) and
keeps beginning speculations that deal heedlessly with the artificial
barriers between "original" and "critical" works at the very
bottom. These institutions are characterized by Foucault and
Chomsky (correctly, I think) as representing power. Thus,
according to Chomsky, "one might anticipate that as power
becomes more accessible the inequities of the society will recede
from yision , the status quo will seem less flawed, and the
preservation of order will become a matter of transcendant
importance.t'V In the study of literature, not only has a
thoroughly pernicious and unexamined distinction been per-
petuated between the primacy of "creative" writing and secondary

'''if designating the thresholds [of power 1 , denouncing them, speaking of them publicly,
is a struggle, it is not because no one has been aware of this, but rather because taking
hold of language [prendre la parole 1 about this subject, challenging the network of
institutional information, naming, saying who has done what, designating the target-all
these make up a first turning back of power, a first step made for other struggles against
power The discourse of struggle does not oppose what is unconscious: it opposes
what is secret."

379



Wl"illllt!, (~.II 111.11 II", 11,1\'1,1.11111,\.,1111''''. I~ dlllllt!,hl III II"
grallde~1 (1'1111.111',.111',1'I hI' 111".~11'IIO'IIIII,"~lv pll'~I'1I1 ,111.11'1, 111.,1
instead of as dll' IlIo~1 I 11"1uursr.uu r.rl 01 .,11 t!,l·III'l·S).11111.,1',11Iii ••.
has been mailliailled all .dlliosl PlatolilC view 1'1' a I,'XI III ,,' ....
author, a view that militates totally againsl 'the \ ('('alllll"" "I

producing a text. Morcovcr , what Conor Cruise ()'BIi"1I ('1"111. ,I
by Chomsky) characterizes as counterrevolutionary subor.hu.ut, ,II

also applies to that notion of the study of literature which III'II~I.
upon "art" as standing apart from the conditions of its aplle.II."Io •
and as well from tendencies around it of which it is a part.

Beginnings, therefore, are for me opposed to originalities. "1 I"
those ideal Presences whose ideal originality Yeats called .. ·.1,11
born mockers of man's enterprise." A beginning is what I "IIII~
scholarship ought to see itself as, for in that light scholarsh ip ,'I
criticism revitalizes itself. Yet it would be rank folly to undcrsr all,1
this kind of scholarship as an immediate, direct call to arms, 1"1
such impulsiveness as that is often the clearest proof of "the IIIII.~
tradition of naivete and self righteousness that disfigures 11111

intellectual history, ,,44 Rather, a beginning me thodologic.i llv
unites a practical need with a theory, an intention with a method
For the scholar or researcher, a beginning develops when !h,
conditions of his reality become equal to the generosity of his. 01
everyman's, intellectual potential. To call this a radical beginning
is to risk repeating a hackneyed expression. Yet a root is alway,
one among many, and I believe the beginning radically to be .1

method or intention among many, never the radical method III
intention. Thus beginnings for the critic restructure and animate
knowledge, not as already-achieved result, but "as something to I",
done, as a task and as a search." Such radicalism-to continue thr
quotation from Pierre Thevenaz- "aims at fusing together till'
moral will and the grasping of evidence.Y"

To have reached such a propaedeutic conclusion in a book
about beginnings is perhaps too neat a trick. One (apologetic) wa y
of allowing it to stand is to add that "beginning" is an eminently
renewable subject. In the course of studying for and writing this
book, I have opened, I think, possibilities for myself (and
hopefully for others) of further problematics to be explored,
Some of them are: the question of language as an object of
speculation, as an object occupying for the writer a privileged first
place; the formal and psychological question of the inter-
dependence of literary and sociological approaches in dealing with
how English, for example, is at once a national and a world
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1.11I~~II'I":l'(for \111111' wrill'l\ ,I 111\1 .111,1 1111 .,I!ins a M'I'OIlt!

1.11I~,II;I~l'):the qUI'slilllllllltllllp,",IIIVI' 1111'1,111111' ",elf, III tvr ms (If
11I'ld~ of displ'rsioll alllllll~ rI"'III1", 111111 ib, 0111.1~l'llrl'S, ill which
11I'~llIlIing is an absolutely lI'lIlial SIl'p; till' question of the cultural
.l.uuination of one intellectual III' national domain over another
(1I11l' culture is more "developed" thau - having begun earlier and
"arr ived " -,before-another); and the 4 uestions of liberty, or
In'edom, or originality as they obtain in complex social and
uucllcctual orders of repetition, These are studies to which I hope
«ur moral will shall be equal-if in part this beginning has fulfilled
lis purpose,
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New Science and, 36.1-65

Autobiography (Yeats), 232

Bachelard, Gaston, 40, .1.15
Baldensperger, Ferdinand, 7
Balzac, M., 145,239
Barthes, Roland, 8, 283, 287,314, .117,

327,328,342,374: bcgillnillils to,
320; decoupage and, .125; I!ssay 1111 lht
Eiffel Tower, 32.1; idea cf rcx t, 2112:
investigation of semiotics, 321 : 1:111
guage as problem and model of order,
319: on structure, 16, 191; writing ".
intransitive activity, 338

Bataille, George S., 251, 320
Bate, W.J., 8, 22,47, 213
Baudelaire, Charles F., 237
Beckett, Samuel, 20,46, .lOR
Bedier, Joseph, 208
beginningls]: definition or, 4·~; cI'-KU'" of

self-consciousness in literary, 4"1; Ilr
termined a priori, 29, 192;:1, diMo"
tinuity from wha t prcce des, .14;
hysterical, in literature, 43-44; i"cofl'
tical with the end, 41; idenrifylng,
with an individual, 32-33,52: in
transitive,S, 50, 73, 77; of 1;111111111111',

43,280.316,351, .372; origin ".
opposed to, 3, 6, 143, 174-75, ,llh,
357,372,380; as point in time, I H,
41; as primordial asceticism, 4041:
principles, 51-52; reversibility and,
30-32,34,35; solemn-dedicated, in
literature, 144; as "summational fie-
tion," 49, 77,78: "the beginning,"
42-43,44-46, sec ../50 names of
writers and critics; transitive, 6, 19,
SO, 72-73,76;asunknown,exprcssed
in literature, 74-75; used to designate
a later time,S, 29; utopian models
based on, 32, 73; Vico's metaphysi-
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cal, point , .HI I ; "I wlili "1&, '}'4;
as zero point III Sinh 1'11,.1"1,, 11'/ 1",
320,328,J42,]77

Benveniste, Emile, 76, 257, 2511, 2S'"
315; definition of discourse, 297·911

Benjamin, Walter: ethical ideas of Ian-
guage, 230·31

Berkeley, Bishop, 359
Bcrquc, Jacques, 335
Bersani, Leo, 244
Beyond Good and Evil (Nietzsche), 43
Bible, see Koran; New Testament; Old

Testament
Birth of Tragedy (Nietzsche), 9, 37,51,

290
Blackmur, R, p" 73, 75, 253, 283, 335
Blake, William, 203·204
Blanchet, Maurice, 229, 251,317
Bloom, Harold, 8, 21, 213,375
Booth, Wayne, 87
Bopp, Franz, 316
Borges, Jorge Luis, 20, 194, 209, 226,

261,328,339; Foucault's connection
to,314

Boulez , Pierre, 335
Brecht, Bertolt, 312
bricolage, 331,332
Brown, Norman 0., 7, 262
Burden of the Past and the English Poet

(Bate),47
Burke, Kenneth, 42
Butler, Samuel, 140; UII textual criti-

cism, 210

Canguihelm, Georges, 291
Capital, Das (Marx), 89
"Carrion Comfort" (Hopkins): as work of

recapitulation, 272
Cartesian Meditations (Husserl), 70
Cassircr, Ernst, 331
Castro, Amerigo, 7
Cervantes, Miguel de, 93, 142,211
Charbonnier, Georges, 320
Chomsky, Noam, 56, 374, 375, 379
Christianity, 221; see also Gospels; New

Testament

Cicero, 198

"Circus Animals' Desertion, The" (Yeats):
as work of recapitulation, 260·61

Cohen, Marcel, 18

Coleridge, Samuel Taylor, 21·22, 47,
362; structuralism and, 193
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C:O"""I"'" "'''''',1"/", (Kll"lk"l(",,,,IJ, K6.1
"" I"1'",,,111,1,,1,10 .. Allor",TIIO''' (Swifl), II

1:""r;III,.I01"rl,Io.'J, III, 24. 2~, 114, 22",
2.111,2.1.1,21,1: frrls I;u:k OIl' hcolll1l11hl,
in his Iifr, 124, 2,~ difficulty 011' ,
writillJl; for, 2))·34, 2:17, 240, 262,
26]; usc 0 f uarra live by ,'151: $""
also Heart "ll)<lrk>"'~$ (CI1l1r;I<I):
Nostromo (Conrad)

Contrc Suinte-Beuvc (Proust): idea "I' (lor
writing career in, 244·45

"Convergence of the Twain" (Hardy),
138-39

CoUTS de linguistique generale (Saussun-},
53,322

Crews, Frederick, 375 _.
criticism: definition of. 3·4: difference he'

tween Genevan and Structuralist,
333·34,337; French New Crieicism,
281·83,374: Genevan school, 194·1)5;
textual, 206·209, 222,315; in the
U. S., modern. 374·75; see also
Higher Critics; Structuralists

critics, 71, 72, 222; Barthes's views of,
321; beginnings for, 13·14; molesta-
tion of, by body of knowledge, 25;
relation of, to text, 194·96, 206·209

Croce, Benedetto, 361,363
Curti us, Ernest Robert, 7, 20, 142

Dante, Alighieri, 9, 211; as inaugurator of
modern European literature, 212; see
also Divine Comedy (Dante)

De lagrammatologie (Derrida), 340, 342
Deleuze, Gilles, 87, 311, 376, 377, 378
De Lingua Latina (Varro), 55
"Demon de l'analogie, Le" [Mallarrne}, 67
De Profundis (Wilde), 238
Derrida, Jacques, 374, 376; writings of,

as critique of Structuralists, 339·43,
372,374

Desanti,Jean, 335
Descartes, Rene, 35, 47, 48,347,348;

Vico's attack on, 359,360,364,373
Dickens, Charles, 94, 96,145,228; au-

thority rooted in the self, 98
Dilthey , Wilhelm, 23; formalism of,

differs frum Structuralists, 331·32;
text as pathway to new texts, 205

discontinuity: Foucault's idea of, 300-306
discourse: Bencviste's definition of,

297·98; break between speaker and,
307·308; correlation of, 309, 310;



.1"1'1,11 "'"""' ,'L1.I, 1111, 1.1111.,"1,'.
ill"B. "", zu. "...r, J'I'/, 111M HI, 11'1,
1""';411'.,10,1111111",, "I ... 11, J.'I'I; .. "I ..
nf, lIIai"llIi" ..d hy Ic'!&I.IMI",1 ~.... i,l.,"' ,
311; prillclplt'~ "r furlllLlllc", "I', ,IIIH,
309, 310: Irllll~rurlllaljull uf, IU'), .1 III

Discourse (I" t.clllllfl,'.1!", '1'/1,' (I"'L1L1,"o1t),
291, 297,.10:\,.IOH

Divine (;o""''/y [Danu-}, 212; relat ion "f,
to New Testament, 212, 21.l

Doctor Faustus (MaLlII): Adrian Lever-

kuhn's life and music paralleled with
Germany's history in, 182-83: as end
of man as subject of fiction, 182;
parallel elements of tex tin, 183-84:
temporality in, 184·86

DOli Qllixote (Cervantes), 93,142,213;
Foucault's analysis of, 284

dreams, see Interpretation of Dreams,
The (Freud)

Dumczil, Georges, 335

Eightee',th CeOltl<ry Confronts the Gods
(Manuel),47

Eliot, T. S., 9, 10,73,89,258-59, 260-61,
315

Emile (Rousseau), 369
Empson, William, 334
Engels, Friedrich, 378
Erasmus, Desiderius, 356
Erikson, Erik, 33-34, 35
European Literature and the Latin

Middle Ages (Curtius), 20
exteriority: Foucault's idea of, 311-13

Fallon, Frantz, 373
Fear and Trembling (Kierkegaard), 86·87
First Principles (Spencer), 35
"First Psychoanalyst, The" (Erikson), 33
Flaubert, Gustave, 98, 263: authority 0(,

146-47: use of temporality by, 147, 148,
161,168

Fletcher, Angus, 375

Folie et Deraison (Foucault), 284, 297:
as study of sameness and difference
in societies, 300-301

Ford, Ford Madox, 122; use of narrative
by,151

formalism, 331-32
Foucault, Michel, 9, 23,34,51,56,180,

258,328,338,342,374,376; artist
replaces epic hero, 305; decoupage and,
325; discontinuity, 30()·306: on dis-

.,,1110", All', ;111'1, ~'If," t. "",,".1.,
l'I'" ,','11"',,,,1, )11'1; r.'flIoOllly, III
I I, hl".n .1\ 'I'~'r 'I(, 111,11',1 hy I~"
K""K", 10 I III.'; I" .. ,,' ,,,hlr, I, .!'I.!

'}I, II',; I,IIII .. I"KY ..~ lI"ulc'rn """11 "I
..rilici""" 2113·114;fllTily anrl :.ffirlllOl
till" cor l<'xl, 226, 2.11; rcvl'nihility,
297·30(): "pcdficity, 306·11; state-
nu-nt :os "thk:ol ("rn,2JIl; te x t u
rpistcm .. I"l:i, "I judK'lI<'III, 22'i; view
.. I' history, 29(1·112; words and
essences, 294·0).~; H'r" point (,u', 120,
378

free will, see prcdctcrmlnism vs, fn'l' will
French post-war critics, 374, 375·7(1;

apprehend knowledge through uncer-
tainty and iuvenrion , 2112·113;aware,
ness of beginnings, 2112·113; knowl-
edge as discontinuity, 2H2; post
narrative method, 2H2: rntioual k nuwl
edge is possible, 2H3; set' a/.w crh.i-
cisrn ; Structuralists

Freud, Sigmund, 10,59,94,311, .lB,
331, 341; as author of psychll;'lIaly·
sis, 176-77; beginning as departure
from dream-image to language, 167;
beginnings for theories of, 172·73:
disassociation and association, 2(,4;
dreams parallel fiction, 1 (,1· (.2; P.rlk·
son's essay on, 7, 5(0; illllll"III'~ Oil

fiction, 175; limitation of 1;0IIIC II;'III' t"
express mental images, (,4 r.~, .U".
links dream interpretatiun with ,,'hrr
knowledge, 1HI; nonlinear pro
gression in dream intcrpreuuion,
168·69; Oedipus complex, 16.1,
169-70,171,172,209, 264; psy-
chology of, 7,56; role of the {;olln'r,
163, 172; unconscious, role III', 10;
view of art, 264-65; views his DWII

work, 176·77; words of a dream (',III

mean their opposite, 75, 78; SI'(' ,,/.(0

Interpretation of Dreams (Freud)
Friend, The (Coleridge); essay on

"Method," 193
Frye, Northorp, 375, 376-77: "the

center" to, 376·77

Gadamer, Hans-George: text as "self-
estrangement (rom speech," 205

Garcia Marquez, Gabriel, 343
Gates of Horn (Levin), 141
genealogical sequence: of Oedipus story,

169-70; psychological knowledge vs.,
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(;':n et, j ean, 24. 74
Generrc, Gerard. 32K, 33 I, .B4
German Id""I"JlY. '1'1... (Marx and Engel},

90
Girard, Rene, 141,325
Gissing, George, 139
Goethe, Johann Wolfgang von, 95·96, 334
Goldmann, Lucien, 330; study of Pascal

and Racine, 330
Good Soldier, The (Ford), 151
Gospels, 141, 210·13; Renan's stages of

development of, 216-17; see also New
Testament

Grainger, Gilles Gaston, 335
Great Expectations (Dickens), 222; cycle

of birth and death in, 97-98; Pip's
authority, 94, 95, 99; Pip's lack of
beginnings, 93, 96, 99; Pip's lack of
freedom in, 90, 97-98; significance
of Little Pip in, 145

Great Transformation, The (Polanyi),
55-56

Green, W. H.: Old Testament as delivered
by God, 214-15

Gulliver's Travels (Swift): reversibility in,
30-31

Hampshire, Stuart, 12-13
Hardy, Thomas, 138; rejection ofhier-

archical time by, 137-41
Hartmann, Anton, 214
Heart of Darkness (Conrad), 11,84·85,

128,287-88; reflection on begin-
nings in, 232-33; use of narrative in,
151

Hegel, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich, 42
Heidegger, Martin, 43, 44, 323; and in-

transitive beginnings, 73
Higher Criticism of the Pentateuch

(Green),214
Higher Critics, 206-209, 214-15, 222
Histoire de la folie a I'age classique

(Foucault), 73-74. 284
history, 347; gentile or secular, 11,92,

349·50, 353; language in, appearance
of, 43, 280, 316, 351; Nietzsche and
Foucault's view of, 290,301; sacred,
92, 142,349-50; text as obstruction
to, 203; Vico's description of, 91-92,
262,349~O,353,354

"History of the Psychoanalytic Move-
ment" (Freud), 180, 181
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I'IK
Iliildrrlin, Frirdrid,. JO~ •. 112
Horner, 19K; Nictlftl""'~ view of .• A "'\"

and as an nestheric judgment, ~(. 'H.
poems of, as kry to periods "f
history, 19R

Hooker, Richard, 8
Hopkins, Gerald Manley, DR, 2.n. 240,

biology parallels writing, 267·(,1): ;II

end of career, 259·60, 272-75; on
innovation and repetition, 255·57:
self-sacrifice of the writer, 27()·71 ;
sexual parallels between divin.e ;11111

human author, 265·67; 'On w~ilrr·.
life, 237

Housman, A. E., 206, 208, 209
Huizinga, John, 35-36,322
humanism vs. supranaturalism, 373·RO;

see also predeterminism vs. free will
Humboldt, Wilhelm von, 18
Husserl, Edmund, 41, 69; philosophy of,

in relation to beginnings, 48-49, 72,
73, 78

Hyppolite, Jean, 291

Ibsen, Henrik; author as father of his
text, 263

Importance of Being Earnest (Wilde), 2.lK
intention, 59-60, 70, 192; definition of,

5, ] 1-13,47-48,63; in dream analysis,
165; Hopkins's temporality of, 268;
Structuralist's control of, by system,
319-20,338; for Vico, 361-62

Interpretation of Dreams (Freud), 160·73,
229; determinism of psychical events,
164, 173; as inaugural text, 179-80;
intention of, 165-66; lack of final
text of, 166; not a conventional sci-
entific text, 163; paralleled in Doctor
Faustus, 187-88; presence and ab-
sence in, 177

Islamic culture: novel, as inimical to, 81;
spoken tradition in, 199-200; see also
Koran

James, Henry, 84, 85, 95,135,222,233,
253; interpretation of fiction, 162;
use of narrative by, 151

Jaspers, Karl, 222
Jesus, see Gospels; New Testament; Vie de

jisus (Renan)



I"h"l"", SIIIIIII.I, J',)., J 1'1 Mil, I~'I
J"y, .• , Jalll .. , M, III, I I, I ~II, ).1,1, J.I, I,

.ll~; vi.w. 001, 0011w,II.", ''''''', J44
.IudI' th« 0/ rs« "'" (1IMoIy), 11M, I ~II,

Father Time ill, I.n 41, 14.1

Kafka, Franz: importance of paratexts tn,
251-52; writing as suffering and
loneliness, 252

Kampf, Louis, 375
Kant, Immanuel, 47
Keats, John, 2; text as means of fame,

204-205
Kenner, Hugh, 20
Kermode, Frank, 49, 75
Kierkegaard, Soren Asbye, 85, 93, 94,

231; on repetition, 88, 256; truth as
silence, 86-87; worldly writings as
preparation for religious works,
85-86,88

knowledge, 42, 230-31; adjacency of, to
Vico, 351; to Foucault, 287,310,
313-14; governed by irrational, im-
personal rules, 43; in Islamic culture,
200; Nietzsche on, 159; as radical dis-
continuity, 282; rational, as possible,
282; required of pre-World War II
writers vs. modern, 7-9; revolution,
51; of self, 160, self-, to Vico, 365, 366

Kolko, Gabriel, 374-75
Koran, 294; as center of Arabic litera-

ture, 82, 199 ;fiqh and hadith and,
199

Kuhn, Thomas 5,: definition of paradigm,
17, 51; science textbook as obstruc-
tion to research, 202-203

Lacan, Jacques, 329, 374; definition of
self-discourse, 299

Laing, R, D_, 7
L'Archeologie du savior (Foucault), 297,

303
language, 78, 283; as beginning, 341-42;

beginnings of, 43,280,316,351,
372; defined by the library, 301;
ethical ideas of, 230-31; Foucault's
idea of, 288, 289, 301-302, 303, 304;
Freud's view of, for psychoanalysis,
64-65,167,178,229; intransitive be-
ginnings, as being outside, 73, 77;
Mallarme's and Valery's explanation
of, 63-64; and man, according to
Nietzsche, 158-59; Nietzsche's view

III, 1'1 1M, 1'1, ".Ii III ,,1.11.. 11 t u hu
111.11r •• llly, I'IM, IM',; S.IIIIII,.'1

vl.w III, 1M, 1'1," 1'14; SIIIII.m.',

wlIIII Ih.",., " I ~'" "IIII,ry 11111" "" ira
..I ,lilpl", .111.1111, fII" 7"1 '1M; III
Structuralilll, .11M 1'1, 112 .1.1; IIl1i
venal involuntary pauerns ill, ~4 ~~;
Vico'. explanation of regular pallerrrl ill,
55; Vico's ideas of, 350-'\ I, 364, .167,
368-69,372; words implying their
opposites, 75, 78; see also linguistics;
philology

Lanson, Gustave, 335

Las Meniiias (painting): Foucault's analy-
sis of, 284

"Law of the Mind, The" (Peirce), 19.1
Lawrence, Thomas Edward, 153-56, 23.1,

236,263; on writer's life, 237,
239-40; see also Seven Pillars of
Wisdom, The (Lawrence)

L'Ecriture et la difference (Derrida),
340-41; problem of absence of center
or origin in, 341

L'Education sentimentale (Flaubert),
147-48; unnatural order of time ill,
147-48, 168

Leibnitz, G. W., 364
Lenin, 30
Leopardi, Giacomo, 262
Leroi-Gourhan, Andre, 335
L'Espace litteraire (Blanchot), 251 'i7-
Levin, Harry, 74, 334; idea of the nove l,

82-83
Levinas, Emmanuel, 343
Levi-Strauss, Claude, 29, 314, 315, .11'1,

327,341,342; bricolage, 331,3]2;
kinship systems, 323, 325; orderlineas
of world of signs, 324; on prederer
minism, 56; structure observed frn'"
the outside, 335-36; zero point ill prr
scriptive society, 317-18, 320, .126,
342,377

Lewis, C. 5., 7
library: Foucault's idea of, 301-302, 3U·

14; as space occupied by language,
301-302

Library of Babel (Borges): transhuman
quality of texts in, 201

Life of johnson (Boswell), 141
linguicity, 340; defined, 336; difference

from discursivity, 339; limitations of,
337,338,339

linguistics, 287; rules of, 322; Saussure's
ideas on, 322-23; signified and sig-
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philology

Linnacus, 2117
literature: Arabic. II I-H2: beginnings :1A

an unknown absence in. 74-7S: criti-
cism as, 321; hysterical beginnings in,
43-44; sel f-conscious beginnings in.
47; solemn dedicated beginnings in,
44-46; see also novel; poems

Logical Investigations (Husserl}, 250
L'Ordre du discours, see Discourse of

Language, The (Foucault)
Lord Jim (Conrad), 25-26
Lukacs, Georg, 11,41,42, 142,146,312
Luxemburg, Rosa, 33

Maas, Paul: ideas on text, 207, 209, 210
Madame Bovary (Flaubert), 98, 146-47
Major Barbara (Shaw), 140
Mallarrne, Stephane, 10, 20,63,67,70,

237,240,253,261,263,307,315;
ideas on writing and repetition, 242

Malraux, Andre, 77, 239, 335
Man, Paul de, 13, 376
Mann. Thomas. 10. 182-88
Manuel, Frank, 47
Marcus, Steven, 284
Marcuse, Herbert, 7,375
Martin Chuzzlewit (Dickens), 98
Martinet, Andre, 335
Marx, Karl, 41,89,93; role of money in

fiction, 145-46
Marxism, 7, 325, 329-30
Mead, George Herbert, 335
Mensonge romantique et verite roman-

esque (Girard), 141, 325
Merleau-Ponty, Maurice, 19, 43,73,236-

37,253; description of modern fic-
tion, 176; interest in art of Cezanne,
241

Metaphysics of Ethics and Critique of
Practical Reason (Kant), 47

Metzger, Bruce, 200-201
Meyer-Liibke, Wilhelm, 7, 9
Middlemarch (Eliot), 89, 95
Milton, John, 44-46, 221, 279-80; style

of, 255; writings as displacement of
the Gospels, 212-13; see also Paradise
Lost (Milton)

Mimesis (Auerbach), 69, 211
Mint, The (Lawrence), 236, 239
Moby Dick (Melville): Ahab's flawed be-

ginning in, 143-44; Ishmael's ex-

410

101,",,'I",'II.I·I·I,.III"III'oIn,roo'
rI"hllll 00'. 1·1~

"Moo,lr'II""I'" •.rl" (Swill). '11

Mill••. AI" oIh""I. II ~
11101"'1 Aliooll: ill the dll"i'OIIIIClVI·I .• ~~. '14,

1.17, I sz. I I, I; dN.lllilioll. H.I. H'I. ,',
language. ]'}; in the rea~.iNli('novrl.
143-44

Mnlien',Jean Bapristc , 29. J21
Moses and Monotheism (Freud). I' .... 111

72
Mots anglais, Les (Mallarmc), 70
Mots et les chases, Les (Foucault), 221"

228,283,297,300'; epiStemll, 2114;
theme of, the decline of represent a
tion, 302; vacant space, as theme 001.
285-86 ~

Mots sous les mots: Les Anagrammf'.f dr
Ferdinand de Saussure, Les [Stamh!n
ski),53

Naissance de la clinique (Foucault), 2')7
Nausee, La (Sartre), 222-23
New Grub Street (Gissing), 139-40, 240
New Science (Vico), 55, 90-92, 199, 201,

350,354,363,372; Autobiograf"'Y
and, 363-65; philology and philosophy
in,366-67

New Testament, 141-42, 198, 210-13;
Renan's stages of development of, 21 (,
17; see also Gospels

Next Time, The (James): writer's concern
with career in, 250

Nietzsche, Friedrich Wilhelm, 10, 42, 56,
138,222,339,342,376; anthropo-
morphism according to, 37, 38; asks
"who is speaking" to dispel represen-
tation, 307; on connection between
man and language, 158-59; distinction
between origin and purpose, 174-75;
on Homer, 56-58; idea of Eternal Re-
currence, 311, 377; on knowledge,
159; on language, 37-38, 39, 143; text
as obstruction of historical past, 203;
text as a starting point, 9; truth ac-
cording to, 38-39,152; view of history,
290,201,323,341

Nigger of the Narcissus, The (Conrad), 93
Nostromo (Conrad), 100-137, 144; au-

thoritative characters in, revealed as
false, 125; authority existing outside
man in, 133-34; conflict between ac-
tionandrecordin,106-107,118,131,
134,161; Conrad's false public image
of cheer and true inner struggle re-



11"<1,·,1111.111' 111',. 111". 1." .'~.
12K }". 1 III. , I' .110', 11,,,1.,,,1
NONllolIl1I 11'I'II'rU'1I1 .l.'ioll.&IIIIIl'j Itld

in, 1.11;,1111,'" hlllll,I~ .. I,.II"'VI'I,
1.17; dualit y III NII,trlllnll ".nlJ,.,,~,1
to that IIr Cunrud , lOtI, 1 III .I 1. 1 \7.;
Father Rnma n Sl"'S "divine" nlil
chincry as benign in, 1.\(,; freedom ill,
126,132·33; Higuerota (mountain) in,
contrasted with Conrad's split per-
sonality, 123·24; importance of
leaving a personal record to charac-
ters in, 134; lack of starting point in,
and in Conrad's life, 124; lack of
time scheme in, 121·22; man's au-
thority his ultimate weakness in, 136;
Nostromo as author and prisoner,
113·14,120·21,127,132,134·35;
significance of ending of, 134·35; silo
ver mine as controlling force in, 100,
109·10,115·17,119,128,130,132,
134,135; South America a metaphor for
modern world, 117; a world authored by
Nostromo as intolerable as world super-
ceded, 118, 119

novel, 17·18; authoritative characters in,
95·100; authority and molestation,
83·84,98·99,157; beginning linked to
time in, 143, 146; changes in late
nineteenth century, 139-40, 146, 151·
52,158; classical, 24, 93, 94, 157,
163, 229; conditions for beginning
conception of, 88·93,140·41; dis-
covery of self in, 141; early and mid-
nineteenth century, 95; eighteenth
century, 141; end of man as sub-
ject in, 182; formal structure outside
material of, 188; as inimical to the
Islamic world-view, 81; as a means of
augmenting the real world and ere-
ating fictional beginning, 82; pro-
tagonist in, 91, 95,143,158: realistic
interaction of money and sexual gen-
eration in, 146; returning to a point
of fertile beginning in, 140-41; secular
imitates sacred in, ] 42,306·307; time
in, 146·50; in Western literary cul-
ture, 17·18,82, 157;see also names of
individual novels; predetermination
vs. free will

Objectivity and Liberal Scholarship
(Chomsky),379

• t'l\l 1.'11, I 1111111 C 111&... ·• 'HU

f J./\,lu'\, ""fII"', .. IU, I 11'" lilli,'" ",,,,,,1,, ..1,,
I", ,o·t \It'I,II'IIIIIIIIIt' 11r • l 1I'IIIIr
1"'11111111"11111, I,ll

11.1V"'"v (I"y,r), 111, I';',
(It-dil"l> rOllll'lo'" ...·.·1·,,·,,01. Silllli 111111,

()"lIil'u" l'IlInl'l,'x
"()f Mere Ildnll" (Stvvens}, 41)
()lIlIl'n, C. II., .\.14
Old Testament, 214· 15
"On First I.ouking Into Chal'''''''''.

Home," (Keats), 20
Order ofT/rings, '1'1,<" so''·Mots I'IIo-.f

chases, Les (Foucault)
Origin of Species (Darwin), 51
Ortigues, Edmund, 335
OrweU, George, 373

Panofsky, Erwin, 7
Paradise Lost (Milton), 59-60; absence

and loss as theme of, 279-110, .1I~; ".
displacement of the Gospels, 21211:
as an example of solemn-dedicated
beginnings, 44·46

Peckham, Morse: on textual cr ituism. :W"
Peirce, C. S., 193,321, .134
"Philologie der Weltlitc,atur," (,II

philology, 6'8, 69, 70, 91; los, "Itlo,·
"Origin" and, 315; as 1I11l'!.-'" hu m "I

criticism, 283; philosophy ;11111, fur Vi, II,
366·67, see also language: linlllll,t i••

Philosophenbuch, Das (Nietzsche}, ...t,
38

Philosophical Investigations (Wittllo'''''''in)'
text as album of notes, 224-2S

philosophy, 91; philology and, fur Vic",
366·67

Piaget, Jean, 232; definition of struc
turalism, 191·92,224

Piccard, Raymond, 334
"Pierre Menard, Author of The Quixote"

(Borges), 194
poems: with "the beginning" as their

theme, 44·46
Poetics (Aristotle), 34, 41
Poggioli, Renate, 242, 249
Poirier, Richard, 229, 375
Point of View for My Work as al1 Author,

The (Kierkegaard), 85, 86
Polanyi, Karl, 55·56
Pope, Alexander: style of, 255
Porphyry, 205
Portrait of a Lady, The (James), 95;
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Portrai! of a t.ady, Thr ("",IIII'II',IJ
lsabel Arl'h~r ~'I'I!IIl'rlllrh l_h~r.1ter ,
228

Possessed, 1111'[Dostoievsky}: u-xt aa
having its own life in, 150, 161; un-
natural use of time in, 14K-50

Poulet, Georges, 335; as representative of
Genevan school of criticism, 194-95

Pound, Ezra, 8, 256
Poverty of Philosophy (Marx), 41
predetermination vs. free will, 53-56;

Marx on, 89-90; in Nostromo, 109-10,
115-16,117,119,128,130,132,
133·34, 135; Pip in Great Expecta-
tions as example of, 90; Rousseau on,
369; Vico's idea of, 358-59; see also
humanism vs, supranaturalism

Prelude, The (Wordsworth), 13, 59; as an
example of solemn-dedicated begin-
nings, 44-46

Prolegomenon to Any Future Meta-
physics (Kant), 47

Proust, Marcel, 233, 238-39, 240, 243-49,
263; first edition means first copy
read, 248; on his writing career, 241,
243-44,250

Propp, V. I., 325

Quine, Willard Van Orman, 334

reading, 74; text and, 201-202
Renan, Ernest, 210,213,215-22,227,

229; text exceeds its subject, 221;
see also Vie de Jesus (Renan)

repetition: beginning and, 357, 377-78; in
history, 262, 354; and innovation,
255-59; in Iiterature,12; random, as
order of discourse, 311

representation: in classical age, 142,306-
307; see also novel

reversibility, 30-32, 34,35; Foucault's
idea of, 297-300

Rhetoric of Fiction (Booth), 87
Rhetoric of Religion, The (Burke), 42
Richards, I. A., 19, 334
Rilke, Rainer Maria, 20, 74
Robbe-Grillet, Allain, 83, 375
Robinson Crusoe (Defoe), 92-93
Romerbrie] (Barth), 205
Rosenthal, Franz: on Islamic textual

practice, 200
Roszak, Theodore, 374
Rousseau, Jean Jacques, 327, 336, 338,
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H!, .lIl1l1llr IIIW.,1I .h""'11 e , 14),
V" II .,111. 11.1, 'II

It"II •• rl, It_YIIIllI"1. II ~
J{"Ylr" ... i.h, _1.11

RU/I's lor 11ft' Dirrcttcn .. "./ th» Mill"
(»r.~;lrtrs),]S -

Sade, Marat de, 306, 307,312, ].,2
Sandys, Sir John, 198
Sartre, Jean-Paul, 74, .135; text 35 !iMIi"I

writer's career, 222·23
Saussure, Ferdinand de, 36, 322, 342; ""

establishing of viewpoint, 36·37;~.
father of semiotics, 321; on lanllll.II',
38,39,229; rule of delimitation,
323-24; word-theme (mot-theme), ~ I
54,68

Schopenhauer, Arthur, 290
scribes, 201, 206
Secret Agent (Conrad), 135
semiotics, 328; explanation of, 321
Sense of an Ending, The (Kermode), 4",

75
Seven Pillars of Wisdom, The (Lawrence],

153-56,161,239; author as creator
and created in, 154-55,156-67;
emptiness and secrecy of, 155-56; a9

psychological novel, 157
sexual energy: of divine. parallels human,

265-67; transferred to writing, 263·(01.
Shaw, George Bernard, 140
Smith, Adam. 287
Sodom et Gomorrhe (Proust), 246; sexual

inversion in, 246-47
Songs of Experience (Blake), 204
Songs of Innocence (Blake): idea of text

in, 203-204
Sonnets to Orpheus (Rilke), 240-41
Sontag, Susan, 375
speciftcity: Foucault's idea of. 306-11
speech: according to Valery, 62-63
Spencer, Herbert, 35
Spinoza, 364
Spitzer, Leo, 7, 69, 194
Spoerri, Theophil, 7
Starobinski, Jean, 53,337
Stevens, Wallace, 49, 78
Stevenson, Robert Louis, 99
Stoic Comedians, The, 20
Strachey, James, 165

Structuralists, 374; adjustment to lan-
guage and civilization, 323; arche-
typalists and, 339; change and force
accounted for by, 335-36; decoupage,



Uol n, 1I1'1I101~'''11I1o1'1r "I, I I" ~ I,
.11111'11'1111'. hllill .'("11"' .... " 1111 .. \.

I I I 14, I I' I'VI'IV 111'111 III"IIII'V-

Irlll i!t.II1C·'\~KI·IH·"""tI, \.~·I,1IIIIIr ...·1

rul,'~"I, III, (;I'III'v,lm VI" III, 1'1'1,

uulividua! 11"111, ,lilli, lilly ill r'l'l~ill
illK, .I.IK; llIhlll~rl"" "f, 1 14; uueuuon
flllllroli",1 by systcru •. 11'} 20, intcrual

'1Il~ly~is uf 1""lIlIallr r"l'lau'd I\cinK
[or , J 16,327; Iinlluil'ily as weakness
nf, 336-37; Piagc!'s definit iou 0(,
191-92, 224; pre-script ive beginning,
317; removal of "the Origin" (or,
315,316,342; word content tn, 319;
works inspired by, 335; zero points,
317-19,320,328

Structureo] Scientific Revolutions, Tire
(Kuhn). 202-203

S tructl4rCS l!/cm('ntaires de la purante
(Levi-Strauss), 325, 336

Study Methods of Our Time, The (Vico),
367; eloquence in, 367

"Surrationalisme, Le," 40
Swift, Jonathan, 21, 224,260-61; ego

redefined in his writing, 141; idea of
reversibility to simplicity in writings
of, 30-32; style of, 255

Tacitus, 360
Tale of a Tub, A (Swift), 21, 35, 224; as

an example of hysterical beginning, 44
Temps retrouve, Le (Proust), 243-49;

beginning of a career, 249; temporal
losses lead to career, 245; writer's
career vs. noncareer in, 243-44

text: adjacency of, as opposed to dynas-
tic, 10, 13, 66, 290; author as father
of, 172, 213, 263, 264-65; before
advent of printing, 200-201; classical,
appearance in Hebrew, Greek and
Latin, 198-99; conventions of, 162-
63; as developing, 192, 194, 205; as a
displacement of other things, 20-21,
22,25,197,202,205,209; end of
consecutive explanation in, 171;
as epistemological judgment, 225;
formal structure outside the material
of, 188; as means of preserving, 209;
New Testament's effects on classical,
210-13; Nietzsche-Wilamowitz con-
troversy as to meaning of, 9, 23; as
notes, letters, revisions and all else
associated with text, 234-36, 252; as
obstruction, 203-204; "original," as

111'111111111111I •• 1, ~I~i "II' Ilh,.I," .,HI
"'WIIIIIIII"I, JII~ III, 1"~,,·'y.II1111 "',
1'1'1 "H, II·~,IIIIII.IIIII. .'111. JIll; 1,·1,1111111
of, ,,, IIUII, IC'" ·It., .~u" .~IJ",
1(("110111'" hit· .. III, .!It. IH, .!~~},"lh·I ... ·

1t·_I.u IIlullUdilllllo n'fI,"dll h, .~o.~
;111,\; U lilln .... Wlll.-r' ••• "·.·, • .'1.' _, I.
tr .. nlindiYI,III~1 ..,,,lwlIly of, ~K ~I).

201; U IInily with wrile'r's .;an·,·r.
196,22(,·27; volume .,ul .1;01uv,
253-54

Textual C;,itidsl>l (Maas), 207
Thackeray, William M., 140;
Theorie des R"""J11.~ (Lukacs), 141
Thcvenaz, Pierre, 380
Thomas:i Kernpis, 142
Thomas, Keith, 55
Thorpe, James: ideas of lexlllall'rilic'iKIII.

208
time: in Doctor Faustus, 184-86; ill [icriou,

146-51; in Flaubert's wr iring, 147;
for Foucault, 285, 311; fur lI.rdy,
137-41,143; in l.'liducation sent!
men tale, 147-48; mctumorphoai» 0',
243; in The Possessed, 148 ~O; ill
Proust's writing, 246

Tom [ones (Fielding): I'rul.llolli,1 lIiy,'"
paternity by nurrurive , 141

"To R. B." [Hopkins}, 27-1
Totem and Taboo (Freud), I I, I, ]III'. } III.

215
Totemism (Levi-Straw ...), 1If,
"Tower, The" (Yeats), HIli

"To William Wordsworth," 21 22
Trilling, Lionel, 374, 375
Tristes tropiques (Levi-Straus.), 11,/
T'istram Shandy (Sterne), D, I ~l. 2.!4;

as an example of hysterical h"lIilllllllll"
44,47

truth, 90-92,100; according tu NIl'IHI hr,
152; in Paradise Lost, 280

Twain, Mark, 89
Tzara, Tristan, 40

Ulysses (Joyce), 151; view of writer's
career in, 244, 253

Use and Abuse of History. The (Nieu_M he ],
203

Vaihinger, Hans, 49, 78
Valery, Paul, 49,73,76; essays on

Leonardo, 48, 49, 60-64; ideas on origi-
nality in writing, 14-15

Vatar, Johann, 214
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Vernant, j enn-Picrrc , :1.15
"Verses on the Death of' Dr, Swift" (Swill):

as work of recapitulation, 26(),61
"Verses wrote on a Lady's [vary Table-

Book" (Swift): idea of text in, 204
Vico, Giambattista, xiii, 11, 16, 42, 47, 77,

90-91,96, 170, 199, 315; adjacency of
words and knowledge, 351-52; as auto-
didact, 358-59, 365, 366; beginning of
nations, 348, 353; the beginning to,
348-49,3"50,352,353,371-72; the
Bible and, 214; collective fate of man,
352-53,354; conation or intention,
361-62; Descartes and, 359, 360, 373;
explanation of regular patterns in
language, 55; God as creator of nature,
359-60; human intelligence, 353, 354,
355,365; idea of history as secular and
religious, 92, 142,349-50, 353; interest
in the fable (repilogamenti), 356-57;
language and etymology, 350-51, 360,
364,367,368-69,372; metaphysical
beginning point, 361-62; Plato and,
360; pure reason vs. originality, 369;
repetition in history, 262, 354; Rousseau
and, 369-71; signposts of, 357; text as
obstruction of historic past, 203;
theory and actual experience inter-
changeable, 350; understanding of
"divine," 35; see also Autobiography
(Vico); New Science (Vico)

Vie de Jesus (Renan), 210, 213, 215-22,
229; ideas of text in, 216-22; Jesus as
subject not author of the Gospels, 221;
Son exceeds Father in, reversal of
hierarchy, 220

Virgil, 9, 227
Visible et l'invisible, Le (Merleau-Ponty),

77-78
Vision, A (Yeats), 255
Voix et Ie phenomene, La (Derrida),

342-43
Voltaire, 359

Wagner, Richard, 48, 290
Wahlverwandschaften (Goethe), 95-96
Wasteland, The (Eliot), 10, 11, 234
What Maisie Knew (Ford): use of narrative

in, 151
Wilamowitz-Moellendorff, Ulrich von, 9;

414

11111111.111, I'

wua., (I." ,II, II, ',H, 1'10,:~.I", 240,25:1;
(III wril.'r', Iii., ,,,"I rurevr , 2.1.1, 2.17-.19,
250,2(..1

Williams, Willinm Car los', H
Wittgenstein, Ludwig, 224-25, 283,322
Wolf, Friedrich August, 198
Women in Love (Lawrence), 116
Wordsworth, William, 44-46, 47, 261
Wreck of the Deutschland, The (Hopkins),

266-71
.writer(s): as created and creator, 152-53;

educational background of, 6-8; loss of
manuscripts by, 240; modern, as ego-
centric, 228; as performer, 229; career
of, 226-75; audience's effect on, 256-57;
beginning of, 249; dependency on one's
early writings, 228, 254; distinctiveness
of, 262-63; everything subject to inter-
pretation in, 234; fourth phase of,
recapitulation, 259-61; importance of
paratexts to, 251; replaced writer's voca-
tion, 227; second phase of, being on
course, 250-55; self-critical phase of
Thomas Mann, 187; style in, 254, 257;
suffering and loneliness of, 252-53;
third phase of, repetition and innovation,
255-59; transfer of sexual-procreative
life to, 263-64, 274; as undateable, 202;
as unity with text, 196,222-23; volume
and status in, 254, 258; vs, noncareer,
236-37,243, 264

writing: authority of, 23; as a basis for
other writing, 20-22, 152, 198, 213; as
a beginning of reading, 74; beginnings
of, 23-24; as a displacement of speech,
25,205; exaggerated, 63-64; as an
intransitive activity, 338; in relation to
human reality, 158; and rewriting, 357;
use of quotations in, 22; viewed as a
displacement of other writing, 20-21,
22,191; see also text

Yales, Francis,S 5
Yeats, William Butler, 10, 232,238,255,

260-61,263,348

Zeno,361

Bayerlsche
Staats:;, ibl:cthek

Mi.incllen
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