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Foreword

The group of essays brought together in this volume claims
in no way to be a contribution to the history of criticism or to
offer a survey, however sketchy, of the trends that make up
present-day literary criticism in Europe. It is concerned with a
different problem. Each essay deals with a question of literary
understanding but none approaches this question in a systematic
way. They were written for specific occasions—conferences, lec-
tures, homages—and reflect interests that are bound to occur to
someone whaose teaching has been more or less evenly divided
between the United States and Lurope. The topics were chosen
because ol a spontaneous, sometimes personal, interest in a par-
ticular critic, without trying to present a comprchensive selection.
Many essays are by-products of a more extensive study of roman-
tic and postromantic literature that does not deal with criticism.
The recurrent pattern that emerges was established in retrospect ',
and any resemblance to pl’E‘*t‘bl"]bllb[‘lt‘d theorics of literary inter- -
pretation is entirely coincidental or, in the terminology of the book,
blind. I have made no attempt to bring the terminology of the -
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vill FOREWORD

earlier essays up to date and, except for minor changes, have left
them as thev were originally written.

I stress the somewhat unsystematic aspect of the volume in
order to dispel a false impression that could be created by the
cmphasis on criti(,iam at the expense of gencral Iitcrature Mv in-
texts. ]ut;t as 1 disclaim any attempt to contribute to a hn,tory of
modern criticism, T feel equally remote from a science of criticism
that would exist as an autonomous discipline. My tentative gen-
cralizations are not aimed toward a theory of criticism but toward

literary language in gcncrﬁl The usual distinctions between ex-

pository writing on literature and the “purely” literary language
of poetry or fiction have been deliberately blurred. The choice of
critics who are also novelists or poets, the use of expository critical
texts by such poets as Baudelairc or Yeats, the predilection for
authors who combine discursive, essayistic writing with the writ-
ing of fiction, all tend in this same direction. I am concerned with
the distinctive quality that all these modes of writing, as literary
texts, have in common and it is toward the preliminary descrip-
tion of this distinctive quality that the essays are oriented.

Why then complicate matters {urther by choosing to write on
critics when one could so easily find less ambivalent examples of
literary texts among poets or novelists? The reason is that prior to
theorizing about literary language, one has to become aware of the

~ complexities of reading. And since critics are a particularly self-

conscious and specialized kind of reader, these complexities are
displayed with particular clarity in their uork They do not occur
with the same clarity to a spontancous, non- critical reader who is
bound to forget the mediations separating the text [rom the par-
ticular meaning that now captivates his attention. Neither are the
complexitics of reading easily apparent in a poem or a novel, where
they are so decply embedded in the language that it takes extensive
interpretation to bring them to light. Because critics deal more or
less openly with the problem of reading, it is a little easier to read
a critical text as text—i.c. with an awarcness of the reading process
involved—than to read other literary works in this manner. The
study of critical texts, however, can never be an end in itself and
has value only as a preliminary to the understanding of literature
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in general. The problems involved in critical reading reflect the -
distinctive characteristics of literary language.

The picture of reading that emerges from the examination of
a few contemporary critics is not a simple one. In all of them a
paradoxical discrepancy appears hetween the general statements
they make about the nature of literature (statements on which
thcy base their critical methods) and the actual results of their
interpretations. Their findings about the structure of texts con-
tradict the general conception that they use as their model. Not
only do they remain unaware of this discrepancy, but they seem
to thrive on it and owe their best insights to the assumptions these
insights disprove.

I have tried to document this curious pattern in a number of
specific instances. By choosing the critics among writers whose
literary perceptiveness lies beyond dispute, I suggest that this pat-
tern of discrepancy, far from being the consequence of individual
or collective aberrations, is a constitutive characteristic of literary
l'mguagc in general A somewhat more systematic formulation of
the deluding mterphv between text and reader is undertaken in
the essay entitled “The Rhetoric of Blindness.”

[ have not extended the conclusions of the section on criticism
to poetry or hetion but | have indicated, in the two concluding
essays, how the insight derived from critical practice influences
our conception of literary history. Jf we no longer take for granted

that a llterarv text can_ be rcduced to a fnite ‘meaning or set of

meanings, but see the act of reading as an endless process in which
truth and Falschood are 1ncxtr1cabl} intertwined, then the pre-
vailiig’ schermes ised “th Heerary Hist ‘___Qgenerﬂ'f} derived [rom
genetic mode]s) are no ]oqger dppllC@blL_,___,l_'_l_eL qucqtlon of mo-
dernity, for examplc can no longer be expressed by the usual
metaphors of death and I‘Lblrﬂl These. metaphors appTy to mtural

our own, post-romantic. modcrnlt} .

My indebtednesses are too numerous to cnumcrate. They are
pam(.u]dr]v conspicuous with regard to the critics I write about,
especially when [ seem to dispute their assumptions. As a matter

s
;
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of fact, the ungracious relationship between the criticized text
and the indebted critic of that text may well be what the book is

really about.

P. de M.

Baltimore-Ziirich
1970
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Blindness and Insight







1

Criticism and Crisis

When the French poet Stéphance Mallarmeé visited Oxlord -
in 1804 to deliver a lecture entitled La Musique et les lettres and ;
dealing with the state of Trench pocetey at the time, he exclaimed,
with mock sensationalism:

“] am indeed bringing you news. The most surprising news ever.
Nothing like it ever happened before. They have tampered with
the rales of verse . . . On a touché au vers” (Pléiade ed., 643

Tn 1970, onc might well feel tempted to echo Mallarmé’s words,
this time with regard not to poetry, but to literary criticism. On a
touché a la critique. . . . Well established rules and conventions
that governed the discipline of criticism and made it a cornerstone
of the intcllectual cstablishment have been so badly tampered with
that the entite edifice threatens to collapse. One is tempted to
speak of recent developments in Continental criticism in terms of
crisis. '[o confine onesclf for the moment to purely outward symp-
toms, the crisis-aspect of the situation s apparent, for instance, in
the incredible swiftness with which often conflicting tendencies
succeed each other, condemning Lo immediate obsolescence what
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might have appeared as the extreme pomt of avant- gardisme briefly
betore. Rarely has the dangerous word “new” been used so freely;
a few years ago, for very dillerent reasons, there used to be in
Paris a Nouvelle Nouvelle Revue Frangaise, but today almost
every new book that appears inaugurates a new kind of nouvelle
nouvelle critique. It is hard to keep up with the names and the
trends that succeed each other with bewildering rapidity, Not
much more than ten yeurs age, names such as those of Bachelard,
Sartre, Blanchot, or Poulet seemed to be those of daring pioncers,
and younger men such as Jean-Pierre Richard or Jean Starobinski
proudly considered themselves as continuators of the novel ap-
proaches that originated with their immediate predecessors. At
that time, the main auxiliary discipline for literary criticism was
undoubtedly philosophy. At the Sorbonne, which then as now
saw 1ts role primarily as one of conservation and even reaction, the
theses considered too bold and experimental to be handled by the
chairs of literature would quite naturally find their home among
the philosophers. These philosophers were themselves engaged in
working out a difficult synthesis between the vitalism of Bergson
and the pmnomeno]oglcaT method of [Husserl; this tcndan}
proved quite congemial to the combined use of the categories of
sensation, consciousness and temporality that is prevalent among
the literary critics of this group. Today, very little remains, at least
on the surface, of this cooperation between phenomenology and
literary criticism. Philosophy, in the classical form of which phe-
nomcno]ogy was, in Prance, the most recent manifestation, is out
of tashion and has been replaced by the social sciences.

But it is by no means clear which one of the social scicnces has
taken its place, and the bapless and impatient new new critic is
hard put deciding in which discipline he should invest his reading
time. For a while, alter Lucien Goldman's theses on the socmlogv
of Jansenism in the seventcenth century, it secemed as it smlolog\'
was in the lead, and the namce of Iukdcs was being mentioned in
Parisian intellectual circles with the same awe that used to sur
round the figures of Kierkegaard and Hegel a [ew years eatlier.
But then Lévi-Strauss’ Tristes tropigues appeared, and anthropol-
ogy definitely edged out sociology as the main concern of the
literary critic. Flardly had he mastered the difhcult terminology of
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tribal intersubjectivity when linguistics appeared over the horizon
with.an even more [ormidable technical jargon. And with the
somewhat subterrancan influence of Jacques Lacan, psychoanalysis
has made a comeback, giving risc to a neo-Freudian rebirth that
seemns to be quite germanc to the concerns of several critics.

This sudden expansion of literary studies outside their own
province and into the realm of the social sciences was perhaps long
overduc. What is nowadays labeled “structuralism” in France is,
on a superficial level, nothing but an attempt 1o formulate a gen-
eral methodology of the sciences of man. Literary studies and
literary criticism naturally play a certain part in this inquiry. There
is nothing particularly new or crisis-like about this. Such attempts
to situate literary studies in relation to the social sciences are a
commonplace of nineteenth-century thought, from Hegel to Taine
and Dilthey. What seems crisis-like is, among outer signs, the
sense of urgency, the impatient competitiveness with which the
various disciplines vie for leadership.

What interest can this Gallic turbulence have for literary studies
in America? The irony of Mallarmé’s situation at his Oxford
lecture was that his English listeners had little awareness of the
emergeney by which he claimed to be so disturbed. English pros-
ody had not waited for some rather disreputable foreigners to start
tampering with verse; free and blank verse were nothing very new
in the country of Shakespeare and Milton, and English literary
people thought of the alexandrine as the base supporting the
column of the Spenserian stanza rather than as a way ot life. They
probably had difficulty understanding the rthetoric of crisis that
Mallarmé was using, with an ironic slant that would not have
been lost in Paris, but that certainly baffled his foreign audience.
Similarly, speaking of a crisis in criticism in the United States
today, one is likely to appear equally out of tone. Because Ameri-
can criticism is more ecleetic, less plagued than its European
counterpart by ideology, it is very open to impulses from abroad
but less likely to experience them with the same erisis-like inten-
sity. We have some difficulty taking seriously the polemical vio-
lence with which methodological issues are being debated in Paris.
We can invoke the authority of the best historians to point out
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that what was considered a crisis in the past often turns out to be
a mere ripple, that changes fiest experienced as upheavals tend to
become absorbed in the continuity of much slower movements as
soon as the temporal perspective broadens.

This kind of pragmatic common sense is admirable, up to the
point where it lures the mind into self-satisfied Lomplaccnw and
puts it irrevocably to sleep. It can always be shown, on all Jevels
ot experience, - that what other peo ople experience as a crisis is per-
haps not even a change; such observations depend to a very large
extent on the standpomt of the observer. Historical dngcq’ are
not like changes in nature, and the \ocabulalv of change and
movement as it applies (o historical process is a mere metaphor,
not devoid of meaning, but without an objective correlative thar
can unamblguou\]y be pointed to in unpmc.ﬂ reality, as when we
Spedk of a change in the weather or a change in a ]_‘ll(J]Og]Cdl organ-
ism. No sct of arguments, no enumeration of symptoms will ever
prove that the present effervescence surrounding literary criticism
is in fact a crisis that, for better or worse, is reshaping the critical
consciousness of a gencration. It remains relevant, however, that
these people are experiencing it as a crisis and that they are con-
stantly using the language of crisis in referring to what is taking
place. We must tuke this into account when reflecting on the pre-
dicament of others as a preliminary before returning to ourselves.

Again, Mallarmé’s text of his Oxford lecture, very closely linked
to another prose text of his that was written a little later on the
same subject and is entitled Crise de vers, can give us a uscful
hint. App’{rcm]v, in these texts, Mallarmé is speaking about the
experiments in prosody undertaken by a group of younger pocts
who call themselves (olten without his direct en(.oum(rcment\ his
disciples, and whom he designates by name: Fenri de Régnier,
Moréas, Vielé-Grifhn, Gustave Kahn, Charles Morice, Emile
Verhacren, Dujardin, Albert Mocke!, and so on. And he prcrrsnds
to believe [hdt their partial rejection of traditional verse, in favor
ot free verse forms that he calls “polymorphic,” represents a major
crisis, the kind of apocalyptic tempest that often reappears as a
central symbol in much of his own later poetry. It is obvious, for
any historian of French literature, that Mallarmé exaggerates the
importance of what is happening arcund him, to the point of ap-

~
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pearing completely misled, not only in the eyes of his more
phlegmatic British audlcncc but in the eyes of tuture historians as
well. The poets he mentions are hardly remembered today, and
“certainly not praised for the explosive renovation with which
Mallarmé seems to credit them. Moreover, one can rightly point
out that Mallarmé not only overstates their importance, but that
he scems to be blind to the [orces within his own time that were
indeed o have a ]lqting cfleet: he makes only a passing reference
to Laforgue, who is somewhat mLongruoush linked with Tenn
de Régnier, but fails to mention Rimbaud. In short, Mallarmé
seems to be entirely mystified into over-evaluating his own private
circle of Friends, and his use of the werm “orisis” scems to he in-
spired by propaganda rather than by insight. ;

It does not take o attentive a rcadmg o‘f the text, however, to
show that Mallarmé is in fact well aware of the relative triviality
of what his disciples are taking so seriously. He is using them as a
screen, a pu,tcxt to talk about something that concerns him much
more; namely, his own experiments with poetic language. That
is what he is referring to when he describes the contemporary con-
ditien of poctry as follows: “Orage, lustral; et dans des bouleverse-
ments, tout 4 l'acquit de la génération, récente, lacte_d'éerire se
serula jusqu’ cn longmc Trce avant, au moins, quant au point, je
le formule; ‘il y a lieu d'éerire.” FlCCl\ translated and
considerably ﬂaltcncd b)- hl]mg in the ellipic syntax this becomes:
“A tempest cleared the air: the new generation deserves credit for
bringing this about. The act of wriiing scrutinized itself to the
point ol rellecting on its own origin, or, at any rate, tar enough to
reach the point where it could ask whether it is necessary for this
act to take place.” Tt matters little whether the “recent” generation
to which Mallarmé reters indicates his younger disciples or his own
contemporarics such as Verlaine, Villiers or even potentially Rim-
baud. We know with certainty that something crisis-like was tak-
ing place at that moment, making practices and assumptions proble-
matic that had been taken for granted.

We have, to a large extent, lost interest in the actual event
that \lelarmc was describing as a crisis, but we have not at all
lost interest in a text that Pli_“lt,’ﬂd‘i to designate a crisis when it is,
in fact, itself the crisis to which it refers. For here, as in all of
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Mallarm¢’s later prose and poctic works, the act of w riting reflects
indeed upon its own origin and opens up a cycle of questions that
nonc of his real SLCCCSSOrs have l)u,n allowed to forget. We can
speak of crisis when a scparanon " takes place, by sell-reflection,
between what, in ll[(‘ld[LllC 15 in Conformlt)' \'\'lth the orlgm’i]
intent and what has irrevocably fallen away From this source. Our
question in relation to contempnrm criticism then becomes: 1s
criticism indeed LI'lg"iULd in mulmmng itself to the point of re-
flecting on its own origin? s it asking whether it is necessary for
the act of criticism to take place?

The matter s still further complicated by the fact that such
scrutiny defines, in cffect, the act ol criticism itselt. Tven in jts
most naive form, that of evaluation, the eritical aet is concerned
with conformity to origin or specihcity: when we say of art that
it is good or bad, we are in Fact judging a certain degree of con-
f01m1t} to an ariginal intent called artistic. We imply that bad art
is barely art at all; goed art, on the contrary, comes close to our
preconceived and implicit notion of what art ought to be. For that
reason, the notion of crisis and that of criticism are very closely
linked, so much so that one could state that all true eriticism accurs
in the mode of crisis. To speak of a crisis of criticism is tth to
some degree, rcdundam ]nj(mod@ that are not periods of cris Crisis,
or in individuals bent on avoiding crisis at all cost, there can be
all kinds of .1ppr0ddwq to litcrature: historical, phl ological, psy-
chalogical, ¢te”, but there can beé 1 ¢eiticism. For such’ Pcrlodﬁ or
mdluduala will I]L\Cl [)ut thc act of wriling mto qutﬁtlon bv re-
ldung il to its ‘ap(_Cll"l(_ intent. F[ he Continental ‘eriticism of toddv
is doing just that, and it thercfore deserves to be called genuine
literary criticism. it will become clear, I hope, that this is not to
be considered as an evaluative bur as a purcly descriptive state-
ment. Whether authentic oriticism is a liability or an asset to
literary studies as a whele remains an open question. One thing,
howcvnr, 1% u,rtdm T lmdv that ]ltcrdr\ studics cannot p0551blv
refuse to take cognizance of its existence. Tt would be as if histori-
ans refused to acknowledge the existence of wars because they
threaten to interfere with the serenity that is indispensable to an
orderly pursuit of their discipline.

The trend in Continental criticism, whether it derives its lan-
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guage from sociology, psychoanalysis, cthnology, linguistics, or
even From certain forms ol philosophy, can be quickly sum-
marized: it represents a methodologically motivated attack on rhc,
notion that a 111:(’1’.11‘\ or PULIIL consciousness 1s 1n any way 4

privileged consciousness, whose use of langudgc can pretend to
ucape, to some degree, Irom the duplicity, the confusion, the un-
truth that we take for grdntod in the everyday use of language. We
know that our entire social language is an intricate system of
rhetorical devices dcmgnt_d to escape from the dircet expression
ol desires that are, in the fullest sense of the werm, unnameable—
not because they are ethically shameful (for this would make the
pmblun a very ‘-;ll‘ﬂp]C onc), but because unmediated expression
is a th]qqophu_al 1mp<)s~,1b111ty And we know that thc individual
who chose to ignore this Tundamenta! convention would be slated
gither for crucihxion, il he were aware, or, il he were najve,
destined to the total ridicule accorded such heroes as Candide and
all other tools in hetion or in life. The contemporary contribution
to this age-old problem comes by way of a rephrasing of the prob-
lem that develops when a consciousness gets involved in interpret-
ing another consciousness, the basic pattern from which there can
le no escape in the social sciences (il there is to be such a thing).
[.évi-Strauss, [or instance, starts out from the need to prorcct an-
Lhropologm% engdgud in the stud\ of a so-called * prmntnc <§OUCt\”
from the error made by carlier positivistic anthropologists w hen
they projected upon this socicty assumptions that remained non-
COHSC‘IOU‘?]) determined b\» '[l'lL inhibitions and Hl’]UI[LOIT‘llI]gS ol
their own social situation. Prior to making any valid statement
about a distant society, the observing subject must be as clear as
possible about his attitude towards his own. He will soon discover,
however, that the only way in which he can accomplish this sell-
demystification is by a Ccomparative) study of his own social self
as it engages in the observation ol others, and by becoming aware
of the pattern of distortions that this situation necessarily implies.
The observation and interpretation of others is always also a means
of leading to the obscrvation ol the sell; true dnthropologcal
knowledge (in the ethnological as well as in the philosophical,
Kantian sense of the term) can only become worthy of being called
knowledge when this alternating process of mutual interpretation
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between the two subjects has run its course. Numerous complica-
tions arise, because the observing subject is no mere constant than
the observed, and each time the ohserver actually succeeds in in-
terpreting his subject he changes it, and changes it .111 the more
as his interpretation comes c]osu: to the truth, But every_ change
of the observed subject requires a aubsequcnt change in the ob-
server, and the oqu]]'mng Process seems 10 be cndless. Worse, as
the oscillation gama in intensity and in truth, it becomes less and
less clear who s in fact doing the observing 'md who is being ob-
served. Both partics tend to fuse Into a single subject as the orlgmal
distance between them disappears. The gravity of this development
will at once be clear if § allow myself to shift, for a briel moment,
from the anthropological to the psychoanalytical or political model.
In the case of a genuine analysis of the psyche, it means that it
would no longer be clear who is analyzing and whao is bcing
analyzed; consequently the highly cmbarrassing question ariscs,
who should be paying whom. And on a pohtlcal level, the equally
dlsrrcqumg question as to who should be exploltmg W hom is bound
) ’1'“"}&’ o

The need to safeguard reason from what might become a danger-
ous vertige, a dizziness of the mind caught in an infpite regression,

prompis 4 return to a more rational methodology. The fallacy of
a finite and gmglc um,rpruanon derives from the postulate of a
' Is, in twn, 10 the endless oscillation
of an mtcrsubjcctl\e demystiication. As an escape from this pre-
dicament, one can. puipust atadical relativism that operates from
the most empirically specific to the most loftily gencral level of

llunﬂn hth’nlm Thme are no 10ngcr “m\ smndpomts lhdl. (,Jn a

‘nchv that can serve as an or odmzmg pnnuj)lc _{_mm “hlch par—

Uculdr Striclares duneﬂm tlle MANNer in whth .J“durv can be
said to engendér min and the world.All striictiirds ate, in'a sense,
(—’(lleHV fallacious and are therefore called piyths. But no myth
ever has sufficient coherence not to flow back into neighhoring
myths or cven has an identity strong enough to stand out by it-
sclf without an arbitrary act of interpretation that dehnes it. The
relative unity of traditional myths always depends on the existence
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ol a privileged point of view to which the method itselt denies any
status_of authenticity. “Contrary to phi]osophical reflection, which
claims to return to the source,” writes Claude 1.¢vi-Strauss In Le
Cru et le cuit, “the reflective activities involved in the structural
study of myths deal with light rays that issue from a virtual focal
point. . . .7 The method aims at preventing this virtual focus
from heing made into a resl source of light. The analogy with
optics is perhaps misleading, for in literature everything hinges on
the existential status of the focal point; and the problem is more
complex when it involves the disappearance of the self as a con-
stitutive subject.

‘I'hese remarks have made the transition from anthropology to the
feld of language and, finally, of literature. In the act ol anthro-
pological intersubjective interpretation, fundamental discrepancy
always prevents the observer from coinciding fully with the con-
sciousness he is obscrving. The same discrepancy exists in cvery-
day language, in the impossibility of making the actual expression
- coingide with what has (o e expressed, of making the actual sign
coineide with what it sigpifies. It is the distinctive privilege of
language to be able to hide meaning hehind a misleading sign,
as when we hide rage or hatred behind o smile. But it is the
distincrive curse of all language, as soon as any kind of interper-
sonal relation is involved, that it 1s forced to act this way. The
simplest of wishes CANNOL CXPICSS itsell without hiding behind a
screen of language that constitutes a world of intricate intersub-
jective relationships, all of them potentially inauthentic. In the
everyday language of communication, there is no a priorl priviiegcd
position of sign over meaning or of meaning over sign; the acl of
interpretation will always again have to establish this relation for
the particular casc. at hand. The interpretation ol cveryday lan-
guage is a Sisyphean task, a task without end and without progress,
for the other is always free to make what he wants differ from
what he says he wants. The methodology of structural anthropol-
ogy and that of post-Saussurian linguistics thus share the common
problem of a built-in discrepancy within the intersubjective re-
lationship. As 1.évi-Strauss, in order to protect the rationality of his
science, had to come to the conclusion of a myth without an author,
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12 BLINDNESS AND INSIGIIT
so the linguists have to conceive of a metalanguage without
speaker in order to remain rational.
Literature, plesumabl\, is a form of language, and one can ;
argue that all other art forms, including music, are in fact proto-
literary languages. This, indeed, was Mallarmé's thesis in his E
Oxford Jecture, as it is Lévi-Strauss’ when he states that the I

language of music, as a language without speaker, comes closest
to being the kind of meta-language of which the Linguists are
drcaming. If the radical position suggested by T.évi-Strauss is to
stand, if “the question of structure can only be asked from a point
of view that is not that of a privileged subject, then it becomes jm-
perative to show that literature constitutes no Lxccptlon, that its
language is In no sense privileged in terms of unm and truth over

everyday forms of language. The task of structuralist literary critics ;
then becomes quite clear: in order to eliminate the constitutive
subject, they have to show that the discrepancy between sign and
.meaning (signifient and signifie) prevails in literituré in the
same manner as in everyday language.

Some contemporary critics have more or less consciously been
doing this. Practical criticism, in France and in the United States,
functions more and more as a demystification of the belief that
literature is a privileged language. The dominant strategy consists
of shomng that certain claims to authenticity attributed to litera-
ture are in fact expressions of a desire that, like all desires, falls !
prev to the duplicities of expression. The so called “idealism” of ;
litcrature is then shown to be an idolatry, a fascination with a ;
false image that mimics the presumed attributes of authenticity
when it is in fact just the hollow mask with which a [rustrated, de-
feated consciousness tries to cover up its own negativity.

Perhaps the most specific example of this atratcg\ is thc use
made by structuralist critics of the historical term “romantic”; the \_
example also has the virue of revealing the hlstml" iy schemc {
within which they arc operatmg and which is not always openly :
stated i The fallacy of the belief that, in the language of poetry, i
sign and meaning can coincide, or at least be related to cach
other in the free and harmonious balance that we call beauty, is
said to be a speuhmll\? romantic delusion. The unity of appear-
ance {(sign} and idea {mcaning)-—to usc the terminology that onc




CRITICISN AND CRI151S 13

finds indeed among the theoreticians of romanticism when they
speak of Schein and Idee-—is said to be a romantic myth cmbodied
in the recurrent topas of the “Beautiful Soul.” The schéne Seele,
a predominant theme of pietistic origin in cighteenth- and nine-
teenth-century literature, Functions indeed as the figura of a privi-
leged kind of l'mguagc Tts outward apparance teccives its beauty
trom an inner glow Cor feu sacré) to which it is so finely attuncd
that, far from hldmg it from sight, it gives it just the right balance
of opacity and transparency, thus allowing the holy ﬁle to shine
without burning. The romantic imagination embodies (his figure
at times in the shape of a person, feminine, masculine or hermaph-
rodite, and scems (o suggest that il exists as an actual, empjrica]
subject: one thinks, for instance, of Rousseau’s Julic, of Hold(,rlm s
Diotima, or of I,I“I(, beautiful soul that appears in Hegel's Phe-
uommology of the Spirit and in Goethe's Wilhelm Meister.

At this point, it is an irresistible temptation [or the demystifying
critic, from Voltaire down to the present, to demonstrate that this
person, this actual subject, becomes ludicrous when it s trans
planted in the fallen world of our lacticity. the beautiful soul
can be shown to spring from fantasics by means of which the
writer sublimates his own shortcomings; it suffices to remove the
entity for a moment {rom the fictional world in which it exists Lo
make it appear even more ridiculous than Candide. Some authors,
writing in the wake of the romantic myth, have been well aware
of this. One can sce how certain developments in nincteenth-cen-
tury realism, the ironic treatment of the Rousseauistic ﬁgurc b\
Stendhal, of the quixotic figure by Flaubert. or of the “poctic”
hgure by Proust, can be mtuprcu,d as a gradual demystification of
romantic idealism. This leads to a historical scheme in which ro-
manticism represents, so to speak, the point of maximum delusion
in our reeent past, whereas the nineteenth and twentieth centurics
represent a gradual emerging from this aberration, culminating in
the brcakthmugh of the last decades that inaugurates a new form
of insight and lucidity, a cure from the agony of the romantic
discase. Rehining on what may appear 100 crude in such a historical
scheme, some modern critics transpose this movement within the
consciousness of a single writer and show how the development
of a novelist can best be understood as a successive process of
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mystifications and partial demystifications. The process does not
necessarily move in one single direction, from delusion to insight;
there can be an intricate play of relapses and MOMENTALY ICCOVETies.
All the same, the fundamental movement of the lltenrv mind
espouses the pattern of a demystifving consciousness; literature
finally comes into its own, and becomes authentic, when it dis-
covers that the cxalted status it claimed for its ldnouag_)e was a
‘myth. The function of the critic then I]E][Lll:l]l\ becomes coex-
tensive with the intent at demystfication that is more or less con-
sciously present in the mind of the author.

This scheme is power ful and cogent, powerful enough, in fact,
to go to the root of the matter and C(mbcqut,ntly L0 cause a CTisis.
To reject it convincingly would require claborate argument. My
remarks are meant to indicate some reasons, however, Lor consider-
- ing the conception of literature (or literary criticism) as demystifi-

cation the most d_ar;éuous myt th of all, while ¢ granting that it forces
us, in l\T’tHarmC § terms, to SLlLl[lanL the act of wntmg Juar]u en
Forigine.” -~ & . ey
For TEASONS of cconom} my stdrtmg point will have o be ob-
lique, for in the language of PO]L’ITH(‘-; the crooked path often travels
faster than the straight one. We must ask oursclves if there is not a
recurrent .g,pl_s_temologlc._rll structure that characterizes all statements
made in the mood and the thetoric of crisis. Let me ke an ex-
“ample from philosophy. On May 7 and May 16 of 1935, Edmund
TTusser], the [ounder of phenomenology, delivered in Vienna two
lectures entitled “Philosophy and the Crisis of European Human-
ity"; the title was later changed to “The Crisis of European
Humamt\ and Plnloc,oph},’ to stress the priority of the concept
of crisis as Husserl’s main concern. The lectures are the first ver-
sion of what was to become Husserl’s most important later work,
the treatise entitled The Crisis of the European Sciences and
Transcendental Phenomenclogy, now the sixth volume of the
complete works edited by Walter Biemel. In these various titles,
two words remain constant: the word “crisis” and the word “Fu-
ropean’; it is in the interaction of these two concepts. that the
- epistemological. structure of the crisisstatérment is full y lmcal(,d

Reading this text with the hlndslght that stems from more than

thirty years of turbulent history, it strikes one as both prophetic

i
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and tragic. Much of what is being stated scems relevant today. It
is not, by a mere freak of language that the key word * ‘demvythifica-
tion” fEmmyth:swmng) that was destined to have such an
unportant carcer, appears in the text (V1.340.4), although the
context in which the term is used, designating w hat takes place
when the superior theoretical man observes the inferior natural
man, is highly revealing. There is a very modern note in 1lusserl’s
du(rlptlon of philesophy as a process bv means of which naive
assumptions are madc accessible to consciousness by an act of
critical sell-understanding. Tlusser] conceived of plnloc,ophv pri-
marily as a sclf-interpretation by means of which we climinate
what he calls Selbstverhiidliheit, the tendency of the self to hide
from the light it can cast on itself. The universality of philosophical
knowledge stems from a persistently reflective attitude that can
take philosophy itself for its theme. He describes philesophy as a
prolegomenon o a new kind of praxis, a “universal critique of all
lite and all the goals of life, of all the man-created cultural systems
and achievements” and, consequently, “a criticism of man himself
(Kritik der Menschheit selbst) and of the values by which he
is consciously or pre- comuoml} being governed.”

Alerted by this convincing appeal to self-crifical vigilance, Hus-
serl's listeners and his present-day readers may well be tempted to
turn this philosophical criticism on I lusserl’'s own text, cspccially
on the numerous sections in which philosophy is said to be the
historical privilege of Furopean man. Husser] speaks repeatedly of
non-European cultures as primitive, prescientific and pre-philo-
sophical, myth-dominated and congenitally incapable of the dis-
interested distance without which there can be no philosophical
meditation. This, although by his own definition philosophy, as
unrestricted reflection upon the self, necessarily tends toward
a universality that finds its conerete, geographical correlative in
the form.arlon of supratribal, supernational communities such as,
for instance, Europe. Why this geographical cxpansion should
have chosen to stop, once and forever, at the Atlantic Occan and
at the Caucasus, Husser does not say. No one could be more open
to I_(,m Strauss’ criticism of the ITl\Ht]ﬁCd anthropologist than Hus-
serl when he warns us, with the noblest of intentions, that we
should not assume-a potential for philosophical attitudes in pon-
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European cultures. The privileged viewpoint of the post-Hellenic,
European consciousness is never for a moment put into question;
the crucial, determining examination on which depends Husserl's
right to call himself, by his own terms, a philosopher, is in fact
never undCl‘t"ileI] xA“ a European, it scems that Husser] cscapes
from the necessary self-criticism that is prior to all philosophical
truth about the self. He is committing precisely the mistake that
Rousseau did not commit when he carefully avoided giving his con-
cept of natural man, the basis of his anthropology, any cmplru,al
status whatever. Husserl's claim to European suprémicy hardly
stands in need of criticism today. Since we are speaking of a man of
superior good will, it suffices to point to the pathos of such a ¢laim
at a moment when Furope was about to destroy itscll as center in
the name of its unwarranted claim to be the center, -«

- E

The point, however, transcends the personal situation. Speak-
ing in what was in fact a statc of urgent personal and political

crisis about a more general form of crisis, Husserl's text reveals
with stiking clarity the structure of all crisis-determined state- -
ments. Tt oatwbhshes an important truth: the fact that Pllll(}\(}PhlL'ﬂ‘__;'_ o

knowledge can only come into being when it is turned back upon . -

itsell. But it immediately pmcevdq in the very same text, to do the
opposite. The rhetoric of crisis states its own truth in the mode
ol error. It is itself radically blind to the light it emits. It could
be shown that the same is true of Mallarmé’s Crise de vers, which
served as our original starting point—although it would be a great
deal more complex to demonstrate the sclf-mystification ot as
iropical a man as Mallarmé than of as admirably honest  man
as Husserl.

Our question, rather, is the following: TTow does this pattern
of sclf-mystification that accompanies the experience of erisis apply
to literary criticism? JTusser]l was demonstrating the urgent philo-
sophical necessity of putting the privileged European Rtandpoint
into question, but remained himself entirely blind to this necessity,
behaving in the most unphilosophical way possible at the very
moment whan he rightly understood the primacy of philosophical
.over empirical knowledge. He was, in fact, stating the privileged

status of philosophy as an authentic language, but withdrawing
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at once from the demands of this authenticity as it applicd to him-
self. Similarly, demystifying critics are in fact asscrting the privi-
leged status of litcrature as an authentic language, but withdraw-
ing from the implications by cutting themselves off from the source
from which they receive thetr insight.

For the statement aboul language, that sign and meaning can
never coincide, is what is preeiscly taken for granted in the kind
of language we call literary. Literature, unlike everyday language,
begins on the far side of this knowledge; it is the only form of
language free from the fallacy of unmediated expression. All of
us know this, although we know it in the misleading way of a
wishful assertion of the opposite. Yet the vuth emerges in the {ore-
knowledge we possess of the true nature of literature when we
refer to it as fiction. All literatures, including the ltcrature of
Greece, have always designated themselves as existing in the mode
of fiction: in the Hiad, when we first encounter Helen, it is as the
emblem of the narrator weaving the actual war into the tapestry
of a fictional abject. Fer beauty prefigures the beauty of all future
narratives as entities that point to their own fictional nature. The
scli-reflecting mirror-effeet by means of which a work of fction
asserts, by its very existence, its separation from empirical reality,
its divergence, as a sign, from a meaning that depends for Tts exist-
ence on the constitutive activity of this sign, characterizes the work
of literature in its essence. 1t s always against the explicit assertion
of the writer that readers degrade the fiction by confusing it with
a reality from which it has forever taken leave. “T.c pays des

chiméres est en ce monde le seul digne d'étre habité,” Rousscau
has Tulic write, “ct tel est le péant des choses humaines qu'hors
I'Ftre existant par lui-méme, il 0’y a rien de beau que ce qui
n'est pas” (La Nouvelle Heloise, Pléiade cd. 11, 693). One entirely
misunderstands this assertion of the priority of fiction over reality,
of imagination over perception, il one considers it as the compen-
satory cxpression of a shortcoming, of a deficient sense of reality.
Tt is attributed to a Betional character who knows all there is to
know of human happiness and who is about to face death with
Socratic equanimity. [t transcends the potion of a nostalgia or a
desire, since it discovers desire as a fundamental patiern of being
that discards any possibility ol satisfaction. Flsewhere, Rousscau
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speaks in similar terms of the nothingness of fiction (le néant de
mes chiméres): “Tf all my dreams had turned into reality, [ would
still remain unsatisfied: 1 would have kept on dre’immg unagm—
ing, desiring. In myself, T found an unexplainable void that
nothing could have hlled; a longing of the heart towards zmother
kind of fulfillment of which I could not conceive but of which [
neveriheless felt the artraction” (Letter o Malesherbes, Pléiade
ed. I, 1142). : :

These texts can be called romantic, and 1 have purposely chosen .

them within the period and the author that many consider the
most deluded of all. But onc hesitates to use ierms such as nostalgia
or desire to designate this kind of consciousness, for all nostalgia
or desire is desire of something or for someone; here, the conscious-
ness does not result from the absence of something, but consists of
the presence of a nothingness. Poetic lanouagc names this void
with everrenewed understanding and, like Rousseats a”Iongmé, it
never tires of naming it again. lhls persistent naming is what we

“call Titeratiire. Tp the same manner that the poetic lyric originatcs

in moments of tranquility, in the absence of actual emotions, and
then proceeds to invent hetional emotions to create the illusion of
recollection, the work of fiction invents fictional subjects to create
the illusion of the reality of others. But the fiction is not myth,
tor it knows and names itself as fiction. it is not a demystification,
it is demystified from the start. When modern erities think they
arc demystitying licerature, they are in fact being dcm} stified by it;
but since this necessarily occurs in the form of a erisis, they are
blind to what takes place within themselves. At the moment thar™;
they claim to do away with literature, literature is. e\grywhere
what they call dnthropologv linguisti¢s, psychoanalysis is nothing .
but literature reappearing, like the Hydra’s head, in the very spot
whcrc it had suppoqed bccn supprcssgd; he human mmd will”

mgnews of lmrn(m matters.” In ordcr not o see thar'_t“h_cﬂf\d]fure lies
m the ndturc > of thlngs, onc chooses to locate it in the individual,
“romantic” subject, and thus retreats behind a historical scheme
which, apocalyptic as it may sound, is basically reassuring and

bland.

Eévi-Strauss had to give up the notion of subject to safeguard
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reason. The subject, he said, in fact, is a “foyer virtuel,” a mere
hypothesis posited by the scientists to give consisteney to the be-
havior of entitics, The metaphor in his statement that “the reflec-
tive activities [of the structuralists] deal with light that issucs from
a virtual local point . . " stems [rom the elementary laws of
optical refraction, The image is all the more striking since it plays
on the confusion between the imaginary loci of the physicist and
the fictional entities that oceur in literary language. The virtual
focas is a quasi-objective structure posited to give rational integrity
to a process that exists independently of the self. The subject
merely fills in, with the dotted line of geometrical construction,
what natural reason had not bothered to make explicit; it has a
passive and unproblematic role. The “virtual focus” is, strictly
speaking, a nothing, but its nothingness concerns us very little,
since a mere act of reason suflices to give it a mode of being that
leaves the rational order unchallenged. The same is not true ol
the imaginary source of fiction. Here the human sclf has experi-
enced the void within itsell and the invented fiction, far from
filling the void, asserts itself as pure nothingness, onr nothingness
stated and restated by a subject that is the agent of its own insta- .
bility, T.évi-Strauss’ suppression of the subject is perlectly legiti-
mate as an attempt to protect the scientific status of ethnology; by
the same wken, however, it leads directly into the larger question
of the ontological status of the self. From this point on, a philo-
sophical anthropology would be inconceivable without the con-
sideration of literature as a primary source of knowledge.



11

Form and Intent in the

American New Crticism

Not longer than ten years ago, a comparison ol American
and Luropcan criticism would in all likelihood have had 1o focus
on the differences between a stylistic and @ historical approach to
literature. In evaluating what American criticism stood to gain
from a closer contact with Europe, one would have stressed the
balance achieved in some of the best European works between
historical knowledge and a genuine fecling for literary form. For
reasons that are themselves part of history, the same synthesis was
rarely achieved in America; the intellectual history that originated
with Lovejoy and that could have combined a European sense of
history with an Amezican sensc of form was the exception rather
than the norm. The predominant influence, that of the New
Criticism, was never able 10 overcome the anti-historical bias that
presided over its beginnings. This inability certainly was one of
the reasons that prevented it from making major contributions,
in spite ol considerable methodological originality and refinement.

One can think of several ways in which a closer contact with
European mcthods could have contributed 10 a broadening of

20
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the New Critical approach. Opportunities for such contacts were
never lacking. Alter all, some of the most representative European
historians, as well as some of the best practitioners ol contemporary
stylistics, spent much time in America: one thinks of Erich Auer-
bach, Teo Spitzer, Georges Poulet, Damaso Alonso, Roman Jakob-
son, and several athers. That their influcnce remained by and large
conhned to their national field of specmh?atlon indicates how
difhicult it is to break down the barriers that, in our universitics,
keep the various departments separated from cach other. Perhaps
American formalism needed this isolation to come fully into its
own. Whatever the case may be, even when the influence of the
New Criticisin rcached its height, it remained confined within its
original boundaries and was allowed 0 do so without being
seriously challenged.

Such a challenge could have come {rom various sources, with-
out really having to upset the traditional patterns of literary studies.
But today, it is too late to bring about this kind of encounter. One
can regret this, yet an analysis of the causes that prevented the
conlrontation is purelv af.ademl(. Qver the last five years, a far-
reaching change has taken place here and abroad, putting the
entire question of literary studies in a different perspective.
Whether American or European, whether oriented toward l[orm
or toward history, the main eritical approaches of the last decades
were all founded on the implicit assumption that literature is an
autonomoeus activity of the mind, a distinctive way of being in
the world to be understood in terms of its own purposes and
intentions. This autonomy is now again being successtully chal-
lenged. (_,ontcrnporary French structuralism applies methodological
patterns derived from the social sciences (especially anthropology
and linguistics) to the study of literature; similar tendencies can
be observed in (he renewed interest of American critics in socio-
logical, political, and psychological considerations that had never
ceased to be present, but had been kept in the background. Iron-
ically enough, the long-awaited unification of European and Amer-
ican criticism seems to be coming about, albeit in the form of a
radical questioning of the autonomy of literature as an acsthetic
activity.

The tend can be welcomed, though not uneritically. It forces
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a long overdue re-examination of the assumptions on which the
position of autonomy was founded, for it is not at all certain
that this position had been well understood by the Amcr-
ican Tormalists; their conviction may very well have been {ounded
on preconceptions that were themselves derived from non-litcrary
models. The kind of autonomy to be found in literary works
is certainly far from self-cvident; it has to be redefined before we
can ask whether it is being challenged in the name of regressive
trends, methods that apply to less rigorous modes of consciousness
(han those at work in literary language. As one of the questions
that can give insight into this marter, the natare of the relation-
ship between form and intent provides a possible way of approach,

We can take as a point of departurc a remark of the Fnglish
semanticist Stephen Ullmann in a work on the stylistics of French
fiction. Ullmann is led to a discussion of the method of Leo Spitzer
and speaks of the rebuke that is frequently addressed (o Spitzer;
namely, that his apparently objective philological analyses are, in
fact, a posteriori rationalizations of emotional convictions that he
held long belorehand. Ullmann writes:

Professor Spitzer has strongly repudiated this allegation, but
even if it is true, it does not really affect the value of the
method. As long as the demonseration is conclusive, it sarcly
does not matter in what order the various steps were taken; the
main point is that a link has been established between a stylis-
tic peculiarity, its root in the author's psyche, and other mani-
festations of the same mental factor. The great merit of Spit-
zer's procedure is indeed that it has lifted stylistic facts out
of their isolation and has related them to other aspects of the
writer's experience and activiey.!

Intc.rprclcd in a certain way-—which is not necessarily how Mr.
Ullmann intends it—this alhrmation postulates a continuity be-
tween the initial subjective experience of the writer and character-
istics that belong to the surface dimensions of language—such
as propertics of sound, of meter, or even of imagery, all of which
belong to the domain of sensory experience. 'This continuily i

1. Stephen Ullmann, Style in the French Novel {Cambridge, Eng., 1957),
pp- 28-29.
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plies a debatable presupposition about the nature of literary lan-
guage. the formula is tempting for it seems to dispense with
adventurous inquiries that reach into the darker arcas of human
subjectivity and to leave us instead in a clear and precise zone in
which properties can be observed and even measured. But cap we
take this continuity between depth and surlace, between style and
theme, for granted? Is it not rather the most problematic issue
\-’Uith \-\’I’licl’l t}lC the(}r}" (}F POC{FY \-’\-rili }11‘1\3@ 0 dL‘a].?

In another work—historical and thematic in scope rather than
purely stylistic—Erich Auerbach’s Minesis, the author, in speak-
ing of the tension that exists in Western literature between the
Biblical and the Heéllenic traditions, characterizes Western litera-
tare as a ‘fstrugg}(? bc't\-\-'ccnl sensory appearance and meaning
{ Kampf zwischen sinnlicher Erscheinung und Bedeutung) which
pervades the Christian sense of reality {rom the beginning and,
in truth, in its totality.” * And, as is clear [rom the context, the
“meaning” to which Auerbach alludes here is not just the im-
mediate semantic donnée of a text but the deeper inward experi-
ence that determines the choice and articulation of the themes.
However, if this is indeed the case, the study of the “sensory
appearances” that is the ficld of stylistics can never lead to the real
meaning of the themes since both, at least in Western literarure, arce
scparated by a radical discontinuity that no dialectic is able to
bridge. It would be of the utmost importance, in that case, to
know whether Leo Spitzer has taken a subjective or a sensory
clement for his point of departure since we would end up, in cach
case, in the opposite camp.

It is easy to sce to what species of entities Ullmann’s description
does apply. Certain entitics cxist the full meaning of which can
be said to be equal to the totality of their sensory appearances. For
an ideal perception, entirely devoid of complications resulting
from the interference of the imagination, the “meaning” of “stone”
could only refer to a totality of sensory appearances. ‘The same
applies to all natural objects. Buar even the most purely intuitive
consciousness could never conceive of the significance of an object
such as, for instance, a chair, without including in the deseription

2. Erich Auerbach, Mimesis (Bern, 1946, Chapter 11, p. 55.
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an allusion to the use to which it is put; the most rigorous descrip-
tion of the perceptions of the object “chair” would remain mean-
ingless if one does not organize them in function of the potential
act that defines the object; namely, that it is destined to be sat on.
The potential act of sitting down is a constitutive part of the
object. If it werc absent, the object could not be conceived in
its totality. The difference between the stone and the chair
distinguishes a natural object from an intentional object. The
intentional objeet requires a reference 1o a specific act as constitu-
tive of its mode of being. By asserting a priori, as in Ullmann’s
text, that, in literary language, the meaning is cqual to the totality
of the sensory appearances, one postulates in fact that the language
of literature is of the same order, ontologically speaking, as a
natural ohject. The intentional factor has been bypassed.

A clarifcation of the notion of “intent” is of great importance
for an evaluation of American criticism, lor at the rare moments
when the New Critics consented to cxprcss themselves theoreti-

cally, the notion of intent always played a prominent pare, al-
though it was mostly a necgative one. Wimsatt and Beardsley
coined the expression “intentional Fallacy” as far back as 1942 and
this formula, better than any other, delimits the horizon within
which this criticism has operated. The expression was developed
later on by Wimsatt in his book The Verbal Icon, where it is used
to assert the autonomy and the uml) of the poctic consciousness.
Wimsatt wants to defend the province ol poctry against the intru-
sion of crude deterministic systems, historical or psychological, that
oversimplify the complex relationship between theme and style.
And he focuses on the concept of intention as the breach through
which these forcign bodies reach into the poctic domain, But, in
so doing, he allows us to observe the very moment at which his
concern with autonomy, most legitimate in itself, leads him into
contradictory assumptions about the ontological status of the work
ol literature. Too scnsitive an acsthetician to distort things alto-
gether, Wimsatt writes at first: “the poem conceived as a thing
in between the poet and the audience is, of course, an abstraction.
The poem is an act”—a statement to which an intentional theory
of poetry would gladly subscribe. Then Wimsatt continues: “But
if we are to lay hold of the poctic act to comprehend and evaluate
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it, and if it has to pass current as critical objeet, it must be
hypostatized.” ¢

‘}f such a hypostasis, which changes the lterary act into a
literary object by the suppression of its intentional character, is
' not only possible but necessary in order to allow for a critical
‘ description, then we have not left the world in which the status
of literary language is similar to that of a natural object. This
assumption rests on a misunderstanding of the nature of inten-
tionality. “Intent” is scen, by analogy with a physical model, as
a transfer of a psychic or mental content that exists in the mind
of the poct to the mind of a reader, somewhal as onc would
pour wine from a jar into a glass. A certain content has to be
transferred clsewhere, and the cnergy necessary to effect the
transfer has to come from an outside source called intention. This
is to ignore that the concept of intentionality is neither physcial
i nor psychological in its nature, but structural, involving the activity
of a subject regardless of its empirical concerns, except as far as
they relate (o the intentionality of the strucrure. The structural
intentionality determines the rlationship between the components
of the resulting object in all its parts, but the relationship of the
particular state of mind of the person engaged in the act of struc-
turization to the structured object is altogether contingent. The
structure of the chair is determined in all its components by the
fact that it is destined to be sat on, but this structure in no way
depends on the state of mind of the carpenter who is in the process
of assembling its parts. The case of the work of literature is of
course more complex, yet here also, the intentionality ol the act,
far from threatening the unity of the poetic entity, more definitely
establishes this unity.

The rejection of intentionality, by which Wimsatt formulated
theoretically what other New Critics were practicing, has proven
to be remarkably tenacious. In The Aratomy of Criticism, Naor-
throp Frye stll refers to the “intentional fallacy” as one of the
methodological cornerstones of his system of archetypal rhetorical
catcgorics. Tis formulation scems to be closer to Wimsatt's “act”
than to his hypostatized “thing.” Frye sees the structure of an inten-

5. William Wimsatt, The Verbal Teon (Lexingwon, Ky., 19542, Chapter 1, p.
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tional act as analogous to that of taking aim, as when an object is
taken for a target by a weapon directed toward it.* Tle concludes
that thls type of structure belongs to discursive language which
“aims¢’ for thc exact relationship and not to poctic nguagc, which
docs not “aim” at anything, being tautologically itsclf; that is to say,
entircly autonomous and without exterior referent. This part of
Fryc's Lhcor\—\\alnch hardly detracts from the suggestive value of
his further classifications—is founded on a lTllSLlI'Id(,l"?tﬂTIdlng of in-
tentional Janguage and, be it said in passing, of discursive language
as well. Up to a point, the act of taking aim provides a correct
madel for an intentional act, provldcd an important distinction is
made. When a hunter takes aim at a rabbit, we may presume his
intention is to cat or to scll the rabbit and, in that case the act of
aking aim is subordinated to another intention that exists I)C\'Ond
the act itsell. But when he takes aim at an artificial target, his act
has no other intention than aim-taking for its own sake and consti-
wtes a perfectly closed and autongmous structure. The act reflects
back upon itself and remains circumscribed within the range of its
own intent. This is indeed a proper way of distinguishing » between
different intentional objects such as the tool (the gun that takes
aim at the rabbit) and the toy (the gun that rakes aim at a clay
pipe). The aesthetic entity definitely belongs to the same class as
the toy, as Kant and Schiller knew well before Huizinga. In failing
to make this distinction, Northrop Frye falls into exactly the same
crror as Wimsatt and reifies the literary entity into a natural object:
with the added danger, moreover, that put in less ironic hands
than his own, his theory could cause much more extensive damage.
A lormalist such as Wimsatt hypostatizes only the particular text
on which he is working, but a literal minded disciple of a my-
thologist like Frye could go a lot further. He is given license to
order and classify the whole of literature into one single thing
which, cven though circular, would nevertheless be a gigantic
cadaver. Frye's formula defining all literary creation as “an activity
whose intention it is to abolish intention” * is only sound if it is
allowed to remain forever suspended as an eternal intent.
A truly systematic study ol the main formalist critics In the

4. Nuortheop Trye, The Anatomy of Criticism (Princeton, 1957), p. 86.
. Thid. p. Bo.
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English language during the last thirty years would always reveal
the morc or less deliberate rejection of the principle of intentional-
ity. The result would be a hardening of the text into a sheer surface
that prevents the stylistic analysis from penctrating beyond the
sensory appearances to perceive this “struggle with meaning” of
which all eriticism, including the criticism of forms, should give
an account. For surfaces also temain concealed when they are
being artificially separated from the depth that supports them.
The partial failure of American formalism, which has not produced
works of major magnitude, is due to its lack ol awareness of the
intentional structure of literary form,

Yet this criticism has merits that prevail despite the weakness
ol its theorctical foundations. The French eritic, Jean-Pierre Bi-
chard, alludes to these merits when he writes defensively in the
introduction to his study of Mallarmé that “the reproach [of
destroving the formal structure of the work] will especially be
made by English and American critics for whom, as is well known,
the objective and architectural reality of particular works is of the
utmost importance.” * Tt is truc that American textual interpreta-
tion and “close reading” have perfected techniques that allow
for considerable refinement in catching the details and nuances
ol literary expression. They study texts as “forms,” as groupings
from which the constitutive parts cannot he isolated or separated.
This gives a sense ol context that is often lacking in French or in
German interpretations,

! But are we not confronted here with a flagrant contradiction?
; On the one hand, we blame American eriticism for considering
E litcrary texts as il they were natural objects bur, on the other
hand, we praise it for posscssing a sense of formal unity that be-
longs precisely o a living and natuwral organism. Is not this sense
of the unity of forms being supported by the large metaphor of the
analogy between language and a living organism, a metaphor that
shapes a great deal of nineteenth-century poetry and thought? One
| could even find historical confirmation of this fliation in the
' line that links, especially by way of I. A. Richards and Whitchead,
the structural formalism of the New Critics to the “organic” im-

6. Jean-Picrre Richard, L'Univers imagingire de Mallarmé (Paris, 1961), p. 31.
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agination so dear to Coleridge. The intraduction of the principle
ol intentionality would imperil the organic analogy and lead to a
loss of the sense of form; hence the undcrelandab]e need ol the
New Critics to protect their greatest source of strength.

It should be remembered that, going back 1o Coleridge himself,
what he called the “esemplastic” power ol the imagihalion was
not unambiguously founded on a participation of consciousness
in the natural energy of the cosmos. M. H. Abrams, in The Mirror
and the Lamp, rightly insists on the importance of free will in
Coleridge. “Coleridge,” he writes, “though admitting an uncon-
scious component in invention, was determined to demonstrate
that a poct like Qhakc*;pcarc ‘never wrote anything without design.’
What the plant is by an act not its own and uncomuouslv Lnlc—
ridge exhorts us ‘that must thou make thyself to become’” * And,
in La Métamorphose du cercle, Georges Poulet, speaking of Cole-
ridge’s sense ol form, insists that it results from “the explicit action
of our will” which “imposes its law and unique form upon the
poetic universe.” * This is to say that the structural power of the
poctic imagination is not founded on an analogy with nature, but
that it is intentional. Abrams perceives this very well when he
comments that Coleridge’s notion of free will “runs counter, it
would appear, to an inherent tendency of his elected analogue.” ®

The ambivalence reappears among modern disciples of Cole-
ridge, in a curious discrepancy between their theoretical assump-
tions and their practical results. As it refines its interpretations
more and more, American criticism does not discover a single mean-
ing, but a plurality of significations that can be radically opposed
to cach other. Instead of revealing a continuity affiliated with the
coherence of the natural world, it takes us into a discontinuous
world of reflective rony and ambiguity. Almost in spite of itself,
it pushes the interpretative process so far that the analogy between
the organic world and the language of poctry finally explodes. This
unitarian Criticisim ﬁndll\ hecomes a criticism of dI‘nblnglt\ an
ironic reflection on the absence of the unity it had postulated.

But from where then does the contextual unity, which the

7. M. 1. Abrams, The Mirror and the Jamp (New York, 19530, pp. 173-74.
8. Georges Poulet, Le Mctamorphose du cercle (Paris, 1961), p. 154.
9. Abrams, op. cit. p. 174,
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study of texts reconfirms over and over again and to which Amer-
Ican criticism owes Jts effectiveness, ';tcr'xfJ Is it not rather that this
unity—which is in fact a semi circul: writy—resides not in the poetic
text as such, but in the act of mterprctmg this text? The circle we
find here and which is called “form” does not stem from an analogy
between the text and natural things, but constitutes the hermencu-
tic circle mentioned by Spitzer'® of which the history has been
traced h\ Gadamer in Wahirheit und Methode' and whose onto-
logical Glgmhcanw is at the basis of Heidegger's treatise Sein und
Zeil.

What happened in American criticism could then be explained
as follows: because such patient and delicate attention was paid
to the reading of forms, the critics pragmatically entered into the
hermeneutic circle of interpretation, mistaking it for the organic
circularity of narural processes. This happened quite spontane-
ously, for Spitzer's influence at the time of the New Criticism was
confined to a small arca, and Heidegger's influence was non-
cxistent.

Only some aspeets of Heidegger's theory of hermencutic cir-
cularity have to be stressed here. 1t combines in fact two equally
important ideas. "The first has to do with the epistemaological nature
of all interpretation. Contrary to what happens in the physical
sciences, the interpretation of an intentional act or an intentional
object always implies an understanding of the intent. Like scientific
laws, interpretation is in fact a generalization that expands the
range of applicability of a statement to a wider area. But the nature
of the generalization s altogether different from what is most
frequently encountered in the natural sciences. There we arc
concerned with the prcdlclablhtv the measurement, or the mode
of determination of a given phenomenon, but we do not claim in
any way Lo undcrstand it. To interpret an intent, however, can
only mean (0 understand it. No new sct ol relationships is added
to an existing reality, but relationships that were already there are
being disclased, not only in themselves (like the events ‘of nature)
but as they exist for us. We can only understand that which is in

1o. Leo Spitzer, A Method of Dmterpreting Literature (Northampton, Mass.,

1949,
11. Hans Georg Gadamer, Wahrheit wnd Methode (Tiibingen, 1960).
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a sense already given to us and already known, albeit in a {ragmen-
tary, maurhcntm way that cannot be called uncanscious. Heidegger
calls this the Forhabe, the forestructure of ]l understanding.

This is a fact [he writes], that has always been remarked,
even if only in the area of derivative ways of understanding
and interpretation, such as philological interpretation. . . .

Scientibe knowledge demands the rigors of demonstration
for its justibcation. In a scientihe proof, we may not pre-
supposc what it js our task to demonstrate. But if interpre-
tation must In any case operate in the arca of what is already
understood, and if it must feed on this understanding, how
can jt achieve any scientific results without moving in a
cirele? . . . Yet, according to the most elementary rules of
logic, this circle is a circulus vitiosus. But if we think this
to be a vicious circle and try to avoid it, cven if we merely
suspect it of being an imperfection, then the act of understand-
ing has been entirely misunderstood. . . . If the basic con:
ditions that make interpretation possible are to be fulblled,
we must recognize from the start the circumstances under
which it can be performed. What is decisive Is not to get out
ol the circle but to come into it in the right way. The circle
of understanding is not an orbit in which any random kind
ol knowledge is allowed to move; it is the expression of the
existential Forestructure of Dasein itsell, . . . In the cirde
is hidden a positive possibility of the most primordial kind of
knowledge.!®

For the interpreter of a poetic text, this forcknowledge is the
text itself. Once he understands the text, the 1mp]1c1t l«now](’dg{,
becomes explicit and discloses what was already there in Full light.
Far trom being something added to the text, the clucidating com-
mentary smlp]v trics Lo rc.lch the text 1tde whaose full richness
is there at the start, Ultimately, the ideal commentary would in-
deed become superfluous and mcrc]v allow the text to stand [ully
revealed, But it goes without saying that this ideal commentary
can never exist as such. When FHeidegger, in his foreword to ]1_15
commentaries on the poetry of Jélderlin, claims to write from
the standpoint of the ideal commentator, his claim is disquieting

12. Martin Heldegger, Sein und Zeit (1927), I, Chapter V.
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because it goes against the temporal structure of the hermeneutic
process. The implicit Forcknm\]ed%c is always temporally ahcad of
the explicit interpretative statement that tries to catch up with it.
The notion of the hermencutic circle is not introduced by
[eidegger in connection with poctry or the iInterpretation ol
poetry, but qpplwl to language in gencral. All language is, to
some extent, involved in interpretation, though all language cer-
tainly does not achieve understanding. Ilere the second element
of the hermencutic process comes into play: the notion of cireu-
larity or totality. Only when understanding has been achicved
docs the circle scem to close and Onl} tllen is the fmel\nowmg
structure of the act of interpretation fully revealed. True under-
standing always implies a certain degree of totality; without it,
no contact could be established with a forcknowledge that it can
never reach, but of which it can be more or less lucidly aware.
The fact that poetic language, unlike ordinary languagc, possesses
what we call “form” indicates that it has reached this point In
1nLcnprumg poctic language, and especially in revealing its “form,”
the critic is therefore dealing with a privileged langm;}e a lan-
guage engaged in its highest intent and tending toward the tallest
prmlb]c sclf-understanding. The critical interpretation s oriented
toward a consciousness which is itsell engaged in an act of total
interpretation. The relationship between authar and critic does not
designate a difference in the type of activity involved, since no
Fundamemal discontinuity exists between two acts that both aim
at full undeutdndmo the difference is primarily temporal in kind.
Poctry is the IorLLnoulcd% of criticism. Far {rom changmg or
dl%tOltlIlé lt (_lltl(_l‘sl'll Il‘lf’re]\ dl%C Q568 POCU"\" [TJT W llﬂt l[ 1'\
Literary “lorm” is the result of the dialectic interplay between
the prchgumma structure of the forcknowledge and the intent
at totality of the interpretative process. This dialectic 1s difficult
to grasp. The idea of totality suggests closed forms that soive for
ardered and consistent systems and have an almost irresistible tend-
ency to transform themselves into objective structures. Yet, the
tempom] factor, so persistently forgotten, should remind us that
the form is never anything but a process on the way to its com:
p]eflon The (OmpletLd form never exists as a concrete aspect of
the work that could coincide with a sensorial or semantic dimen-
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sion of the language. It is constituted in the mind of the inter-
preter as the work discloses itselt in response 1o his questioning.
But this dialogue between work and mtcrpretu is endless. The
hermeneutic understanding is always, by its very nature, lagging
behind: to understand something 1s to realize that one had always
known it, but, ut the samc time, to face the mystery of (his hidden
l\noulcdgc Understanding can be called c‘omplc[c only when it
becomes aware of its own tempora] predicament and realizes that
the horizon within which the totalization can take place is time
itself. The act of understanding is a temporal act that has its own
history, but this history forever cludes totalization, Whenever the
circle scems to close, one has merely ascended or du;cmdcd one
IOIC SICp On Mallarmé's * ‘spirale vertigineuse conséquente.”

The lesson to be derived from the evolution of American formal-
st criticism is twofold. It reallirms Drst of all the necessary presence
of a totalizing principle as the guiding impulse of the critical
process. In the New Criticism, this principle consisted of a purcly
empirical notion of the integrity ol literary form, vet the mere
pICsenee of such a pnnuple could lead to t}w d]sdo%ure of distine-
tive structures of literary language (such as ambiguity and irony)
although these structures contradict the very premises on which
the New Criticism was founded. Sccond, the rcjection of the
princip]e of intentionality, dismissed as fallacious, prevented the
integration of these discoveries within a truly coherent thcory of
lltcrfirv form. The ambivalence of American formalism is such
that it was bound to lead to a state of paralysis. 'The problem re-
mains how to formulate the mode of totalization that applies to
literary language and that allows for a description of its distinctive
;1spccts‘

Some similarities can be pointed out between the suceesses and
the shortcomings of the American New Criticism and correspond-
ing dc‘velopmcnts in present-day French criticism. The danger of
a reification of the form also scems to threaten the declared ob-
Jectivism of several structuralist interpreters of literature. Yet the
theoretical foundations of the two trends have by now moved in
very different directions. In structuralism the loss of the intentional
factor does not result {rom a debatable identification ol language
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with the organic world but is due to the suppression of the con-
stitutive subject. The consequences of this suppression reach much
further than in the relatively harmless case of an organicist [ormal-
ism. A material analogism, as one finds it in the criticism of
Bachelard or of Jean-Pierre Richard, can leave the play of the
poetic imagination quite free. As long as the theoretical assump-
tions remain weak and loose, the hermencutic process can take
place more or less unhampered. But the theoretical assumptions
that underlic the methods of structuralism are a great deal more
powerful and consistent. They cannot be dealt with in the course
of a single bricf essay.

The critical examination of the structuralist prumses will have
to focus on the same set of problems that appeared in the discussion
of formalism: the existence and the nature of the constitutive sub-
ject, the temporal structure of the act of interpretation, the neces-
sity for a distinctively literary mode of totalization. Tt could be
that, in a ]Cgl[lmdtt desire 1o react against reductive ways of
Lhoug}ht the ql,ruuurllletf. have bypassed or oversimplified some of
these questions. '™

In the first eritical reactions (o arise in response to the structural-
ist challenge, it is primarily the question of the subject that has
been stressed. "Thus Serge Doubrovsky, in the first volume of a
general study on modern French enticism, re-cstablishes the link
between literary totality and the intent of the writer or subjeet.
This intent is conceived in Sartrian terms, with a definite aware-
ness of the temporal complexitics involved in the process of inter-
pretation. Tt is doubtful, however, if Dou|)rm-'sl{)? remains faithful
to the demands of literary nguagc when he defines its intention-
ality as the act of an individual * ‘projecting the original relations
between man and reality, the total sense of the human condition,
on the level of the imagination (le plan de l'imaginaire).” '
What is this “plan dec l'imaginaire” that scems to exist by itself,
independently of language, and why would we need to “project”
ourselves upon it? Doubrovsky answers these questions by referring
to the theories of perception contained in the work of Mertleau-
Ponty. He describes all expression as being at the same time dis-

13. The gquestion is discussed in more detail in Chapter VIT of this study.
14. Serge Doubrovsky, Pourguoi la nouvelle critgue? (Paris, 19667, p. 193,
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closure as well as dissimulation; the function of art and of literature
would be to reveal the reality that is hidden as well as that which
is visible. The word of the imagination then becomes a more
complete, more totalized reality than that of cveryday experience,
a three-dimensional reality that would add a factor of depth to the
flat surface with which we are usually confronted. Art would be
the expression of a completed reality, a kind of over-perception
which, as in the famous Rilke poem on the “Archaic Torso of
Apollo would allow us to sce things in their completeness and so

1’13]15_}8 (T l[\C

The reference to Merleaa-Ponty reveals that Doubrovsky has
chosen perception as a model for his description of the llt(’T"ll”\’ act.
And what characterizes perception for Merleau-Ponty is that the
intent and the content of the act can be co-extensive.’® Not only
does Doubrovsky accept this essentially positive concept of per-
ception with much less dialectical anxicty than his master, but he
extends it at once to include all facets of our relationships toward
the world. From being a model for the act of literary invention,
perception is extended to coineide in its structure with the entirety
of the existential project. It makes our entire existence benefit from
the p]uutud(, of an original act, the cogito “1 percieve, therefore, |
am’” experienced as an unqmsllonabl assertion of being. Con-
sequently, the real and the imaginary, the lile and the \\mL his-
tory and transcendence, literature and criticism, are all harmoni-
ously integrated in an infinite extension of the perfect unity that
stands at the beginning of things.

In so domg Doublm’%k\' pubhu Merleau- Ponty's thoug t far
beyond its prudent limits. The author of The Phenomenology of
Perception had sketched the outline of a theory of plastic form
in th(’ late cssay, {ye and Mind, but he refrained from extending
his theory to include literary language. Tt would have been diffy
cult for him to do so, for Titerature bears little resemblance to
perception, and less still to this over pcrcepuon of which Doubrov-
sky is dreaming. It does not fulhll a plenitude but originates in the
\Old that separates intent [rom re']l]t\ The 1mdg_1umnon tukes its
flight only after the void, the maut]lcntlczty of the cxistential

15. Maurice Verleau Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception ([aris, 19523},
I11, Chapter 1, "Le cogito.”
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project has been revealed; literature begins where the existential
demystification cnds and the critic has no need 10 linger over this
preliminary stage. Considerations of the actual and historica! exist-
ence of writers arc a waste of time [rom a eritical viewpoint. These
regressive stages can only reveal an emptiness of which the writer
himself is well aware when he begins to write. Many great writers
have described the loss of reality that marks the beginning of
poctic states of mind, as when, in a famous poem by Baudclaire,

.. . palais ncats, échalaudages, bloes,
Vieux faubourgs, tout pour moi devient allégoric, . .

This “allegorical” dimension, which appears in the work of all
genuine writers and constitutes the veal depth of literary insight
could never e reached by a method Jike that of Serge Doubrovsky,
for it originates on the far side of the existential project. The critic
who has written some of the most perceptive pages on Baudelaire,
the German essayist Walter Benjamin, knew this very well when
he defined allegory as a void “that signifies precisely the non being
of what it represents,” We are far removed from the plenitude ol
perception that Doubrovsky attributes to Merleau-Ponty. But we
arc much closer to the process of negative totalization that Ameri-
can criticism discovered when i p{inthﬂth more or less unmwil-
tingly into the temporal fabyrinth of interpretation.
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Ludwig Binswanger and the
Sublimation of the Self

The methodological questions that are being debated in
some scctors of modern Cerman criticism are often centered on
the same problems as in France or in America, although the termi-
nology and the historical background are different enough to make
direct contact very difheult. It would be impossible moreover to
sketch a clear and concise SUIMMATY that would do justice to the
complexity of rhe various critical trends that have emerged in the
Cerman academic and literary world ol the last decades. These
trends arc less centralized than in France, and their diversity re-
flects a set of historical and sociological conditions that requires de-
tatled analysis. We prefer to use one specific writer as an exam-
ple of the problem that concerns us: the relationship, in the
critical act, hetween the consciousness of the author and that of
the interpreter. This will also allow us to introduce the name of
I udwig Binswanger—a hgure well known in the world of psychia-
try and of existential philosophy, but whose contribution to literary
lhcor}-' has received too lictle attention. The work of this Swiss
pS}-‘Chi:-l[’.riSt has several ramiheations of interest to contcmporary

36
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criticism. We are referring in particular to an cssay entitled Hen-
drik Ibsen und das Problem der Selbstrealisation in der Kunst,
which appeared in 1949 and which we arc using, in this essay, as
our basic text.

We can take [or our point of departure a remark of the French
philosopher Michel Foucault in a recent and ambitious book en-
titled J.es Mots et les choses. Foucault speaks of the changes that
introduce radical discontinuities in the history of consciousness,
such as the articulation he sces appear at the end of the eightcenth
century when the idea of consciousness as representation begins to
be challenged. Reflecting on the nature of the event and on the
law that goveIns such mutations, he writes:

For a study of the origins and the history of knowledge (unc
archéologic du savoir) that wants to praceed by rigorous anal-
vsis, this deep breach in the existing continuities could not be
“explained” or cven designated in the vocabulary of a single
intellectual discipline. 1t is a radical event that spreads over
the entite visible surface of our knowledge and of which
the symptoms, the shocks and the consequences can be traced
in great detail. Only thought understanding itselt at the root
of its own history could safely ecstablish what the singular
truth of this cvent may have been. But an “archacology” of
knowledge must be satished with describing the observable
manifestations of the event. . . . (L'archéologic doit par-
courir 'événement selon sa disposition manifestc. )t

Two possible attitudes are being suggested here in dealing with
the problem of the constitutive power of consciousness—tor this
is indeed what we are dealing with in speaking of consciousness
as having a history, as being capable of changing its own mode of
action. Advocated by Foucault, the first will describe the outward
signs of the transformations when they occur within manifest
forms of existence; hence FoucaulU's orientation toward disciplines
such as cconomics, politics, sociclogy, or, in general, any struc-
ture that operates on the level of the empirical and the concrete.
The ather attitude would be precisely that of “thought understand-
ing itscl at the root of its own history.” It scems that, for Foucault

1. Miche! Foucault, J.es Mots et les choses (Paris, 19667, p. 230.
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this sccond road is no longer accessible and that the past can only
be studied as a network ol surfacesseructures, without any atternpt
to understand the movements of consciousness from the inside in
an act of self reflection. What Foucaule calls an archaeology of
ideas (in deliberate contrast to a history of ideas) takes for its
object the ruins of the edifice erected in the course of the nine-
tcenth century by the humanistic philesophical anthropology on
which our historical and interpretative methods are founded.
Certain aspects of contemporary German thought may appear
closely related to such an attitude, especially in its attempt to
mave beyond the classical “science of man” derived from Kant,
This certainly was the case with Nietzsche; closer to our own time
and Lo cur concern with literary problems, 1t Is also the case with
the eriticism that Heidegger and others have addressed to the
anthropological historicism of Dilthey, whose influence on Ger-
man literary studies still persists today, But the similarity stops
there, for phenomenological and Hcldcggcrmn trends, CSPC(.M”}*
in their application to literature, lead into altogether different di-
reetions than Foucault’s archacology of intellectual structuses,
They tend instead toward a deepening investigation of the ques-
tion of the selt which remains the starting-point of the attempt at a
philosoplhical understanding of cxistence. But this docs not mean
that these trends persist in taking a pTCC(')nCc_iV(’.(i notion of “man”
for granted. Heldegger especially, ever since Sein und Zeit, has
wmlstenth denied that his undertaking leads toward a philosophi
cal anthlopo]ug\ in the Kantian sense of the term. His purposc
is directed toward a fundamental ontology, not toward a science
of empirical man. The question of the self is not asked in terms
of a more or less claborated conception of consciousness, whether
this conception be empirieal, psychological, or even, as for Dilthey,
historical. It is asked only in terms ol its relationship to the con-
stitutive categories of being. This reductive rigor, which wants to
sce the self onl\ as it stands out against the background of more
fundamental categories, requires a dificult and constant effort of
interpretative vigilance. We fall prey to an almost irresistible tend-
ency to relapse unwittingly into the concerns of the self as they
exist in the empirical world. Binswanger's own work, despite the
strong influence of Tleidegger, provides a good instance of pre-
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cisely this kind of relapse. Part of its interest stems from the insight
it gives into the very process of falling-back. It is ofien in con-
Bection with lncraturc where the prol)lcm of the self is p: articu-
larly delicate, that this ento-ontological confusion accurs in the
most revealing manner. However, such confusions are in the Jong
run more instructive than the peremptory dismissal of the ques-
tion of the subject on historical grounds, leading to the a priori
rejection of all attempts to claborate a phenomenology of con-
SCIOUSNCSS a5 a constitufive act.

In the study of literature, the question of the self appears in a
bewildering network of often contradictory rclﬂrlonshlps among
a plurality of subjects. It appears first of all, as in the Third
Critique of Kant, in the act of ]udgment that takes place in the
mind of the reader; it appears next in the apparently intersubjec-
tive relationships that are established between the author and the
reader; it governs the intentional relationship that exists, within
the work, between the constitutive ‘iu')jLCt and the cnmtitutcd
]anguagc it can be sought, inally, in the relationship that the sub-
ject establishes, through the mediation of the work, with itself.
From the start, we have at least four possible and distinct types of
self: the self that judges, the self that reads, the sclf that writes,
and the self that reads itself. The question of Anding the common
Jevel on which all these scelves meer and thus of establishing the
unity of a literary consciousness stands at the beginning of the
main methodological difficultics that plague literary studies.

The title of hc essay by Ludwig Blm\\angcr that we have
chasen for our text clearly indicates that we are de: aling with the
fourth type of self, that of the author as he is che anged and inter-
preted by hix own work. The essay is entitled, * chdnl Ibsen and
the Problem of the Development of the Sclf i art” (Das Problem
der Sclbstrealisation in der Kunst). The sell under development
is that of Ibsen as it was shaped by his deliberate choice to carry
out the work to its final end. For that purpose, Ibsen had 1o re-
linquish the self that he had inherited, so to speak, at birth; he had
to leave behind the set of particular circumstances that dehined his
initial situation in the world: family, place of birth, psychological
and sociological conditions, all had o fade betore the project of a
future literary work. The original fbsen had to undergo a funda-

L
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mental change in order to grow and to find his genuine dimension.
.FOI' Bln%w lngcr I_-h(' llt(‘l"ir\ CI]T.L].[)IJ.H&’ Can nO“hLI’(‘ I)C dl%ﬂll—
f_junhed from the project of self-realization. Both acc so intimarcly
bound up with cach other that the critic can move back and forth
between the realm of the sell and that of the work without any
apparent tension. The expansion of the sell’ scems to occur in and
probably by means of the work. The authenticating {unetion of the
work that “clevates” the writer above his original identity is so
lel“l(].iI‘ll(.:nta“} l[Il])]IClt 11‘1 Blnh\’\ Jl'lgcl f} h(]ugllt that I1C t:‘ll\CS lt
entirely for granted, without feceling called upon to state it as a
distinctive theme or thesis.

He would hold little interest for us if this positive conception
of the relationship between the work and the author were entirely
unproblematic, the mere strength of an example that, simply by
being stated, could at once become effective. The poctic h.lppmese
that Binswanger considers to be the fulfillment of the self in art is
for him {as for Bachelard with whom he has much in commaon?,
the most [ragile form of happiness imaginable. For we were cer-
t’lml\ mmcpl csultmg his thought when we referved, a while 4go,
to this sclf-realization as an expansion, The sacrifices ’md renuncia-
tions that are demanded from the writer are not 1o be understood
as a kind of bargain in which false values are bcmg traded for
safe ones. To the contrary, in the process the self is stripped of
cminently concrete and 1(’.g1t1m.ate attributes and is exposed at
once 1o much more insidious torms of inauthenticity. Instead ol
speaking of expansion or fulillment, Binswanger forces us to con-
sider hrst of all the contraction, the reductlon that takes place in
the subject as it cngages in literary activity.

This reduction 1s paradomm] for it we consider the question
no longer from the point of view of the writer, but [rom that of
the work he produces, we find nothing that resembles a reduction.
The world created by the author and which ean be called a “form”
possesses attributes of fullness and totality. “Artistic productiviey,”
writes Binswanger, “is the highest form of human productivity

. because the form itsell and only the lorm makes up the con-
tent of the productive action. The Eoun constitutes the entite in
its totality (die ganze Seinsphiire) and, as a result, it totally fuliills
the rnoda]m of the aesthetic intention.” “Ihe work of art repre-
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sents the total revelation of all entites in an artistic form that is
ncfccssm'il}-' liberating.” ®

In this context, the term “form” is not to be understood in a
narrowly aesthetic sense, but as a project of fundamental totaliza-
tion; in all these passages, the cmphasis {alls on the complete, ful-
filled aspect of the work. But this totality of the form by no means
implics a corresponding totality of the constitutive self, Neither in
its origin, nor in its Jater development does the completeness of
the form proceed [rom a fulfillment of the person who constitutes
this form. The distinction between the personal seli of the authar
and the sell that reaches a measure of totality in the work becomes
concretely manifest in these divergent destinics. The divergence
is not a contingent accident but i constitutive of the work of art
as such. Arl originates in and by means of this divergence.

Binswanger finds a theoretical justification for the paraclox that
the plenitude of the work stems from a reduction of the sell in
an important, but perhaps not sufficiently known, article by Georg
Lukécs that dates back to 1917. The essay appeared in the journal
Logos and is entitled “Ihe Subject Object Relationship in Aes-
thetics.” Written in terminotogy that is primarily neo-Kantian and
influenced by Rickert (the same Rickert who was one of Jeideg
ger's teachers), the essay sets out to characterize the distinctive
qualitics of the acsthetic activity by distinguishing it {rom the struc-
ture of the logical and the ethical activities of the mind; the di-
vision corrcsp(_mds to that of the three Kantian critiques. Without
entering into the details of the analysis, we can limit ourselves to
Lukics's conclusions about the relationship berween the structure
of the work and the subjectivity ol the author. The structure s
summarized in the description of the work as a “windowless
monad” (cine fensterlose Monade), a concept that unites a notion
of isolation with a notion of totality. On the one hand, the work
is an entity that exists for and by itself, without any inherent pos-
sibility of entering into a relationship with other entities, even
when these other entities are themselves aesthetic in kind. On the
other hand, it is a cosmos; that is to say, perlectly self-sufficient
within this isolation, since it can find within its own conhines all
2. Ludwig Dinswanger, Tlendrik Thsen und das Problem der Selbstrealisation in
der Kumst (Heidelberg, 19490, pp- z1-22.
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it needs for its existence and s in no way dependent on anything
that would cxist outside its boundaries. These boundaries, says
Iukdces, “are genuipely immanent, the kind of boundaries that
only a cosmos can possess.” * Even morc important than the
monadic struciure of the work is the reason for its apparent im-
manence. It is not due to the objective nature of the aesthetic
entity but, on the contrary, to the subjective intent that stands at
the onset of its claboration #The transcendental prineiple that de-
termines the specificity of the work of art resides in the intent of
the constitutive sell o reduce itself to its own immanence, to climi-
nate everything that is not accessible to the immediate experience
(Erlebbarkeit) of the sell as sellNThe gcncrality of the work of art
is not a generality based on an act of Teason—as in the case of a
logical judgment— -but based on the decision of a consciousness
to clear itself of whatever, in consciousness, is not entirely imma-
nent to it. “Contrary to the theoretical subject of logic,” writes
Lukics, “and contrary to the hypothetical subject of cthics, the
stylized subject of acsthetics is a living unity that contains within
itself the fullness of experience that makes up the totality of the
human species.” ¥ But the only way in which this subject can
succeed in remaining Fully and exchusively consistent in its sul-
jcctive nature is by concentrating on the claboration of a fictional
entity, by projecting itself into u form which although appearing
to be autonomous and complete is aciually determined by the sulb-
ject itsel XUhis fulfiliment of the form clearly does not correspond
1o what one would consider, on the cthical or the practical Tevel,
as the harmonious development of a personality, the well-balanced
development of [aculties. Such a development would necessarily
have to include objective Tactors of a physical, h_ioiogiczﬂ, sacial,
and intersubjective nature that play no part in the autonomous
world of acsthetics. The totalization is not a totalization in width
but in depth, by means of which the subject resists any temptation
of being distracted from. its own sclf. Whereas the empirical sclf
strives to take in as much as it can encompass and opens itscll up
(o the presence of the world, the aesthetic sell strives lor a mode of

3. Georg Lukacs, “Die Subjeke-Objekt Besiehung in der Asthetik,” Logos
1917—15, p. 19
4. Ihid. p. 1y,
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totaljzation that is reductive but, in Lukacs’s term, “homogeneous”
with jts original intent at self-immanence.

For theoretical reasons, Lukics is led 10 consider what the
monadic structure of the work implies for the self of the artist who
produced it. Flis purpose in :lb]\lllg this guestion Is not pswhologl—

cal, but appears in a discussion of the plurality inherent in any
attempt to dehne the aesthetic entity. The work changes Ll’ltlI’LI\
with the point of view from which it is being examined, depcnd
ing on whether one considers it as a finished form (forma formata)
or, with the artisi, as a form in the process of coming into being
(rm ma formans). The prol)lcnntlc relationship between sub](,ct
and object that prevails in the sphere of acstheties is better under-
stood when one considers it from the point of view of the author
rather than from the point of view of the reader Cor beholder).
For the author is directly engaged in the ambiguitics ol acsthetic
invention. As a free agent, his narural tendency would be to ex-
pand and to satisty ]mmdf in the world-at- lmoe but he is con-
stantly frustrated and curtailed Ly the restrictions that the form
imposes upon him. Henee, in Lukéacd's words, “his isclation Jrom
all kinds and types of objective entities, from all forms . . . of
human and collective relationships, as well as his isolation, as a
subject, [rom all experiences not intended exclusively as the accom-
plishment of the work . his isolation, in short, from the
entircty of his own person: 111t\ Rut, on the other hdlld the artist
knows that it is only by achicvi ing the form that he can discover
the OI_)JLCII\L correlative of the nced Jor pure subjectivity that he
carries within himself. On]v im this w ay “can he reach the true
and authentic subjcat UI“)]C(t rel; 1tmm|np " true and authentic as
compared with the contrived relationship that exists in the field of
logic or of cthics. He is therefore Laught within a dilemma from
\\hld he can (ml\ escape |)\ means of a Klu]\cﬂddrdlan leap: the
work must become a project aimed toward an unreachable goal,
and its partial suceess takes on the form of “a renunciation at the
V(.‘T\ moment \\}lt‘ll lt COITICS lnl(} })Ll[lg T}IC W UII\ ]"| ] h\ptrb(ll
in the Mallarméan sense, demanding that the subjeet lorget itsell
in a projective act that can never mmmdc with its own desire.
Fxpressing in a philosophical language a relationship between
artist and work that resembles statements of Maurice Blanchot,
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Lukdes writes: “As the {ulfillment of an artistic activity, the work
is [ullv transcendental in relation to the constitutive subject. But
the [act thatitis . . . more than an object, a]thou{n_,h it is the only
adequate objective expression of a sub]cntwnv is reflected in the
infinite process of artistic activity and in the leap in which this
activity culminates.”

This “solitary leap” of the poct—Nallarmé speaks, in a differ-
ent but revealing context of death as a “solitaire bond”—reappears
in the work of Binswanger in a more openly psychological form,
Between Lukdes's and Binswanger's text, however. intervencs a
study by the phenommologlst Oskar Becker published in 1929
under the elaborate title: “Of the rldglllt\’ of the Beautiful and
the Adventurous Nature of the Artist” (*Von der Hinl#lligkeit des
Schimen [the expression stems from Triedrich Solger's philosophi-
cal dialogue Erwin] und der Abenteuerlichkeit des Kiinstlers™).* In
the time interval between the Lukacs and the Becker essay, the
publication of Heidegger's Sein und Zeit had taken place and
Becker indeed interprets Lukdes's conclusions in Heideggerian
terms, The new self that results from Lukdes's "homogencous re-
duction” is now understood as a self capable of revealing the truth
of its own destiny and ol interpreting correctly its own mode of
being. From the point of view of this “authentic” sclf, the dis-
tinction between author and reader—a distinction that was still
momentarily maintained by Lukdes—disappears. On the onto-
logical level, reader and author are engaged in the same funda-
mental project and share an identical intent. The authentic reader
—or critic—as well as the author now participate in the same
perilous enterprise. This peril is described by Becker in terms of
a new experience of l'cmpor:-llity, as an attempt to exist in a time
that would no longer Le the fallen tcmpora]ity of e.\-‘t:l‘)?dil)-‘ Cxist-
cnce. The artist projects himself into the future of his work as
it it were possible to maintin an authentic temporality, but at the
same time hie knows this to be impossible, a pure gagenreNte
acts like an adventurer in entering upon a domain that he knows
to lic bevond his reach. Becker characterizes the ambivalent status

5. Ihid. p. 35.
6. Oskar Becker, "Von der Hintilligkeit des Schénen und der Abenteuerlichkeit
des Kiinstlers” in Festschrift fiir Fdmund Husserl zum vo. Geburtstag (1929).
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of the aesthetic consciousness by the manner in which it fluctu-
ates between two expericnces of time: the temporality of everyday
existence, that always falls back into estr angement and falsification,
and another temporality that would remain clearly aware ol its
true mode of being. Becker's term for this mixed tunpomllt\ s
Cetragenheit, bcmg carried.” The artist is suspended as in the
rh\tnmq_ue suspens du sinistre” that Mallarmé cvokes by a suc-
cession of “suspended” sentences in Un Coup de 1és, carried aloft
in the ambiguous time-structure of the monadic work.

Binsu-'angcr"s own contribution consists in an interpretation of
the “suspended” state of the artistic consciousness. He understands
the urge to leap out of historical and everyday time first in negative
terms, as it appears in the mood of harassment and oppression that
torments a self imprisoned within its own facticity. A 1943 article
ha@ for its theme a quotation from Hugo von tlofmannsthal:

‘Was Geist ist, crfaszt nur der Bcdranote T The term “der Be-
dmngtc is difficult to translate. It combines an idea of being locked
up in too narrow a space, with the temporal ordeal of being stead-
ily urged on, of being unable to remain at rest. One thinks of
Pascal, of course, but alse of man in Baudelaire, driven and
harassed, “imitant la toupic ct la boule”

Singuliere fortune ot le but se dcp ace,

Et, n'étant nulle part, peat dtre n lmportc ott!

Ou I'homme, dont jamais F'espérance n'ost lasse
Pouar trouver le repos court toujours comme un fou!

Only the man who knows this fecling of harassed confinement,
says Hofmansthal, can find access to thc spmr can aspire to the
kmd of tranqullllt\ that exists nowhere buat in the realm of the
mind. Caught in this predicament, his first reaction will be the
Baudclairian voyage into space, what Binswanger calls the “march
into the distance,” a search for new experiences to which one can
find access without having to leave the horizontal expanse of the
world. Howcver, since the confinement is due not only to a lack
of space, but is primarily caused by the excessive presence of time,
these movements of horizontal expansion can never free the artist

7. Now in Ludwig Binswanger, Ausgewdhlte Vortrige und Aufsitze, Band 11
(Bern, 10557, pp. 243-52.




-~

46 BLINDNESS AND INSIGHY

from his initial predicament. The failure of his quest Lor expansion
—which is indeed the theme of the Baudelaire poem “Le Voyage,”
as it s the theme of several essays by Binswanger—becomes clearly
apparent when it turns out that these horizontal displacements
are, in fact, devoid of danger. It is possible to lose one’s way in the
distance, to be u-*:-iyl:-lid in the world of action to the point of
criminal trdmgrcmion, but the kind of peril associated with the
fragility of the artist’s mind can only occur when the level of exist-
onee undugocs a radical change. The transformation that allows
the artist to move trom self-expansion and sell-development to the
conquest of an altogether different kind of self is described by
Binswanger in terms of the metaphor of ¢limbing and descending.
The phenomenology of distances, which befits the behavior of
the man ol action, is replaced by a phenomenology of heights and
depths; the horizontal landscape of plain and sca becomes the
vertical landscape of the mountains.

The fragility of poctic transcendence, as compared with the rela-
tive safety of direct action, is represented by the anxieties associ-
ated with the leelings of height. The comings and goings of the
wanderer or the seatarer are voluntary and controlled actions but
the possibility of falling, which s forced upon the mountain
climber by an outside foree, exists only in vertical space. The same
is true of experiences that are clmcl} related to [alling, such as
dizziness or rcla[)seﬂ. This 15 another way of saying that, in the
cxperience of verticality, death is present in a more radical way
than in the experiences of the active lile.

'To the cventuality of the fall corresponds the possibility of an
equally involuntary ascent. Tt would scem at first sight that the
fall can only be oriented downwards, but Binswanger derives from
his own dream-theorics the imaginative possibility of what could
be called an upward fall, and he finds a confivmation of his insight
in Gaston Bachelard’s book I'Air et les songes. Bachelard dnd
Binswanger are referring to the feeling of bung ‘carricd away” by
an act of pure imagination, a fecling of levitation that is Familiar
to readers of Keats and Wordsworth, Los example, APoctic tran-
scendence s closely akin to this act of spontancous ascent, which
resembles an act of grace although it is only the manitestation of a
desirés As a result the subsequent “let-down,” the possibility of




5
;
14
i
k]
:
%

TIIE SURBLIMATION OF THE SELF 47

[alling and of despondency that follows such moments of {light,
is much more tragic and delinitive than the mere fatigue of some-
one who climbs down, by his own devices, into the lower world of
everyday cares.

There is still another danger that threatens the man willing w
let himsell be carried into the heights by the power of his own
imagination: the danger of dRCC]‘l(]ll‘lg bevond his own limits into
a place [rom which hc can no longer descend. Binswanger calls
this condition a statc ol 'l."cimcg(mhezi, a term that can be used
in reference to @ mountain climber as well as to a symptom of
mental pathology. The term plays an important part in Bins-
wanger's psychiatric obscrvations among the different types ol
false consciousness likely to lead to neuroses of the sell. The man
who, by his own vision, climbed above the limits of his own
self and who is unable to return to earth without the assistance ol
others may well end up falling to his own destruction. According
1o Binswanger, artists are particularly susceptible to Verstiegenheir
which, rather than hysteria or melancholy, appears as the pathologi-

cal aspect of the poetic personality.

In trying to follow Binswanger's thought, we have been foreed
to introduce a terminology that derives from experimental psy-
chology. Starting out from an ontological problem (the experience
of hc 51)'1(1.11 structures of being ) we have 1c.tu1ncd to problems of
personality; in the last analysis Binswanger’s concern seems to be
aimed at the problems of the poctic personality rather than at the
impersonal truth of the works. The reductive study of the self has
led 10 the deseription of a specific type of [alse consciousness that
is associated with the poetic temper; as a psychiatrist, Binswanger
may [eel called upon to reveal or cven to cure this potential neu-
rosis. This is not the intent of his more theoretical writings, how-
cver; for there can be no doubt that he consistently asserts the
priority of literary over psychological concerns, '\cwrt}wk\s the
organization of his essay on Ibsen suggests that, for him, the the-
matic content of a work of art must reveal the state of false con
sciousness 1o which the author has been brought by the very act
of anntmg the work. As a result, he chooses as an object for his
inquiry a dramatist rather than a poet because the dramatist, Thsen,
has to stage more or less objectified states of false consciousness in
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conflict with cach other, thus showing that he is able to under-
stand and eventually to overcome these conllicts. And this is why,
of all the plays by Ibsen, Binswanger prefers The Master Builder,
which is prcci‘;ely the story of 4 man who destroys himself be-
cause he has, in a very literal way, built too tall a house on oo
shallow a foundation. The play is the perfect symbolical repre-
sentation of Verstiegenheit. [t therefore represents, for Binswanger,
the clearest llusudnon of the self-mystification to which all artists,
as arlists, arc bound to fall prey. This suffices for him to consider
it Ibsen’s masterpicee. He does not imply that Ibsen would have
represented himself in the play in order to take shelter From
dangers that threatened him while he was writing it. Binswanger
is well aware of the mediations that separate the person trom the
work, and he never conluses poetic invention with therapy. But he
secs the writer as necessarily reflecting the pa\(hologlca] dangers
and satisfactions open to the transcendental scll that is constituted
both by and in the work of art.

This conclusion calls for some comment. It seems true enough
that the destiny of a poetic consciousness is irrevocably bound up
with the onto]omcal fall” that plays such a prominent part in
Binswanger's thoughL and images. One could go so far as to say
that the kind of knowledge contained in art is sl)emﬁcall\ the
knowledge of this [all, the transformation of the experience of Jall-
ing into an act of knowledge. A certain degree of confusion arises
when this knowledge is mterprt.tcd as a means to act upon the
destiny that the l\no“lodge reveals. This is the very moment at
which the ontological inquiry is db.md(mcd for empirical con-
cerns that are bound to lead it astray. Binswanger's depth is best
in evidence when he speaks of the inital anxicty of the poct as 4
harassed confinement, revealing his awarencss of existence as a
temporal predicament. Even as his description of the “fall,” eap-
tive of the pseudo-analogy implicit in his favorite spatial metaphor,
gives a d(,ccPlive impression of concreteness, it remains less sub-
stantial than in his predecessors: Lukdcs, Helde gger, and Becker.
The upward fall is a highly suggestive way of designating the
ambivalence that makes artistic invention into a paradoxical com-
bination of free will and grace: he sces the imagmation as an act
of the individual will that remains determined, in its deepest In-
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tent, by a transcendental moment that lies bevond our own vo-
litjon; in this, he stays within the main tradition of the leading
theorics of the imagination. But he fails to pursue the philosophi-
cal consequences of his insight and falls back upon a normative
precept favoring a harmonious relationship between extension and
depth as a necessary condition for a well-balanced personality. In
the last analysis, as a good psychiatrist, what intercsts Binswanger
most is the achievement of balance, not the truth of the fall.

Belore we construe this as a criticism, we should remember how
difficult it is to remain rigorously confined to the disinterestedness
of non trnp:lru,a] thought. Michel Toucault shows his awarcness of
this difficulty when he eriticizes phenomenology in the following
terms:

Phenomenology, although it originated first of all in a climate
of anti-psychologism . . . has never been able to frec itsclf
entirely from this insidious parenthood, from its tempting and
threatening proximity to the empirical studyv of man. There-
fore, although it starts out as a reduction to the cogito, it has
alwavs been led to ask questions, to ask the ontological ques-
tion. We can see the phenomenological project dlb'w()l\ﬁ, under
our very cves into a deseription of actual experience that is
empirical in spite of itself, and Into an ontology of what lies
beyond thought and thus bypasses the assumed primacy of
the cogito ®

'T'his could very well have been written with Binswanger in mind,
but it does not apply to cither Husserl or Heidegger, both of whom
include this very danger among the constituents of their philo-
sophical insight. Foucault himself owes his awareness of the prob-
lem to his groundmg in phenomenology.

Some of the difficultics of contemporary criticism can be traced
back to a tendency to forsake the barren world of ontological ve-
duction for the wealth of lived experience. Because it 1mphc=: a
forgetting of the personal self for a transcendental type of sell
that speaks in the work, the act of criticism can acquire exemplary
value. Although it is an asceticism of the mind rather than a
plenitude or a harmony, it is an asceticism that ¢an lead to onto-

8. Michel Foucault, vp. cit. p. 337,
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logical insight. Contrary o Eoucault’s assertion, such an ontology
can only bypass the primacy of the cogito if the “1" in the "l think”
is conceived In to0 NATTOW A way. Lircrary criticism, in Our cen-
tury, has contributed to establishing this crucial distinction be-
tween an empirical and an (_n‘ttological self:%n that respect, it
participates in some of the most audacious and advanced forms of

contemporary thought.




Georg Lukdcs’s Theory of the Novel

The rather belated discovery of the work of Georg Lukdes
in the West and, most recently, in this country, has tended to
solidify the notion of a very decp split between the early, non-
Marxist and the later Marxist Lukacs. It is certainly truc that a
sharp distinction in tone and purpose sets off such carly essays as
Die Seele umf dic Formen (1911) and Die Vheorie des Romans

1914—15 from recently translated essays on literary subjects such
«s the Studies in Furopean Bealism (1953 or the political pam-
shlet Wieder den mifiversiandenen Realiswius (1957) published
nere under the title Readism. But the distinction can be overstated
and misunderstood. It would be unsound, lor instance, to hold on
to {hc 1ca'~'§ur1ng a‘;%umptmn that all the evil in the later Lukdces
came in as a result of his Marxist conversion; a considerable degree
of continuity exists between a pre-Marxist work such as Die
Theorie des Romans and the Marxist Geschichte und Klassenbe-
wufisein; it would be impossible for an admirer of the former to
dismiss the latter entirely. There is a similar danger in an over-
simplificd view of a good carly and a bad laie Lukdces. The works

51
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on rcalism have been treated very harshly on their American pub-
lication by such diverse critics as Harold Rosenberg (in Dissent)
and Peter Demetz (in the Yale Beview?; an the other hand, The
‘Theory of the Novel is bcmg called by Harry Levin (JHI, Janu-
arv—]\larch 1965, p. 15¢) “possibly the most penetrating essay that
ever addressed itself to the elusive subject of the novel.” if the
blanket condemnation of the books on realism is clearly unjustified,
especially if one bears in mind the considerable amount of de-
batable but interesting theoretical justification offered in Lukics’s
late Asthetik (1963), the almost unqualified endorsement of The
Theory of the Novel seems equally unwarranted. Whatever one
may think of Luk4cs, he is certainly an important enough mind (0
e stadied as a whole, and the critical interpretation of his thought
has not been helped by the oversimplified division that has been
established. The weaknesses of the later work are alveady present
from the beginning, and some of the early strength remains opera-
tive throughout. Both weakness and 5trcn§_)th, however, exist on
a meaningful philosophical level and can only he understood in
the Jarger perspective of nineteenth and twenticth-centary intel-
Jectual history: they are part of the heritage of romantic and ideal-
ist thought. This stresses again the histonical importance of Georg
Lukdes and rejects the frequent reproach made against him that
he remains overconcerned  with nincteenth-century modes of
thought (a reproach that appears in both the Demetz and the
Rosenberg reviews ). Such eriticism is inspired by an ill-conceived
modernism or is made for propagandistic reasons.

[ do not intend to address myself 1o the complex task of defining
the umfvmg elements in Lukaes’s thought. By a brief critical ex-
amination of The Theory of the f\m?el I ]mpc to make some
preliminary distinetions between what scems to remain valid and
what has become problunatlc in this very concentrated and diffi-
cult essay. Written in a language that uses a pre-Flegelian termi-
nology but a post-Nictzschean rhetorie, with a deliberate tendency
to substitute general and abstract systems lor concrete examples,
The Theory of the Novel is by no means easy reading. One is par-
ticularly put off by the strange point of view that prevails through-
ottt the essay: the book is written from rthe point of view of a
mind that claims to have reached such an advanced degree of
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gencrality that jt can speak, as it were, for the novelistic conscious-
ness itself; it is the Novel itself that tells us the history of its own
develapment, very much as, in Hegel's Phenomenology it 1s the
Spirit who narrates its own voyage. With this crucial difference,
however, that since Hegel's Spirit has reached a full understanding
ot its own being, it can claim unchallengeable authority, a point
which Lukdces's novelistic consciousness, by its own avowal, is
never allowed to reach. Being caught in its own contingeney, and
being indeed an expression of this contingency, it remains a mere
phenomcnon without regulative power; one would be led to expect
a reductive, tentative and cautiously phenomenological approach
rather than a sweeping history asserting its own laws, By translat-
ing the work in a less exalted language, one loses its moving and
impressive philosophical pathos, but some ol the preconceptions
become more apparent.

Compared to a formalistic work such as, for instance, Wayne
Booth’s Rhetoric of Fiction, or to a work grounded in a more tra-
ditional view ol history such as Aucrbach’s Mimesis, The Theory
of the Novel makes much more radical claims. The emergence of
the novel as the major modern genre is scen as the result of a
change In the structure of human consciousness; the development
of the novel reflects modificarions in man’s way of defining himself
in rclation to all categories of existence. Lukaces is not offering us,
in this essay, a sociological theory that would explore relationships
between the scructure and development of the novel and those of
society, nor is he proposing a psychological theory explaining the
novel in terms of human relationships. Least of all do we find
him conferring an autonomy on formal categories thae would give
them a life of their own, mdependentlv of the more general intent
that produces them. He goes instead to the most general possible
level of experience, a level on which the use of terms such as Des-
tiny, the Gods, Being, ete. seems altogether natural. The vocabu-
lary and the historical scheme is that of later eightecenth-century
acsthetic speculation: one is indeed constantly reminded of Schil-
ler's philosophical writings on reading Lukics's formulation of the
distinctions between the main literary genres.

The distinction between the epic and the novel is founded on a
distinction between the Hellenic and the Western mind. As in
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Schiller, this distinction is stated in terms of the category of aliena-
tion, seen as an intrinsic characteristic of the reflective conscious-
ness. Lukdcs’s description ol alienation is cloquent, but not strik-
ingly original; the same could be said of his corresponding descrip-
tion at the heginning of the essay of a harmonious unity in the
ideal Greece. The original unified nature that surrounds us in
“the blessed times . . . when the fire that burns in our souls is
of the same substance as the fire of the stars” * has now been split
in [ragments that are “nothing but the historical form of the alicna-
tion ’Fntfrcmdung) between man and his works (scine Gebil-
den).” And the {ollowing text could take its place 2 among the great
clegiac quotations of the carly nineteenth century: “The epic in-
dividual, the hero ol the nr)\e] orlgmates in the alienation from
the outside world. As long as the world is inwardly onc, no real
qualitative distinetions occur among its inhabitants; T}]C) may well
be heroes and scoundrels, worthy men and criminals, but the great-
est hero only rises by a head's lmqth above his fellow-men, and
the noble words of the wise can be understood even by the Eools
The autonomy of inwardness becomes possible and neeessary only
when the differences between men have grown to be an unbreach-
able gap; when the gods have grown silent and no sacrifice or prayer
is capable of looqcmng their tongues; when the world of action
loses contact with that of the sell, leaving man empty and power-
less, unable to grasp the real meaning of his deeds - . . : when

inwardness and adventure are forever distinet.” We are much
closer here to Schiller than to Marx.

A dehnitely post-Hegelian element is introduced with Lukaes's
insistence on the need (or totality as the inner necessity that shapes
all works of art. The unity of the Hellenic experience ‘of the world
has a [ormal correlative in the creation of closed, total forms, and
this desirc for totality is an inherent need of the human mind. It
persists in modern, alicnated man, but instead of fulhlling itself in
the merc expression of his given unity with the world, it becomes
instead the statement of an intent to retrieve the unity it no
longer possesses. Clearly, Lukics’s idealized hetion of Greece is a
device to state a theory of consciousness that has the structure of

1. All quotativns from Die Theorie des Romans, Zweite Auflage, Berlin, 1963.
The first edition is frum 1920,
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an intentional movement. This implies, in turn, a presupposition
about the nature of historical time, to which we will have to rc-
urn later,

Lukécs's theory of the novel emerges in a cogent and cohmem
way out of the dialectic hetween the urge for totality and man’s
alienated situation. The novel becomes “the epic of a world from
which God has departed” (p. 87). As a result of the separation
between our actual experience and our desire, any attempt at a
total undcrslandmg of our being will stand in contrast to actual
experience, which 1s bound to remain fragmentary, parmu]al and
untulfilled. This separation between life (Leben) and being
{Wesen} is veflected historically in the decline of the drama and
the paralle] risc of the novelyFor Lukécs, the drama is the medium
in which, as in Greek trag(’d\ the most universal prcdlmmenr of
man Is to be represented. At a moment in history in which such
universality is absent {rom all actual experiences, the drama has to
separate itsell entirely from life, to become ideal and otherworldly;

the German classical theater atter Lessing serves Lukdces as an ex-

ample Tor this retreat. The novel, w the contrary, wishing to avoid
this most destructive type of Iragm(,nt alion remains rooted instead
in the particularlity of experience; as an epical genre, it can never
give up its contact with empirical reality, which is an inherent part
of its own form. But, in a time of alienation, it is foreed to repre-
sent this reality as imperfect, as steadily striving to move beyond
the boundaries that restrict it, as f.onstantl) prerlenr.mo and re-
senting the inadequacy of its own size and shape. “In the novel,
what is constituted is not the totality of life but rather the relation-
ship, the valid or mistaken posit'ion ol the writer who enters the
scene as an empirical subject in his full stature, but also in his full
limitation as a mere creature, towards this totality.” The theme of
the novel is thus necessarily limited to the individual, and to this
individual's frustrating experience of his own inability to acquire
universal dimensions,’'he novel originates in the Quixotic tension
between the world of romance and that of realityN'The roots of
Lukdcs’s later dogmatic commitment to realism are certainly to be
found in this aspect of his theory. However, at the time of The
Theory of the Novel, the insistence on the necessary presence of
an empirical element in the novel is altogether convincing, all the
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more o since it is counterbalanced by the attempt to overcome
the limitations of reality.

This thematic duality, the tension between an earth-bound des-
tiny and a consciousness that tries to transcend this condition,
leads to structural discontinuities in the form of the novel. Totality
strives for a continuity that can be compared with the unity of an
Org'ml(, t’[lllt\ but tllC t%trang(,d rca hl\ intrudes upon thls con-
tinuity and (|1§rupts it. INext to a ‘homogencous and organic sta-
bility” the nov <l also displays a “heterogeneous and contingent dis-
continuity” (p. 74). This d1scommun) is dehned by Tukics as
irony. The ironic structure acts disruptively, yet it reveals the
truth of the paradoxical predicament that the novel represents.
For this reason, Lukdcs can state that irony actually provides the
means by which the novelist transcends, within the form of the
work, the avowed contingency of his condition. “In the novel,
irony is the freedom of the poet in relation to the divine . . . for
it is by means of irony that, in an intuitively ambiguous vision, we
can perceive divine presence in a world forsaken by the gods.”
This concept of irony as the positive power of an absence also stems
dircetly from Lukécs's idealist and romantic ancestors: it reveals the
influence of Triedrich Schlegel, of 1egel and most of all of Tegel's
contemporary Solger. T.ukacs’s 0115_3111'111r\I resides in his use of
lron) as a structural category.

For if Irony is indeed the detcrmmmg and organizing principle
of the novel’s form, then Lukdes is indeed freeing himsclf from
preconceived notions about the novel as an imitation of reality.
Irony steadily undermines this claim at imitation and substitutes
for it a conscious, interpreted awareness of the distance that scpa-
rates an actual expeutncc from the understanding of this (,xpen—
cnee. The ironic 1anguage of the novel mediates between experi-
ence and desire, and unites ideal and real within the complex par-
adox of the form./This form can have nothing in commen with the
homogeneous, organic form of nature: it is founded on an act of
consciousness, not on the imitation of a natural objectxIn the novel

. the relationship of the parts to the whole, although it tries
to come as close as possible to being an organic relationship, is ip
fact an ever-suspended conceptual relationship, not a truly organic
one” (p. 74). Lukidcs comes very close, in statements of this kind,
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t0 I’(:‘dCllll‘lg a point from which a genuine hermeneutic of the
novel could start.

His own analysis, howcever, scems to move in a different diree-
tion; the sccond part of the essay contains a ehdrp critical rejection
of the kind of inwardness that is associated with a hermenentic
theory of language. In the 1461 preface which Lukidcs added o
the recent reissuc of his essay, he scornfully refers to the phenome-
nological approach as a “right-wing epistemology,” that runs coun-
ter to the lefrwing ethics. 'This criticism was alrcady implicit
in the origindf text. When he comes closest to dealing with con-
temporary developments in the novel and with moments in which
the novel itself scems (o become conscious of its real intent, a re-
vealing shift in the argument takes place. He shows us, convine-
ing]} enough, how inwardness for its own sake can lead to an
evasion of the novel into a falsely Utopian realm “a Utopia \thh
from the start, has a bad conscience and a knowledge of its own

defeat” (p. 119}, The romantic novel ol disitlusion {Desillusions-
romantik) is the example of this distortion of the genre, in which
the novel loses contact with empirical reality; Lukéces is thinking
of Novalis, who was attacked in similar terms in an essay from the
carlier book Die Seele und die Formen, but he also gives examples
from Jacobsen's Niels f,}-'hne. and Gontcharov's Oblomov. e
fully realizes, however, that these examples do not account for
other developments in European fiction in which the same theme
of disillusion is obviously present and which he neither can nor
wishes to dismiss. Flaubert's Seniimental Education, of course, is
the most striking instance, a truly modern novel shaped by the
overpowering negatmt\ of an almost obsessive inwardness but
which nevertheless, in T.ukdes's own judgment, represents the
highest achievement of the genre in the nincteenth century. W hat
is present in Flaubert's Sentimental I'ducation that saves it from
being condemned together with other post-romantic novels of
inwardness?

At this moment in the argument, T.ukdcs introduces an element
that had not heen explicitly mentioned up 6ll now: temporality.
In the 1961 Preface, he points with pride to the original use of
the category of time, at a moment when Proust’s novel wus not yel
known to the pul)hL For the decadent and helated romantic, time
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is experienced as pure negativity; the inward action of thc novel
is a hopeless “battle against the crosive power o time.” But in
Flaubert, according to ]_111\”1{,5, this is precisely not the case. In
spite of the hcma continuous defeats and disappointments, time
triumphs as a positive principle in the Sentimental Education, be-
cause Flaubert succeeds in recapturing the irresistible [ecling of
flow that characterizes Bergsoniun durée. “It is time which makes
posalbk' this \lLtOl"\ The umnlcnupttd and 11‘1(‘prc<ﬁ;1blc flow of
time 1s the umhmg principle that gives homogencity to the dis-
jointed parts, by putting them in a relationship that, although
hrational and ineffable, is nevertheless one of unity. Time gives
order to the random agitation ol men and confers upon it the
appearance of organic g,rowl c o0 (pe128). On the level of
true temporal experience, the ironic discontinuities vanish and the
treatment of time itself, in Flaubert, is no longer ironic.

Can we admit Lukdes’s interpretation ol the temporal structure
of the Sentimenial Educaiion? When Proust, in a polemical ex-
change with Thibaudet, discussed Flaubert’s style in terms of
temporality, what he emphasized was not homogeneity but pre-
cisely the opposite: the manner in which Flaubert's use of tenses
allowed him to create discontinuities, periods of dead and negative
time ’l]lemdtmo with moments of pure Urlg.,mdr]on Lomplemtlu
in memory structures comparable to those achieved by Gérard de
Nerval in Sylvie. The single-directed fow of mere durée is re-
placed by a complex justaposition of reversible movements that
reveal the discontinuous and polyrhythmic nature of temporality.
But such a disclosure of non-lincar temporality demands reductive
moments of inwardness in which a consciousness confronts its
own true self; and this moment is precisely the one at which
the organic analogy between subject and object reveals itself as
{alse,

It seems that the organicism which Lukécs had eliminated from
the novel when he made irony its guiding structural princip]c, has
reentered the picture in the guise of time. Time in this essay acts
as a substitute for the organié continuity which Lukaces seems un-
able to do without. Such a linear conception of time had in fact
been present throughout the essay. Jlence the necessity of narrat-
ing the development of the novel as a continuous cvent, as the
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fallen form of the archetypal Greek epic which is treated as an ideal
concept but given actual historical existence. The later develop-
ment of T.ukacs's theories en the novel, the retreat from Flaubert
back to Balzac, from Dostoeysky to a rather simplified view of
Tolstol, from a theory of art as interpretation to a theory of art as
reflected imitation (Wiederspiegelung) should be traced back to
the reified idea of t{:mpor:-ﬂit}! that is so C]Lrarly in cvidence at the
end of Theory of the Novel.
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Impersonality in the Criticism of

Maurice Blanchot

Since the end of the war, French literature has been
dominated by a suceession of quickly alternating intellectual lash-
ions that have kept alive the illusion of a fecund and productive
modernity. First came the vogue of Sartre, Camus, and the human-
istic existentialism that followed immediately in the wake of the
war, soon Lo be succceded by the experimentalism of the new
theater, bypassed in turn by the advent of the nowvean roman and
its cpigones. These movements are, to a large extent, superficial
and ephemeral; the maces they will leave on the history of French
literature is hound to be S]ightcr than it appears within the neces-
sarily limited perspective of our own conlemporancity. Not all
the more significant literary figures necessarily remained aloof
from these trends; several took part in them and were influenced
by them. But the true quality of their literary vocation can be
tested by the persistence with which they kept intact a morc
essential part of themselves, a part that remained untouched by
the vicissitudes of a literary production oriented toward public
recognition——-arcane and esoteric us this “public” may have been.

6o
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For some, like Sartre, this self-assertion tosk the form of a frantic
atternpt (0 maintain a firm inner commitment in open and po-
Femnical cantact with the d1dng|ng trends. But others kept them-
selves more consciously out of the reach of the surface-currents
and were carried by a slower and decper wave, closer to the con-
tinuities that link French writing of today to its past. When we
will be able to observe the period with more detachment, the main
proponents of contemporary French literaure may well turn
out to be figures that now seem shadowy in comparison with the
celebrities of the hour. And none is more likely to achieve tunire
prominence than the litdle publicized and difficult writer, Maurice
Blanchot.

Even the lashionable trends 1o which we alluded are charac-
terized by a constant intermingling of literary practice and eritical
theory. Sartre and his group were the theoretical exponents of
their own stylistic devices, and the afhnities between structuralist
criticism and the s#owvean roman are obvious. In Blanchot, the
same |[1Lt’1[)lq\ Queyrs, ln a 1more L(Jl‘np](—’X dnd P[‘(_]I-)]E'mdtlL W a\
between his work as a writer of narrative prose and his critic: al
essays. An intenscly private figure, who has kept his personal
1{Ta1rs strlLll\ Lo |1|m3{,1i and whose pmnoun(cmenls on pub]lﬁ.
issues, lltexar\ or politcal, have been very scarce, Blanchot is
primarily known as a critic. A sizable group of readers have
followed his essays, often appearing in the form of ropical book-
reviews in various journals none of which is particularly esoteric or
avantgarde: Journal des débats, Critigue, and more recently in
La Nowvelle revue francaise to “hl(.h Blanchot used to contribute
a monthly article. These essays have been gathered in volumes
(Twx-pas, 1943, La Part du few, 1949, L'hspace littéraire, 1955,
Le livre & venir, 195¢) that brmg out Blanchot's almast ob-
sessive preoccupation with a few fundamental concerns, thus
reducing their apparent diversity to an implacably repetitive
u'niformity. The influence of the critical work has been far-reach
ing. More philosophical and abstract than Charles du Bos and less
conducive to pmctlcal application than Bachelard’s theories of
material imagery, Blanchot’s criticism has remained aloof from
recent methodological debates and polemics. Yet his already con
siderable impact is bound to increase; rather than directly alleeting
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existing critical methods, his work puts into question the very
conditions prior to the elaboration ol all critical discourse and in
that way reaches a level of awareness no other contemporary
critic has reached.

It is clear that Blanchot derives much of his insight into the
work of others from his own experience as a writer of narrative
prose. Until now, his novels and récits have remained nearly
inaccessible in their labyrinthine obscurity. All that has o be
said about them, in an article dealing with the critical work, is
that it is fortunarcly a great deal casier (o gain access to the
fetion of Blanchot through his criticism than the other way
round. The crux ol the interpretation of this writer, one of the
most important of the century, lies no doubt in a clarihcation of
the relationship between the eritical and the narrative part of his
work. A description ol the movement of his critical mind is a valid
preliminary to such an inquiry.

Reading Maurice Blanchot differs from all other reading ex-
periences. One begins by being seduced by the limpidity of a
language that allows for no discontinuitics or inconsistencics.
Blanchot is, in a way, the clearest, the most lucid of writers: he
steadily borders on the mexprcwble and approaches the extreme
of ambiguity, but always rccognizes them for what they are; con-
betlucrltl), as in l\anl, thc horizon of our undcrbtandmg remains
h,all\' circumscribed. When we read him on one of the poets
or novelists he happens to choose for a theme, we readily forget
all we assumed to know up till then about this writer. [hlb does
not happen because Blanchot's insight necessarily compels us to
modify our own perspective; this is by no means always the case,
Retumning alterwards to the author in question, we will find
ourselves back at the same point, our understanding barcly en-

criched by the comments of the critic. Blanchot, in fact, never
intended to perform a task of excgesis that would combine carlier
acquited knowledge with new clucidations. The clarity of his

1. Sume of these hetions are called povels, such as, among others, Thomas
Vobscur {(1931), Aminadab {19423, Le Tréshaut (194%); while others are
called récits: Thomas Uobscur, new version (1950, A Moment voulu {19517,
Celui qui e m'accompagnait pas (1953%
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critical writings is not due to excgetic power; they seem clear, not
because they penctrate further into a dark and inaccessible domain
but because they suspend the very act of comprehension. The
light they cast on texts is of a ditferent nature. Nothing, in fact,
could be more obscure than the nature of this light. '

For how are we to understand a reading-process which, in
Blanchot's words, is located “au dela ou en dega de la compréhen:
sion” belore or beyond the act of understanding? {.'Espace fit-
téraire, p. 2c5.) The difficulty of defining this conceplion indicales
how much it differs from our ordinary assumptions about criticism.
Blanchot’s critical reflections offer us no personal conlessions or
intimate experiences, nothing that would give immediale access
to another person’s consciousness and allow the reader 1o espouse
its movements. A certain degree of inwardness prevails in his work
and makes it inta the very opposite of an objective narrative. But
this intimacy does not secem to belong to a particularized sell, for
his prosc reveals nothing about his private experience. The lan
guage is as little a language of self-confession as it is a language of
exegesis. And, even in the articles that are obviously inspired by
topical literary considerations, it is lcast of all a language of
cvaluation or of Gpinion. In rcading Rlanchot, we are not partcipat
ing in an act of judgment, of sympathy, or of understanding. As
a result, the [ascination we experience is accompanicd by a {celing
of resistance, by a relusal to be led 1o a confrontation with some
thing opaque on which our consciousness can find no hold. The
ambivalence of this experience can be somewhat clarified by
Blanchot's own statements.

The act of reading does not change anything, nor docs it
add anvthing to what was already there, it lets things be the
way they weres i1 is a form of freedom, not the freedom that
givcs or takes awav, but a freedom that HUeepls and consents,
that says ves. It can onlv say yes, and, in the space opened up
by this aftirmation, it allows the work to assert itsel as the
unsettling decision of its will to be- -and nothing maore.?

At lirst sight this passive and silent encounter with the work seems
to be the very opposite of what we usually call interpretation. It

2. ['Espace Littéraire (Paris, 1955), p. 292,
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differs entirely {rom the subject-object polarities involved in objec-
tive observation. The literary work is given no objective status what-
ever; it has no cxistence apart from that constituted by the inward
act of reading. Neither are we dealing with a so-called intersubjec-
tive or interpersonal act, in which two subjects engage in a sclf-
clarifying dialogue. Tt would be more accurate to say that the
two subjectivities involved, that of the author and that of the
reader, co-operate in making cach other forget their distinctive
identity and destroy cach other as subjects. Both move beyond
their respective pmtmuldrll\ toward a common ground that con-
tains both of thcm united b} the lmpulac that makes them turn
away {rom their particular sclves. It is by means of the act of
refidmg that this tumning away takes placr, for the author, the

' possibility of being read transforms his language from a mere proj-
fect into a work {and thus forever detaches it from him). Ip turn,

it brings the rcader back, for a moment, to what he might have
been before he shaped himself into a particular self. -

"T'his conception of reading scems to differ altogether from inter-
pretation. "It adds nothing to what was already there,” says Blan-
chot; whercas it secms to be of the essence of interpretation to
generate a language at the contact of another language, to be a
kind of overlanguage added to that of the work. But we must not
be misled by concepts of interpretation that derive from objective
and intersubjective models. Blanchot expects us to understand
the act of reading in terms of the work and not in terms of the
constitutive subject, although he carefully avoids giving the work
an objective status, He wants us “to take the work for what it
is and thus to rid it of the presence of the author . . .7 (I.'Fspace
littéraire, p. 202). What we are reading is located closer to its
origin than we are and it is our purpose to be attracted by it to
the place whence it issued. The work has an undeniable 11t010g1(,a]
priority over the reader. It lollows that it would be absurd 1o
claim that in reading we “add” somcthing, for any addition, be it
in the form of an explication, a judgment, or an opinion, will only

-remove us further from the real center. We can only come under

the true spell of the work by allowing it to remain what it is.
This apparently passive act, this “nothing” that, in reading, we
should not add to the work, is the very definition of a truly inter-
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pretative langu‘lgc It designates a positive way of addressing the
text, noticcable in the positive cmphasis that characterizes the
({CGCU[JII()U of the act of reading, a rare example of affirmation in
an author not pronc to posmm statement, The urge to Tet a w ork
be exactly what it js requires an active and unrclentmg vigilance,
which can only be cxercised by means of language. In this man-
ner, an interpretative lanéuagc originates in contact with the
work. To the extent that reading rnerc] “listens” to the work, it
becomes itsclf an act of interpretative 111derst.mdmg.“ Blunchot’s
deseription of the act of reading defines authentic interpretation.
In depth, it transcends descriptions of interpretation that derive
from the study of things or {rom the analysis of individual subjects.

Yet, Blanchot feels the need to quality his definition by an all-
important reservation. The act of rcadmg, by means of which the
authentic dimensions of a work can be revealed, can never be
performed by the author on his own writings. Blanchot {requently
states this impossibility perhaps most clearly at the beginning of
L'Espace littéraire:

. the writer can never read his own work. 1t is, for hiny,
strictly inaccessible, a sceret which he does not wish to con-
front. . . . The impossibility of self-rcading coincides with
the discovery that, from now on, there is no longer room for
any added ercation in the space opened up by the work and
that, consequently, the only possibility is that of forever writ-
ing the same work over again. . . . The particular loncliness
of the writer . . . stems from the fact that, in the work, he
belongs to what always precedes the work.?

The statement is of central imporrdncc for an understanding of
Blanchot. At first sight, it scems convincing enough: we can find
many examplc y in the course of htcrar} hlstm\, of the cstrange-
ment experienced by writers who handle their Ianguagc seriously,
when they face the expression of their own t'nought and Blanchot
links this estrangement with the difficulty of renouncing the belicf
that all literature is a new beginning, that a work is a sequence
of beginnings. We may believe that the greater proximity to origin

3. Cf. Martin Heidegger, “Logos” in Vortrige und Aufsiize (Neske: Plullingen,

1954, pp- 215 .
4. I'Espace littéraire, p. 14; see also p. 209.
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confers upon the work some of the “firmness of beginnings” that
Blanchor is willing to grant to the work of others. But this strength
is only an illusion. The poet can only start his work because he is
willing to forget that this presumed beginning is, in fact, the
repetition of a previous failure, resulting precisely from an inability
to begin anew. When we think that we are pereeiving the asser-

tion of a new origin, we are in {act witnessing the reasscrtion of a_

failure 1o originate. Atccdlng to the work in its positivity, the
reader can very well i ignore w hat the author was forced to forget:
that the work asserted in fact the impossibility of its own existence.

However, if the writer were really reading himself, in the full

interpretative sensc of the term, he would necessarily remember the
duplicity of his scll-induced forgetlulness, and this discovery would
paralyze all further attempts at creation. In that sense, Blanchot’s
noli me legere, the rejection of scll-interpretation, is an expression
of caution, advocating a prudence without which literature might
be threatened with extinetion.

The impossibility ol a writer's reading his awn work sharply
distinguishes the relationship between work and reader [rom that
between work and author. Reading, as well as criticism (coneeived
as the actualization in language of the potential language involved

in reading), can grow into a genuine interpretation, in the deepest.

sense ol the term, whereas the relationship between author and

work would be onc of total estrangement, refusal, and forgetting, :

This radical distinction raises scveral quostlong [t scems primarily
motivated by caution, a virtue that is not typical of the almost
ruthless audacity of Blanchot's thought. Morcover, the study of
Blanchot’s later work reveals that the process of forgetting, itself
deeply linked with the impossibility of the author's reading his
own work, is, in lact, a muach more ambiguous matter than may
have appeared at first sight. The positive assertion of the work is
not merely the result of a complicity between reader and anthor
that enables the one to ignore what the other is willing to forget.

The will to forget enables the work to exist and becomes a positive

notion leading o the invention of an authentic language. Blan-
chot’s recent work compels us t become aware of the ful] arnbiva-
lence of the power contained in the act of forgetting. It reveals
the paradoxical presence of a kind of anti-memory at the very

A
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source of literary creation. If this is so, can we still believe that
Blanchot refuses to read his work and dodges confrontation with
his literary self? The remembrance of a forgetting can occur only
while reading the work, not in the course of its composition. The
reading that allows Blanchot 1o move from the first to the second
version of his Cari)-' novel Thomas obscur could still be Cxpiaincd
as an attempt “to repeat what was said carlier . . . with the power
of an increased talent.” But the dialogue of the late text entitled,
‘L'Attente Poubli could only be the result of a relationship between
‘t.hc completed work and its anthor. The impossibility of sel{-read-
ing has itsell become the main theme, demanding m its turn to
be read and interpreted. A circular movement scems 1o take the
writer, at first alienated in the work, back to himself, by means of
an act of scll-interpretation. In Blanchot, this process first takes
the lorm of his critical reading of others as preparatory to the
reading of himself. It can be shown that Blanchot's eriticism prc—f
figures the sell reading toward which he is ultimately oriented,
The relationship between his critical work and his narrative prose
has to be understood in these terms, the former being the prepara-
tory version of the latter. A complete study of Blanchot should
illustrate this by means of several examples; we have space for
one instance only, the sequence of articles he wrote on Mallarmé.
This may suffice to indicate that the movement of Blanchot's
critical mind reflects the circalar pattern that can be found in all
acts of literary invention.

Mallarmé is one of the writers who have constantly engaged
Rlanchot’s attention; the poet of Unr Coup de [)és reappears as
one of his main topics at all stages of his development. Since
Rlanchot writes in the traditional French format of the periodical
revicw, his choice of subject-matter is not always dictated by a
deeper affinity with the hook he criticizes; it may be inspired by
current fashion or by the pressure of literary cvents. In accordance
with his conception of eriticism, he is not interested in the dis-
covery of new talent or in the revaluation of established names. In
his scleetion of topics, he js generally content to foltow a cosmopoali-
tan current of opinion that is well informed but lays no claim (o
originality. There are, however, a few figures that recuar as the
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true centers of his concern. Mallarmé is undoubtedly one of them;
the identity of the other writers that influcnced Blanchot may
olten remain hidden, bur Mallarmé is explicitly discussed on
VAT10US OCCAs10ns.

Above all, Mallarmé fascinates Blanchot by his claim to absolute
“impersonality. The other main themes of Mallarmé's work, the
large negative themes of death, ennui, and sterility, or cven the
selt-reflection by which literature “serutinizes its very essence,” all
take sccond p]acc to the gageure of ]ctting the work exist UT‘]]}-‘ b}-‘
and for itsclf. Blanchot frequently quotes the statement of Mal-
larmé which he considers of central importance: “Impersonifié, le
volume, autant qu'on s'en sépare comme auteur, ne réclame ap-
proche de lecteur. Tel, sache, entre les accessoires humains, il a
licu tout seul: fait, ¢tant.” 'Impcraonahtv means, in the first place,
the absence of all personal anecdotes, of all confessional intimacies,
and of all psychological concerns. Mallarmé eschews such forms
ol experience, not because he considers them as devoid of impor-
tance, but hecause the generality of poctic language has moved far
beyond them. Hence the naiveté of reductive critical methods that
try to gain access to Mallarm¢&’s poetry by macing it back to actual
priva ate experiences. One is never so far removed {rom the center
as when one assumes tw have recaptured the origin of the selt
in an empirical expericnce that is taken to be the causc. Blanchot
is not likely to be misled in this direction: his negative comments
on Charles Mauron’s first psychoanalytical study of Mallarmé,
dating as far back as 1943, are still altogether valid and topical.

Mallarmés impersonality cannot be described as the antithesis,
or the compensatory idealization, of a regressive obsession, as a
strategy by means of which the poet trics to free himself from
haunting emotional or sexual trauma, We do not find in him a
dialectic of the empirical and the ideal sclf, as Freud describes it
in the Narcissus essay. More than all other critics who have written
on Mallarmé, Blanchot stressed most emphatically, from the start,
that the impersonality of Mallarmé does not result from a conflict

5. "The book when we, as authors, separatce ourselves from it, exists imper-
sonally, without requiring the presence of a reader. Know that, among all
human accessories, it iz the one that comes into bcing by itself: it is made, and
cxists, by itsell.” (L'Action restreinte, Oeuvres complétes [Paris, 1945], p. 372.)
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within his own person. It stems instead [rom a confrontation with
an cntity as different from himselt as non-being differs [rom being,

Mallarmé’s alienation is neither social nor psychological, but onto-,

logical; to be i impersonal does not mean, for him, that one shares

a consciousness or a destiny with a number of aothers, bur that :
one is reduced to no longer being a person, to being no one,
because one defines onself in relation to being and not in relation -

to some particular entity.

In an ariicle that dates back to 1949, Blunchol stresses that, lor
Mallarmé, the only medium by means of which such impersonality
can be achicved is language. "Many striiking points [about Mal-
Jarmé's conception of l.mguagd are to be remembered. The maost
remarkable, however, is the impersonality of language, the auton-
omous and absolute existence Mallarmé is willing to grant jt.
Ianguage supposes for him neither a speaker, nor a listener: it
HpCd]\s and writes b\ itselt. 1t is a kind of consciousness without a
subjeet.” © The poet thus encounters langu age as an alien and
self-sufficient entity, not at all as il it were the expression of a
subjective intent with which he could grow familiar, still less a
too] that could be made to fit his needs. Yet it is well known that
Mallarmé always used language in the manner of the Parnassian
pocts, the way a craftsman uses the material in which he is work-
ing. Well aware of this, Blanchat adds: “But lfmgmgc is also an
incarnate consciousness that has been seduced into takmg on the
material form of words, their life and their sound, and leading one
to believe that this reality can s‘omchow open up a road that takes
ane to the dark center of things.” * This important qudhh(atlon
leads us at once to the heart of the Mallarméan dialectic. For it is
true that Mallarmé always conceived of language as a separate
entity radically different from himself, and which he was inces-
santly trying to reach; the model for this entity, however, was
mo‘»t]\ [or hlm the mode of being of a natural substance, accessible
to sensation. l.anguage, with its sensory attributes of sound and
texture, pmtalxu, of the world of natural objects and introduces a
positive element in the sheer void that would surround a conscious-
ness Jeft entirely to itself. 'The double aspect of language, capable

6. La Part du few (Paris, 1949), p. 48.
7. La Part du feu, p. 48.
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of being at the same time a concrete, natural thing and the product
of an activity ol consciousness, serves Mallarmé as the starting
point of a dialectical development that runs through his entire
wark. Nature, lar from rcprescnting the satisfaction of a happy,
unproblematic scnsation, evokes instead scparation and distance;
naturc is [or him the substance from which we are forever sepa-
rated. But it is also “La premicre en date, la nature”™ and, as such,
it precedes al) other entitics and occupies a privileged position of
priority. This assumption is ol determining importance for the
genesis and the structure of Mallarmé's work. The symbols of
failure and of negativity that play such an important vole in his
poctry must be understood in terms of the underlving polarity
between the world of nature and the activity of consciousness.
Reacting against the natural world in an attempt to assert his
autopomy, the poct discovers that hie can never free himself from
its impact. The final image of Mallarmé’s work 5110\\% the protag-
onist of Un Coup de Dés sinking into the “ocean” of the natural
world. Nevertheless, in 2 gesture that is both heroic and absurd,
the will to consciousness keeps asserting itself, even from beyond
the catastrophic event in which it was destroyed. The persistence
ol this effort keeps carrying the work forward and engenders a
trajectory that scems to escape, to some extent, from the chaos ol
indetermination. This trajectory Js rellected in the very structure
of Mallarmé’s development and constitutes the positive element
that allows him o pursuc his task. The work consists of a sequence
of new beginnings that are not, however, as for Blanchor, Identical
repetitions. The eternal repetition, the ressassement of Blanchot
is replaced, in Mallarm¢, by a dialectical movement of becoming.
Each successive failure knows and remembers the failure that went
before, and this knowledge establishes a progression. Mallarmé’s
self-reflection is rooted in expericnces that are not altogether
negative, but that nevertheless maintain a certain measurc of self-
awarencss, “la clarté reconue, qui seule demeure. . .7 * Sub-
sequent work can start on a higher level of consciousness than
their predecessors. There is room in Mallarmé's world {or some
form of memory; from work to work, one is not allowed to forget

8. .. a recognized clarity, the wnly thing to remain™ (lginer, Oeurres
complétes, p. 435).
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what went before. A link is maintained, despite the discontinuitics,
and a movement of growth takes plam The impersonality is the
résult of a dialectical progression, leading from the particular to
the universal, from personal o h1510r1&1] recollection. The work
depends for its existence on this dialectical substructure, which
is itsclt rooted in an obscure assertion of the priority of material
substances over consciousness. Mallarmé’s pactics remain [ounded
on the attempt to make the semantic dimensions of language coin-
cide with its material, [ormal artributes.®

Such an attempt should not be confused with Blanchot’s ex-
periments. When B]zmchol speaks, in the passage previously
quoted, of languagc as an “incarnatc consciousness’ (adding at
once that this may well be a delusion), he is describing a coneep-
tion ol language that differs altogether from his own. Blanchot's |
writing very scldom lingers over the material qualities of things;
without bcmu abstract, his languagc is rarcly a language of sen-
sation. Flis prc[erwl literary form is not, as Tor Ren¢ Char with
whom he is often compared, that of a poctry oriented toward
material things, but rather the réeit, a purely temporal type of -
narrative. [t should not surprlsc us, therefore, that his presentation
ol Nhllldrme at times misses the mark. This is particularly true of
the sections of L'Cspace litiéraive In which Blanchot deals with
the theme of death as it appears in Mallarmé's prose text Igitur,
However, when Blanchot retums to Mallarmé later, in the articles
now inclided in [e Livre & venir, his observations lead to a gencral
view that s a gﬁ,mllne lllr(’rpruatlon

What is missing, perhaps deliberately, in Blanchot’s commen-
taries on [gitur, is precisely this sense of dialectical growth by

9. Beeent interprerers of Mallarmé, such as Jacques Derrida and Philippe Sol-
lers, anticipated in some respects by the American critic Robert Greer Cohn,
find in Mallarmé a movement that takes Pl:-l{_‘C within the textual aspect of
language as mere signifier, regardless of a natural ar subjective referent. As is
clear from the spatial, representational interpretation of the ideograms of Ln
Coup de 1)és (as in the passages quated hL\I;“ and Identified by “footnotes 11
and 123, Blanchot's reading of Mallarmé never reaches rthis point. Tle remains
within a negative subject/object dialectic in which an impersonal nom-subject
confronts an abolished non-object ("rien” or “Iahsente”™ . This layer of meaning
is undoubtedly present in Mallarmé and we can remain within the orbit of this
'.1[1(1Crstai1ding for an argumecnt that deals with Blanchot Cor, more restrit_'tivcly,
with Blanchot's critical assumptions) and not with Mallarmé.
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‘means ol which the particular death of the protagonist becomes
a4 universal movement, Corrcsponding to the historical development
of human consciousness in time. Blanchot translates the experience
at once in ontological terms and sces it as a direct confrontation
ol a consciousness wlth the most general category of being. Igitur's
death then becomes for him a version of one of his own main
obsessions, what he calls "la mort impossible,” a theme more
closely afhliated with Rilke and one that does not fully coincide
with Mallarmé's chicl concern at the time of Igitur. The distor-
tion 1s in lx‘ueping with Blanchot’s dccpcr commitments: Mal-
larmé’s theme ol the universal historical consciousness, with its
Hegelian overtones, is of slight interest (o him. He considers the
dialectic of subject and object, the progressive temporality ol a -
historical growih, as inauthentic experiences, misleading reflections
of a more Fundamental movement that resides in the realm of
being. Later, when Mallarmé will have pursued his own thought
to its most extreme point, he will at last convey the oscillatory
movement within  being that Blanchot prcm'lturc]y claims 1o
find stated in Lgitur. [tis at this point that a real encounter between

Blanchot and '\Iallarmc can take place.

Blanchot's final 1nlcrprcratwn of Mallarmé occurs in the cssays
from Le Livre & venir that deal with Un Coup de Dés and with
the PECparatory notes which Jacques Scherer edited in 1957 under
the title e "Livre” de Mallarmé. In Hérodiade. Ig:tw, and the
poems that follow these texts, Mallarmé’s main theme had been
the destruction of the objeet under the impact of a reflective con-
sciousness, the mear dissolution (“la prcéquc disparition vibra-
toire” ) of natural entities and of the self, raised to an advanced
level of impersonality when, in the mirror of sclf-reflection, it
becomes the object of its own thought. But in the process of de-
pcrsumhzatmn thc sell could, to some degree, maintain its power;
enriched by the repeated experience of delcat it remained as the
center of work, the point of departure of the spual that grows out
ol it. Later on, in Un C Ot{p de T¥és, the dissolution of the object
occurs on such a large scale that the entire cosmos 1s reduced to
total indetermination; “la neutralité identique du gouffre,” an abyss
in which all things are ecqual in their utter indifference to the
human mind and will. This time, however, the conscious sclf par-
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._ ticipates in the process to the point of annihilation: “The poet,”
: writes Blanchot, “disappears under the pressure of the work,
: ccatight in the same movement that prompted the disappearance
of the reality of nature.” ' Pushed to this extreme point, the im-
personality of the self is such that it scems to lose touch with its
initial center and to dissolve into nothingness. [t now becomes
clear that dialectical growth toward a universal consciousness was
a delusion and that the notion of a progressive temporality s a
reassuring but misleading myth. In truth, consciousness was caught
unawares within a movement that transcends its own power. The
various forms of negation that had been “surmounted” as the
work progressed—death of the natural object, death of the individ-
ual consciousness in Igitur, or the destruction ol a universal, his-
torical consciousness destroyed in the “storm™ of Un Coup de Diés
~—turn out to be particalar expressions of a persistent negative
movement that resides in being. We try to protect ourselves against
this negative power by inventing stratagems, ruses of language and
of thought that hide an irrevocable fall. The existence of thesc
strategies reveals the supremacy of the negative power they are
trving to circumvent. Tor all his apparent lueidity, Mallarm¢
was mystified by this philosophical blindness until he recognized
the illusory character ol the dialectic on which he had founded
his poetic strategy. In his last work, consciousness as well as natural
objects are threatened by a powcer that exists on a more Funda-
mental level than cither of them.

And yet, even beyond this destruction of the self, the work
can remain in existence. [n Mallarmé's final poem, swivival is
symbolized in the image of a constellation that scems to escape
from the destruction to which cverything else has succumbed.
Interpreting the image of the constellation, Blanchot states that in
the poem, “the dispersion takes on the form and appearance of
unity.” '" The unity is first stated in spatial terms: Mallarmé
literally depicts the typographical, spatial disposition of the words
on the page. Creating a highly complex network of relationships
between the words, he gives the illusion of a three dimensional
reading analogous to the experience of space itsell. The puem
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e, Te Livee & venir (Paris, 1950, p. 277.
11, bl p. 286,
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becomes “the material, sensory affirmation of the new space. It is
this space become poem,” 1 We have a late, extreme version of
the attempt 0 make the semantic and the sensory propertics of
language coincide. As the words in the poem that LIL‘\“.IO'Y]J.IL a ship
arc groupcd in the ahapt, of a sinking sailboat, the mecaning of
language is represented in a wmaterial form. In Un Coup de Dés,
however, such experimentations come very close to being a deliber-
ate hoax. If we have actually moved heyond the antithesis between
subject and object, then such pseudo- OI)JCLtWL gamcs can no longer
be taken seriously. In a typically Mallacméan form of irony, the
spatial resources of language arc exploited to the full at the very
moment that they are known 1o be completely ineffective. [t is
no longer valid to speak, with Blanchot, of the earth as a spatial
abyss th’lt 1ev(,r‘;mg itself, becomes the corresponding abyss of the
ﬁ}\\f n \\I’llc,h words, reduced o their own space, make this spacc
shine with a purely stellar light” ™ 'The idea of a reversal, how-
ever, 1s gssential, meded one understands the reversal no ]cuwcr
in a spatial sense but in a temporal sense, as ap axis around ulnch
the metaphor of space revolves to disclose the reality of time.
Blanchot participates in the reversal as he graduallv discovers
the temporal structure of Un Coup de Dés. The central articula-
tion of this poem is very clearly marked: near the middle of the
text, Mallarmé shitts from Roman type to italics and mscrts an
extended episode beginning with the words “comme si” At that
moment, we change {rom a tempor'llitv that follows the course of
an event presented as it it were actually taking place, to another,
prospective t(,l'l’lpOI‘.]]lH that cxists only as Rction, stric tly in the
mode of “comme si.” The fictional time is included in the historical
time, like the play within the play of the Elizabethan theater.
This enveloping structure Lorruponds to the relationship between
hlston and fiction. The fiction in no way changes the cutcome,
the ffutlm ol the hmtorlt.a] event. In the rerms of Mallarmé's
poem, it will not abolish the random power of chance; the course
of events remains unchanged by this long grarmnam.ﬂ apposition
that continues over six pages. The outcome is determined from
the start by the single word “jamais,” pointing to a past that

12. Ibid. p. 287,
13, Ibid. p. 288.
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precedes the beginning of the fiction and to a future that will
follow it. The purpose of the fiction is not to intervene direetly:
it 1S a cognitive effort by means of which the mind tries to cscape
: from the total indetermination that threatens it. The fiction influ-
i ences the mode of abolition of consciousness, not by opposing it,
but by mediating the expericnce of destruction; it mt(,rposcs a
langudgc that accurately describes it. “History,” says Blanchot, *
replaced by hypothesis. 4 Yer this hypothesis can derive its state-
ment onlv from a knowledge that was already previously given,
and that asserts precisely the impossibility of overcoming the arbi
trary nature of this knowledge. The verification of the hypothesis
confirms the impossibility of its elaboration. Fiction and the history
of actual events converge toward the same nothingness; the know i
edge revealed by the hvpothem of fiction turns out to be a knowl-
edge that already existed, in all the strength of its negativity, before
¢ the hypothesis was construed. Knowledge of the impossibility of
; knowing precedes the act of consciousness that tries to reach it
This structure is a circular one. The prospective hypothesis, which
determines a future, coincides with a historical, concrete reality
that precedes it and that belong to the past. The Future is changcd
into a past, in the infinite regression that Blanchot calls a ressas-
sement, and that Mallarmé describes as the endless and meaning-
less noise of the sea after the storm has destroyed all sign of life,
“T'intéricur clapotis quelconque.”

But does this knowledge of the circular structure of fictional
language not have, in its turn, a temporal desrm} Philosophy is
well acquainted with the circularity of a consciousness that puts
its own mode of being into question. This knowledge complicates
the philosopher’s task a great deal, but it does not spell the end

of philosophical undcrstanding The same is true of litcrature.
Many specihically literary hopes and illusions have to be given up:
Mallarmé’s faith in the progressive dcu,lo[)mcnt of self-conscious-
ness, for example, must be abandoned, since every new step in
this progression turns out 1o be a regression tow ard a more and
j more remote past. Yet it remains possﬂ;lc to speak of a certain
development, of a movement of becoming that persists in the

14, Ibid. pp. 201—92.
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fictional world of literary invention. In a purely temporal world,
there can be no perfect repetition, as when two points coincide
in space. As soon as the reversal described by Blanchot has taken
place, the fiction is revealed as a rempordl movement, and the
question of its direction and intent must again be asked. "Mal-

larmé’s ideal Book is thus obliquely asscrted in terms of the
movement of change and development that expressed perhaps its
real meaning. This meaning will be the very movement of the
circle.” '™ And elsewhere: “We necessarily always write the
same thing over again, but the development of what remains the
same has infinite richness in its very repetition " 1% Blanchot is
very close here to a philosophical 1 trend which tries to rethink the
notion of growth and development no longer in organic but in
hermenellllc terms by reflecting on the tempolallt} of the act of
understanding.’?

Blanchot's criticism, starting out as an ontological meditation,
leads back into the question of the temporal self. For him, as for
Heldeuger, Being is disclosed in the act of its self-hiding and, as
conscious subjects, we arc necessarily caught up in this movement
of dissolution and forgerting. A critical act ol interpretation cnables
us to see how poctic language always reproduces this negative
movemnent, though it is often not aware of it. Criticism thus
becomes a form of demystification on the ontological level that
confirms the existence of & fundamental distance at the heart of
all human experience. Unlike the recent Heidegger, however,
Blanchot does not seem to believe that the movement of a poetic
consciousness could ever lead us to assert our ontological insight in
a positive way. The center always remains hidden and out of reach;

15. Le Livre 4 venir, p. 206.

16, Ibid. p. 276.

17. See, for example, Hans-Georg Gadamer, Wakrheit und  Methode
('libingen, 196a’, secnnd edition, pp. 2504t In Sein wmd Zeit, Heidegger is
certainly ane of those who have laid the groundwerk for this furm of thought
in our century. The affinity between Blanchot and }eidegger, despite the di-
YETgENCE in tl’!elr subsequuli dev E]{)pment should be studied mare Wstem m{_allv
than has heen dane up till now. The French ph]losopher Levi Imas, 1n his op-
position to Heidegger and in his influence on Blanchot, would have o play a
prominent part in such a study. There exists a brief article by Levinas on
Blanchot and Fleidegger published in March 1956 in Monde wowvesn, 1 now
defunct Teview.
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we are separated from it by the very substance of time, and we
never cease to know that this is the case. 'The circularity is not,
thérefore, a perfect form with which we wy to coincide, but a
directive that maintains and measures the distance that separates
us from the center of things. We can by no means take this cir-
cularity for granted: the circle is a path that we have (o construct
ourselves and on which we must (ry to remain. At most, the
circularity proves the authenticity of our intent. The search toward
circularity governs the development ol consciousness and is also
the gui(iing principle that shapes the poetic form.

This conclusion has brought us back to the question of the
subject. [n his interpretative quest, the writer frees himself from
empirical concerns, but he remains a self that must reHect on its
own 51tuat10n As the act of reading “had to leave things exactly
as they were,” he tries (0 see lnmself the way he really is. He can
only do this by “reading” himself, by turning his conscious atten-
tion oward himself, and not tow: ard a forever unreachable form
of being. Blanchot finally reaches this same conclusion with ref-
crence to Mallarmé.

How can [the Book] assert itself in conformity with the
thythm of its own constitution, if it docs not get vutside it-
self? To correspond with the intimate movement that deter
mines its structure, it must find the outside that will allow it
to make contact with this very distance. The Book needs a
mediator. ‘The act of reading performs the mediation. But
not just any reader will do . . . Mallarm¢ himsell’ will have
to be the voice of this essential reading, Ile has been abolished
and has vanished as the dramatic center of his work, bur this
very annihilation has put him into contact with the reappear-
ing and dlsappmnn;} essence of the Book, with the ceascless
oscillation which is the main stutement of the work.!®

‘T'he necessity for self-reading, for self-interpretation, reappears at
the moment when Ma]larme rises to the level of 1nslght that allows
him to name the general structure of all literary consciousness. The
suppression of the subjective moment in Blanchot, asserted in
the form of the C‘]legOII(.dl lmposalhl;lv of scll- rc(ldmg, 18 ()n]\

18, Ihid. p. 294.
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preparatory step in his hermencutic of the self. Tn this way, he
Frees his consciousness of the insidious presence of inauthentic
concems. In the askesis of depersonalization, he tries to CONCCIve
of the literary work, not as i it were a thing, but as an autonomous
entity, a “consciousness without a subject.” This is not an casy
undertaking. Blanchot must climinate from his work all clements
derived from everyday experience, from involvements with others,
all reifying tendencies that tend to cquate the work with natural
objects. Only when this extreme purification las been achieved,
can he turn toward the traly temporal dimensions of the text. This
reversal implies a return toward a subject that, in fact, never
ceased to be present. Tt is significant that Blanchot reaches this
conclusion only with reference to an author like Matlarmé, who
came upon it obliquely and whose actual itinerary neceds to be
revealed by interpretation, the way a watcrmark becomes visible
only when held to the light. When he is dealing with writers who
have given a more explicit version of the same process, Rlanchot
refuses them his full understanding. He tends to rate explicit forms
of insight with other inessential matters that serve to make cvery-
day life bearsble—such as socicty, or what he calls history. Fle pre-
fers hidden truth to revealed insight. In his critical work, this theo-
retician of interpretation prefers to deseribe the act of interpre-
wation rather than the interpreted insight. He wanted, in all likeli-
hood, to keep the latter in reserve for his narrative prose.




VI

r The Literary Self as Origin;
| The Work of' Georges Poulet

A few years henee, the discussions that give to the literary
studies of today such a controversial and didactic tone, will have
faded before the intrinsic value of works that, in spite of being
works ol criticism, are nevertheless literary achievements in the
: fudlest sense of the term. The case of poets or novelists that would
occasionally wrile criticism is far from unusual; in modern French
literature alone onc can think of a long line that goes from
Baudclaire to Butor and that includes Mallarmé, Valéry, and
Blanchot. The nature of this double activity has often been wrongly
understood. One assumes that these wiiters, out of dilettant
ism or out of necessity, have from time to time deserted the more
important part of their work to express their opinion on the writ-
ings of their predecessors or contemporarics—a little in the manner
of retired champions cvaiuating the pcrformzmcc of younger
athletes. But the reasons that prompted these writers to take up
criticism have only a limited interest, What matters a great deal
is that Baudclaire’s Essay on Laughter, Mallarmé's La Musique et
les Lettres, or Blanchot's Le Chant des Sirénes are more than equal
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in verbal and thematic complexity to a prose poem of the Spleen
de Paris, a page of Un Coup de Dés or a chapter of Thomas
Uobseur. We are not suggesting that the poetic or novelistic parts
of these works exist on the same level as the critical prose, and
that both are simply interchangeable without making essential
distinctions. The line that separates them marks out two worlds
that are by no means identical or even complementary. The precise
itinerary of such a line, however, would in most cases reveal a
more subterranean path than one might originally have suspected
and would indicate that the critical and the poctic components
are so closely intertwined that it is impossible w0 touch the one
without coming into contact with the other. 1t can be said of these
works that they carry a constitutive critical element within them-
sclves, exactly as Fricdrich Schlegel at the onset of the nincteenth
century, characterized all “modern” literature by the incluctable
presence of a eritical dimension.” 1f this is true, then the opposite
is just.as likely, and critics can be granted the full authority of
literary authorship. Some contemporary critics can already lay
¢laim to such a distinction.

More than any other, the criticism of Georges Poulet conveys
the impression of possessing the complexity and the scope of a
genuine work of literature, the intricacy of a city which has its
avenues, its dead-ends, its underground labyrinths and panoramic
Jookouts. For the last forty years, he has pursuc,d a meditation
that takes the whole of Western literature for its theme; the orien-
tation of his thought has remained remarkably stable throughout,
directed toward a totalization that constantly scemed about to be
achicved. On the other hand, he has shown considerable mobility,
constantly putting his thought into question, returning to its origi-
nal premises and starting afresh, even in his most recent texts. The
combination of dynamicism with stability may explain apparent
contradictions between the pub]ic and the private side of Poulet's
criticism. From ts bcomnmgq in the early 1920, until the five
consecutive volumes of the Studies on Fluman Time, the progres-
sion of the work has been incessant, almost monumental. it seems

1. Athenium Fragment, no. 238, p. 204 in Friedrich Schlegel, Kritische
Ansgabe, Band 11, Charakteristiten und Kritiken 1 (1756-1801), Hans Eichner,
ed., 1967,
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1o be carried by a methodological self-assurance that readily ac-
counts for its considerable influence and authority. This “self-
assurance is by no means merely Jpp 4Tent; any 5tudy will have to
account for the positive strength of the method. But, especially in
the polemical mood that prevails for the moment, when every
critical attitude has to become at once a critical position, the out-
ward rigidity may well mask the other side, the more intimate
aspeet that keeps Poulet’s work open- ended problematic, Irre-
ducibly personal, and incapable of being trdnsmltled, afhliated as
it is with a historical tradition that bears only the most distant
rclation to the quarrels of the hour. In the numerous conferences
and public debates on criticism that have taken place of late, the
position of Poulet has been a prominent one. It was possible to
achieve this, however, On]\' !)y hardening and schem: atizing cate-
gories that are a great deal more fexible when applied to texts
than when used against other critical methods. For this reason,
we preter not 1o begin our reading of Georges Poulet with the
systematic parts, but rather with the ambivalences, the depths and
uncertainties that make up his more hidden side. The relative
Sercnity ol the method can be better understood in terms of the
diflicult cxperience of truth that stands behind it. The reverse
road, starting out from the established assurances, runs the risk of
missing the essential point.

Georges Poulet himselt invites us to scarch, in the study ol a
writer, lor his “point of departure,” an cxperience that is both
lnltlal dlld (_Lntl’al dl‘ld dlﬂund \'\.}][L}] th(’. Cntife “"Orl( can I)(‘f
organized. The “points of departure” differ in kind for each
author and define him in his individuality; the test of their rele-
vaice LOL‘IM%I‘; H‘] tht‘n’ (Ibl]lt\ ) S€rve ('_,"H:eLtl\Cl\-" as Orgdan]I‘lg
principle for all his writings, whatever their perlod or genre may
be (hnished work, {ragment, journal, letter, cte.). On the other
hand, it seems that only a body ol writing that can be so grasped
and organized {ully deserves to be called a “work.” The point of
departurc serves as g 1111ifying prin{;ip]c within a sing1e cotpus
while also serving to dilferentiate between writers, or even between
periuds of literary hist()ry.

It is tempting to consider Poulet's own itinerary in this manner,
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but it soon becomes clear that, in his case, the notion is not sim-
ple; the fact that it serves at the same time as a principle that
unifies and as a principle that diffcrentiates indicates a certain de-
grec of complexity. This complexity, however, is not more problem-
atic than the simultancous unity and differentiation that one
CnCounters in any action committed by a conscious subject. Greater
difficulties arise from the need to define the point of departure as
center as well as origin. As its name indicates, it can function as a
temporal origin, as the point before which no previous moment
exists that, with regard to the work, has 1o be taken into account.
In temporal tenms therefore, the point of departure is a moment
entirely oriented toward the future and separated from the past.
On the other hand, when it acts as a center, it no longer tunctions
as a genetic but as a structurel and organizing prmcxplc Since the
center organizes a substance that can have a temporal dimension
(and this seems, at fiest sight, to be the case for literature as
Poulet conceives it), it serves as a co-ordinating point of reference
tor events that do not coincide in 6me. This can only mean that
the center permin a link between past and [uture, thereby im-
plyving the active and constitutive intervention of a past. In tem-
poral terms, a center cannot at the same time also be an origin,
a soutce. The problem does not exist in the same manner in space,
where one can conceive of a center that could also, as in the case
of the Cartesian axes of analytical geometry, he an origin. But
then the origin is a purely formal concept devoid of generative
power, 8 mere point ol reference rather than a point of departure
“Source” and “center” are by no means a priori identical. A very
productive tension can dudop between them. The work of
Georges Poulet grows under the impact of this tension and reaches,
for this reason, into the hidden foundadons of literature.

We encounter the problem of the center and the origin from
Poulet’s carliest writings on; it will never cease o haunt him,
regardless of the later knowledge and mastery. He meets it hirst
of all, not in an abstract and theoretical way, but as a young
novelist confronted with the practical question of constructing a
convincing narrative. In a very interesting article that dates back
to 1924, the expression “point of departure” is frequently used, al-
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though often with a negative accent. Poulet tries to define the
nouveay roman of his era in o[)pomtwn to his elders, Gide and
Proust, and seems convinced that in narrative fiction there can be
no true origin, since one 15 always dcpcndcnt on previous events,
The novelists (,ngagcd in “creating” a character by the CIC%C[I])UUH
of acts and feelings that seem spontancous must in fact already
be in the possession of a preconceived scheme that more or less
consciously serves as a prmmpl(, of sclection. The fluid, dynamic,
and continuous world of the fictional narration must be PI‘CLCdtd
by a static and determined world that serves as its “point of de-

parture”; between these two worlds, there can be no actual con-
tact.

The fgure [of the acts that narrate a story] exists at all
times. Refme acting it is already formed. lts OnI\ movement
is a gradual unfoldmo It moves in order to breathe, to exist.
Only after this preparatory labor can it begin to grow. Onc
may be surprised in thus hearing a truth conceived simul-
tancously in two modes, that of being and that of beconing,
without any effort on the part of the author to establish a
link between them, to discover a factor that they could have
in common. ., . . We hehold a hero who has heen con-
sciously selected, his acts precalculated and  his behavior
adapted to an adventure that was [oreseen even belore it came
into being. We witness a point of departure, a birth, then a
movement. The writer concentrates on a sudden, startling de-
vclopment to which he may come back later, or he gives us a
slow and static preparation that proceeds by minute stdll, an
analysis, visible or hidden, involunitary at times, in which the
idea of the action is contained, albeit in an amended, dis-
torted way, integrated within an exposition but incommensu-
rable with it.

Further, in the course of the same article, the so-called “classical”
novel (the reference is 1o Adolphe and Dominique] is defined in

YA propos du Bergsonisme” in Sélection, April tg24, pp. 65-—75. The essay
purports to be a study on a volume edited by Albert Thibaudet entitled Le
Bergsomisme (Trente Aus de pensée framgaise, vol. L. The five quotations
that foliow are from this atticle.
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terms of a similar discontinuity between the appearance of a
unified action and a static, earlier donwrde:

A common action of which the successive phases are chosen
in such a way as to suggest reciprocal coherence, demands the
creation of a point of departure, a kind of postulate located
in the character of the protagonist as well as in the sctting
of the future action. Prior to the novel itself, one has to invent
another novel, entircly devoid ol action, but that nevertheless
contains the development of the plot jn all its irrevocable
logic; two different fictional constructions preside over the
same subject. These constructions, however, are not only
different but opposed, utterly irreconcilable mtlnn the usual
movement of Life. The frst contains a point of departure,
fully shaped characters, a stable past, a moral overtone; the
other consists only of the actions that mark the development
of characters, but it contains neither the characters themselves,
nor their ultimate destiny,

These texts combine a clear knowledge of the requirements
that govern the narrative techniques of fiction with a nostalgic
desite to share in the generative strength of sources and origins.
The need for composition, for articulation of discontinuous cle-
ments, is constantly asserted: “Every artist is in fact a Homo
faber who can deliberately, by an act of his intelligence, achieve a
‘willed, reasoned and systematic detachment’ that, as well as a
natural detachment, allows him to combine heterogencous ele-
ments. We openly admit that composition and ornamentation
depend on ‘devices” and on ‘tricks.” " * But, next (o the need for
cornposmon, an entircly different need is hnally asserted as being
the writer's true project: rebelling against the artifice of a pseudo-
continuous narrative, knowing that the story is in fact the result
of a radical break between a present and an earlier world, he may
choose instead to remain entirely passive. Tle gives himself up to
the intuitive presence of the moment and, carried along by a
deeper current that fuses past and present, object and subject,
presence and distance, the writer hopes to reach a more funda-

3. A bouk review by Tidmond faloux published arvund thar time characterizes
Georges Poulet as “voncerned with the study of composition” (voué & létude
de la composition], Nouvelles littéraires, November 26, 1927.
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mental continuity, which is the continuity of the source, of the
creative impulse frself.

By an act of h)rULmng, fike Proust forgetting the numberless
ideas and memorics that get in the way of his sunsations, as
well as by an act of trust in our sense- perceptions, akin to
what Bergson calls svmpathy, we can come to consider what
takes place in ourselves as existing on the same planc as
what takes place in the outside world. In the novel we dream
of, the seuing will actually be the only character. Then the
images and we ourselves will come to life. We do not Hoat, nor
do we sink, We bve at the very heart of the universe, and
the universe is all that exists. We oursclves have vanished.

. The relationships between things have grown highly
delicate, like cver- mming_, shadows, the Iiaht cbb and flow of
a barcl) perceptible Hux. Lvervthing changc:: Nothing is
bevond understanding beeause the very idea of und(,rstdnchng,
the ealculated need 1o explain, has vanished. Tt is almost like
an act of laith of which we do not know whether it is rooted
in ourselves or in nature. Evervthing changes, but we are not
cven aware of it because, cauoht in thc change, we ourselves
have become the change ’md 'ili points of reference have gone.
Time and space become one. A single impulse carries all
things toward a fmal aim that lies beyvond our knowledge. . . .

The intensity of the tone indicates that such passages express
a genuine qprrxtua] temptation that reaches well beyond moanHr}
influence or intellectual fashions. At more than forty years’ dis-
tance, the Bcrgmman fervor of this termmolog\ may scem slightly
recondite, Just as the attempts to put this acsthetic into practice
in the novel that Poulet published around the same time now ap-
pear dated.* Yet ane should remember the movement as a constant,
one of the recurrent themes that reappear throughout the work.

It is perhaps a mistake to speak here of passivity. Pure passivity
would 1mpl) the comp lete loss of all Spdtlal and lcmpordl direction
in a universe hoth inlinite and chaotic, comparable to the “ncu-
tralit¢ identique du gouffre” that Mallarmé evokes in Un Coup de
Dés. In Poulet’s text, the disappearance of all “points of reference”

4. Gearges Thialet (pseudonym for Georges Poulet], La Powle aux oeufs d'or
{Emile Paul; Paris, 19273
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does not convey an entirely undlﬂuentlatad cxpenenco of reality.
The fact that he uses terms such as “intention” or “élan,” the per-
sistence of a teleological vocabulary, indicates that the passivity
is not a relaxation of consciousness but rather the reward a con-
sciousness receives {or being able to coincide with a truly originary
movement. This makes it possible o speak, in such a case, of an
authentic point of departure, instead of the {alse point of de-
p:lrturc claimed by novelists who remain in fact dependent on
the hidden presence of previous cvents.

The same [undamental temptation reappears, in various ver-
sions, in the criticism and the fiction of Georges Poulet until the
publication, in 1949, of the first volume of Etudes sur le temps
hurmain, Time already played a part in the 1924 article, although
it appcdr(’d as a device b\ means of which the “classical” novelists
concealed the artifice of an illusory continuity: “There are per-
haps no novels that arc more homogumous, more continuous than
fclassical] nmovels. This is probably due to a third lactor that
artificially suspends the antinomy between space and duration.
This is the time factor, perfectly artihcial in issell, but (the natural
pmduct of our intelligence. . . .7 The conviction that temporal-
ity is a mask that the human mld]lgcncc can imposc upon the
lace of reality will never reappear in the form of such a divect
statement. But it remains another constant of Poulet's thought.
He will forever preserve a degree of antinomy between time and
duration, an antinomy that is in fact another version of the tension
Letween the source Cthe origin ol duration) and the center (the
locus of temporal articulation ).

In the still Bergsonian article of 1924, time appears as a de-
graded form of space and as an artifice of the mind. Not until the
brst volume of the Etudes sur le temps humain does it acquire a
much deeper existential significance. The optimism of the carlier
text, the act ol [aith which allows Poulet to speak of the creative
impulse as if it were a spontancous act of levitation (“we do not
float, nor do we sink™), will be short-lived. The tone of the later
text is much more somber; maybe the experience of the novelist
in facing the internal difficultics of a genre of which he had so
well understood the ambivalence phvcd a part in this change of
mood. Whatever the case may be, at the same moment that Poulet
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hnds the format and the method that will allow {or the full de-
velopment of his critical powers, the confidence in a happy accord
Between the movements of the mind and those of the world is
breaking down. It is replaced by an expericnce best expressed in
a quotation from Nicole that appears in the introduction to the
Ftudes sur le temps humain: “We are like those birds that are
air-borne but powerless to remain suspended  without motion,
hardly able to remain in the same place, because they lack some-
thing solid o support them and have insufficient strength and
energy to overcome the weight that lorces them downward.”?
Poulet scems (o be sharing this very experience and lo find it in
maost of the writers he studies, with increasing negativity as one pro-
gresses in the intellectual history of the West from the Middle Ages
to the present. The awakening of consciousness always occurs as an
awareness of the frailty of our link with the world. The cogito,
in Poulet’s thought, takes the form ol a rcawakened feeling of
fundamental fragility, which is nothing c¢lse than the subjective
experience of time. One should not [orget, howcever, that this is
not an original but a derived feeling, the correlative of an intent
that aims at coinciding perfectly with the origin of things. The
feeling of fragility and of contingency designates the mood of a
consciousness in quest of its own movement of origination.

This explains why the kind of emotion that accompanies the
cogito, the {act, {or instance, that it occurs as a feeling of happiness
or of distress, is of sccrmdar’\_-' importance. Some writers start out
in a state of happiness. Rousseau’s moment of initial sensation, for
example, 4 moment of which the “state of nature” in his theoreti-
cal writings is a projection on a wider historical scale, is entirely
positive: . . . in the state of pure sensation which is at the same
time pure activity and feeling of existence, man is perfectly happy.
There are no tensions within him: ke fills the universe and the
aniverse fills him. . . . Fhis tranquillity, a state of harmony with
the sell which is also a harmony with nature, constitutes the only
truc happincss, the only fulfillment that could be called abso-

late. 7% The same Is true of a contemporary writer such as
Julien Green:

5. Etndes sur le temps hwmain (Pads, 19507, vol. T, pp. xvili—xix,

6. ibid. p- 163
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In the novels of Julien Green, despite the somber and anxiety-
ridden atmosphere, there alwavs comes a moment in which
consciousness and happingess, sclb-awareness and sensation are
mysteriously joined in an experience which is the starting-
point, the apogee, or cven the endpoint of their history, Sud-
denly, and almost always without apparent reason, his charac
ters literally wake up to a state of bliss. And in discovering
happiness, thLV also discover themselves. They are suddenly
stirred by a happmes% without cause, that comes from no-
where and that traverses the soul as the wind traverses the
trecs.”

In others, however, the same awakening of consciousness can b
intensely painful. Thus [or Marcel Proust . . . the first mo-
ment is not a moment of plenitude or ol vigor. He does not lecl
carried b\ his future powl)llltlt’ or his pru;cnt dd\ realities. His
feeling of emptiness is not due to something that fails in his
futurL but to a gap in his past, something that no longer exists,
not something that does not as yet exist. 1t resembles the frst mo-
ment of a being that h"l% lost everything, that has lost himsell as
il he were dead. * The same leeling of “le néant des choses
humaines” '/ROUSH(?ALI) in a somewhat different form, appears as
the point of departure of Benjamin Constant:

What first appears in Benjamin Constant and threatens to be-
come a permanent condition, is the absence of any desire to
engage himselt joto lite. . . . Man has no raison d'étre. Flis
existence has no meaning, and he iy powerless to give il any.

Fverything is settled from the start by the mere Faet of
his mortal condition. . . . The entire course of his life is
determined by the event that marks its conclusion. Death and
only death gives meaning to lif this meaning is en-
tirely negative.?

The initial mood, whether positive or negative, is the percepti-
ble symptom of a change that takes place in the mind when it
claims to have reached or rediscovered the place of its origin. In

the deceptive stability of everyday consciousness which, in reality,

is only a kind of stupor, the new departure acts like a sudden

7. Meswre de U'instant (DParis, 1968), p. 335.
8. Etudes sur le femps humain, vol. 1, p. 364.
9. Benjumin Constant (par lui-méme) (Editions du Scuil: Paris, 1968), p. 28.
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reawakening, shocking us into the discontinuity of a genuine
movement. Poulet finds himself in agreement with the French
cighteenth-century usage of the word monvement to designate any
spontaneous emotion. W His ‘point of departure,” experienced as
a particularly strong emotional tension, is pumar]]) a change, the
dlatommuou& movement [rom one stute of consciousness to an-
other. It is not conceived as the selting-in-motion ol a substance
that had up ll then been stationary, nor is it the movement of
origination through which a nothmgness turns info bheing; it ap-
pears much rather as the re-discovery of a permanent and pre-
existent movement that constitutes the foundation of all things.
Poulet often lormulates this aspect of his thought most clearly
with reference to mghtcenthccnturv writers. Thus in the article
on the abhé Prévost, in which the key-term of instant de passage
{the moment as discontinuity) is defined in all its richness:
The iustant de passage, in Prévost, marks the sudden leap
ltom one extreme to the other. It is the moment at which both
extremes come together. It docs not matter whether the leap
occurs from the greatest joy to the decpest despair, or vice-
versa, . . . In no way does the term describe a lasting state of
mind; it 15 an étatl de passage, less a state than a movement,
the motion by which, within the same moment, the mind
passcs trom one situation to its precise opposite.!!

The term is crucially important, not only as a theoretical con-
cept among others that are pechaps more forcefully stated, but for
Poulet's crltlcal practice as well. Present [rom the begmmng, it
starts to take final shape from the first volume of the Fiudes sur le
temps humain on; in his introduction to this volume, Poulet had
stated that “the major discovery of the eighteenth century was the
phenomenon of memory,” vet it is the concept ol instantancity
that Fma]]v eIMCTges, often again%t and l)L‘vond memory, as the
main lmwhl of the book. The instani de passage supphnts mem-
ory or, 10 bL more precise, supphnts the naive illusion that memory
would be capable of conquering the distance that separates the
present from the past moment. Poulet’s moment is “precisely what

1o. Te Dictionnaire de [Académie of 1762 defines “mouvement” as follows:
“Sc dit . . . des différentes impulsions, passions ou affections de l'ame.”
t. Etudes . . ., pp. 148-52.
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keeps different times from Jommg while nevertheless making it
poexlble that they exist in succession . . . [man] lives in a present
rooted in nolhmg In a timc that nowise relates to an carlier
time. . . .7 '¥ Memory becomes important as failure rather than
as achicvement and acquires a negative value that gmduall)
emerges from the critical essays of that period. The illusion that
continuity can be restored by an act of memory turns out to be
merely another moment of transition. Only the poetic mind can
gather scattered fragments of time into a single moment and en-
dow it with generative powcr.

Henceforth, Poulet's eriticism will be organjzed around this
moment, or around a sequence of such moments. His method-
ological assurance stems {rom the possibility of constructing and
]usrllvmg a pattern that can cncompass the entire work within the
relatively narrow space of a coherent critical narrative, starting
out from an initial situation and maving through a scries of
peripetics and dja‘covcricq to a conclusion that is satisfactory be-
cause it js prefigured. This narrative line does not follow that of
the author's life, nor dot.s it follow the chronological order of his
writings; some of Poulet’s books preserve the chronological order
of traditional literary history and use it to some advantage, yet
this order could be abandoned without anything essential bcmg
lost.* The critical narration has no reference to anything outside

12. thid. pp. 148-51.

3. The diachronic order of certain texts, such as the general introductions to
the first Etedes sur le temps haunain and especially 1o Les Méramorphoses du
cercle, may creale the nnprcssmn that Poulet tends toward writing a general
hlsmr\f of consciousness. But this is not really the case. The unity of his thought
exists on the r:ritologcal and on the I'l].elhf)d(]l[}glt_al ](-_'vel not with reg']rd
to history. Since he conceives of literature as an eternally rcpcated sequence of
new bcgmnmgs no meaninghul relatinmship can exist between the particularized
narrative that traces the itinerary of a writer ab ove and the collective narrative
that aims (o describe the cumulative movement of history, Some  historical
articulations can be described as if they were collective moments de passage,
altogether similar in structure to the points of departure of an individual cogite.
Bur the historical Framework is kept only as a principle of classification without
intrinsic significance. A rare attempt is made, as in the study on Proust that
concludes the first volume of the Frudes sur le temps humein, 10 integrate an
individual development within the historical scheme announced in the preface.
The example, however, remains an isolated one. The light that Poulet’s method
can throw on litciary history is at most a byproduct of its activity, certainly
not its main principle.
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the work and is constructed from the entirety of the writer's texts
surveyed as in a panoramic view. It is articulated, however, around
4 number of centers without which it could not have taken shape.
The plot of this critical narrative falls into an almost uniform
pattern, which does not prevent individual or group variations
but defines, in its aniformity, a literary consciousness as distinct
from other forms of conscjousness.

For all their basic uniformity, the various critical narratives arc
organized in terms of a series of dramatic events: reversals, repeti-
tions, ahout-faces, and resolutions, cach mrrcspondmu to a particu-
tar moment de passage. The or1g1m] cogito is one of these mo-
ments, It is followed by a series of snm]dr cvents in situations of
greater or lesser comp icxm compaged with the original jmpulsc.
Readers of Poualet are familiar with rebounding actions that, by a
sudden change in direction, can tarn the most desperate- iooimq5
impasse inlo an avenue of lmpc or vice versa. In the study on
Benjamin Constant, Constant’s nihilism is so convincingly de-
scribed that it scems impossible to imagine a force strong enough
to rouse him Irom his prostration. Yet, a few pages later, we learn
of a moment “that recurs from time to time and that cndbfcs him
to break entirely with Lis former lite.” Constant seems to possess
a faculty tor radical reversal that cannot be explained, since it
represents the very essence of discontinuity, but that can alter the
most desperate situation. “We can say that every man carries
within him the cap: acity to reverse the course of dmtm\f an indef-
nite number of times” "—after which Constant finds himself
“suddenly active and passionately interested, not only by the
matter that holds his attention at the moment, but by cverything
that is alive in his vicinity.” The reversal, brought a about by mere

chance, Is followed by the reawakening of a consciousness vefleet-
ing on the miraculous nature of this event. By the same token, in
a new moment de }mssaw_’, l‘.llf: Ihought passcs from ncg']twc 4]
positive, from a no to a yes.” ™ A period of great literary produc-
tivity ensues, until, in this pamulilr case, a linal reversal takes
him back to the dcpwssed indillerence that existed at the begin-
ning. The itincrary is made up ol a sequence of moments, cach

14. Benjawmin Comstant, p. 54.
15. 1bid. p. 67,
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erasing entircly whatever came before. The critic, however, can
only construct “and cover this itinerary because he strings on the
imaginary time-thread of his narrative discontinuous but succes-
sive states ol mind, joined together by the moments de passage
that lead Jrom one state to the next.

The temporal structure of this process becomes particularly
clear in the texts dealing with Marcel Proust. In a series of studies
that streteh over several years, Poulet will come closer and closer
to defining the movement of Proust’s mind. The development of
the essays (as well as Proust’s own development) is presented as
a sequence of reversals in the novelist’s outlook on time. At first,
caught in the barrenness of his consciousness, Proust turns toward
the past in the hope of finding there a firm and natural link be-
rween himself and the world. Had this quest for the remembered
past been successful, e would have discovered the power to make
the past into the strongest possible support of his existence. In a
first reversal, It soon appears that this is not the case. The power
of mcmory docs not reside in ity Lapdmt\f to resurrcct a situation
or a fce]mg that actually existed, but it is a constitutive act of the
mind bound to its own present and oriented toward the Tuture of
its own elaboration. The past intervenes only as a purely formal
clement, as a reterence or a leverage that can be used because it
is different and distant rather than because it is {amiliar and near,
It memory allows us to enter into contact with the past, it is net
hecause the past acts as the source of the present, as a temporal
continuity that had been forgotten and of which we are again
made aware; the remembrance does not reach us carried by a
temporal flux; quite to the contrary, it is a deliberate act establish-
ing a relation between two distinet points in time between which
no rL‘]atum‘;hlp of (_Ol'ltlTILIllV cxisls. Rcm(,mbrancc 1% nol a tem-
poral act but an act that enables a consciousness “to find access to
the intemporal” ** and to transcend time altogether. Such tran-
scendence leads to the rejection of all that precedes the moment of
remembrance as misleading and sterile in its deceptive relationship
to the present. The power of invention has entirely passed mto
the present subject as it shows itsclf capable of creating relationships

16, Eendes . . ., p. 304.
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that arc no longer dependent on past experience. The point of
departure was orloma}f\ a moment of anxiety and of weakness
hecatise it feht no Ecmg{,r supported by anwhlné that came before;
it kas now freed isclf from the dLLLPUVC weight under which
it was laboring and has become the creative moment par excellence,
the source of Proust’s poctic imagination as well as the center of
the critical narrative by means of which Poulet mukes us share
in the adventure of this creation. This critical narrative turns
around the central affirmation: “time recovered {s time tran-
scended.”

The transcendence of time can only become a positive foree if
it is capable of re entering, in wurn, into the temporal process. L
has freed itsell from a rejected past, but this negative moment is
now to be {ollowed l)\ a concern with the future that (—’I‘IOCH(]ClS a
new stability, enurcl\ distinct [tom the continuous and Berosonl.m
duration of memory. In the volume entitled Le Point de dc,pair
the priority of the creative moment over (he past, transposed into
literary history, becomes an explicit concern with the future exist-
ence of the work. Such a concern was entitely lacking in the
1949 cssay in which Proust’s novel is said to be “without duration”
or “covering the duration of a retrospective existence.” Whereas,
in the 1968 essay, “the work of literature . . . reveals how it
passes [rom an Instantancous temporality, ic. a sequence of
detached cvents that make up the narrative, to a structural tem-
porality, ie. the gradual cohesion that unites the different
parts. . . .~ “The time of the work of art is the very movement
by which the work passcs from a formless and instantanecus to
a ]Ormcd and 1 asting state. 1T We are, in facet, witnessing a new
moment de passage that will again reverse the perspective. At the
start, a deceplive priority of the past over present and [uture was
Lieing asserted; this stage was followed by the discovery that the
actual poetic power resides in a time transcending moment: "It
is not time that is given us, but the moment. With the given mo-
ment, it is up to us to make time.” But since the moment then
hecomes reintegrated within time, we return in fact to a temporal
activity, no longer based on memory but on the future-engendering

17, Le Point de départ (Paris, 1964, p. 4o
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power of the mind. Thus the 1968 study on Marcel Proust is the
exact reversal of its 1949 predecessor. The outlook toward the
past is replaced by an equally passionate outlook toward the future
which will have w0 experience its own disappointments, find its
own strategies, and reach its own (entative solutions. Yet it could
not be said that these two texts are in any way contradictory. They
do not set up scales of valie or make normative statements about
an assumed superiority of future over past. Their interest stems
instead from the movement gencrated by their dialectical inter-
play. The assertion of a future-engendering time, capable of dura-
tion, is certainly an important statement in itself, but it counts
Jess by what it asserts than by what it represents: another mement
de passage allowing for a new episode in the unending narrative
of literary invention.

By thus singling out the notion of moment de passage as the
main structural principle of Poulet’s criticism, it may scem that
we have dehnitely substituted the center {or the source. We may
have reintroduced time in a manner that was alrcady being de-
nounced in Poulet’s carliest articles as contrary to his deepest
spiritual leanings. Although the writer’s experience of his past
is being rejected, the {act remains that no critical discourse could
come into being without the intervention of this past—ijust as the
1924 novelist could not construct a narrative that would not be
founded, whether he wanted it or not, on a pattern that, for being
prefigurative, nonetheless originated prior to the actual work.
Should we conclude that Poulet had to torsake his fundamental
project out ol methodological neceisity, that he had to renounce
his desire to coincide with originating movernents of t}lought mn
order to construct o coherent critical narrative®

The question cannot be considered without taking into account
the complex relation in Pounlet’s work between the author and the
reader of a given text. Like all truly literary works, his takes as its
theme the choice it had to make between various modes of literary
expression; no wonder, therefore, that it reflects the latent tension
between poet Cor novelist) and eritie, especially with regard to
their respective experiences of human time.

A critic has the possibility of secing himself as a mediator who
gives presence to an originating force. Something that predates
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him in time is given him a priori: there can be no criticism with-
out the prior existence of a text. And the tension between origin
and”: anteriority develops only when the source as well as the events
that are prior to it ure located within the same person, when origin
and dntcumltv stem from a mind that i isclf in quest of its
origin. This was the case in the earlier texts in which Poulet is
both novelist and critic. One remembers how the young no\e]]st
of 1924 rchelled most of all against the deliberate and self-willed
aspects of the hidden world iat preceded the beginning of his
narrative. An almost ]wr\trsc streak of the human mind seems to
prevent an origin [rom coming into being; whenever dhis Is about
(o occur, the mind leels compelled to invent an carlier past that
deprives the event of its status origin. 'The novel that secemed to
How treely trom jts own source thus lost all spontancity, all genuine
or1g1m1htv ' hmgs arc quite different when the carlier past, the
passé antérienr, Is initiated by someone else. The QOLHLL is then
transferred from our own mind into that of another, and nuthmgj
prevents us {rom considering this other mind as a genuine origin.
This happens in literary eriticism, especially when one stresses (he
clement of identification that is part of all eritical reading.

In the more general essays on method (hat Poulet has recently
been w rmng the notion Of identification phu a very plommcnl
part. Reading becomes an act of self-immolation in which the
initiative passes entirely into the h'md‘a of the author. The critic,
in Poulet’s words, becomes the “prey” of the author’s thought and
allows himself to be entircly governed by it. This complete sur-
render to the movement of another mind js the starting pomt of
the critical process. “T begin by Jetting the thought that invades
m¢ . . . reoriginate \uthm m\ oun mind, as if it were reborn
out of my own annihilation.” " This is smd with reference to
Charles du Bos, but there can be little doubt that, in this essay
on one of his predecessors, Poulet speaks more than anywhere
clse in his own name. In criticism, the moment de passage changes

18, Written as studies of individual critics (Riviére, Du Bos, Bachelard,
Blanchot, Marcel Raymond, Starebinski, ctc., these essays will eventually be
gathered Inte a volume on contemporary criticism,

“La pensée critique de Charles du Bos,” Critigue, 217, June 1965, pp. 401—
516,
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from a temporal into an intersubjective act or, 1o be more precise,
into the total replacement of one subject by another. We are, in
fact, dealing with a substitutive relationship, in which the place of
a self is usurped by another self. Procl’ummg himself a passage-
way (leu de pmmge) for another person’s thought, the critic
evades the temporal pmb]em ol an anterior past. Nothing pre-
vents the work [rom acquiring the status of an absolute origin.
Poulet can then lcglt:lm'ntd\ apply to the eritic what Du Bos said
of the poet: “He js the one who receives or, better, who endures.
He is a meeting point {point d'intersection) rather than a center.”
With the experience of identification so defined, the problem of
the center has, in fact, heen eliminated, since the center 1s now
entirely replaced by the authority of the originary source, which
determines all the aspects and dimensions of the work. Poulet
nevertheless continues to speak ol the critic’s relationship with his
source in a vocabulary that derives from interpersonal relation-
ships. He avoids all reference to biographical or psychological ele-
ments, vet a literary work remains for him (1111]:(’ unambiguously
the produuum of a person. Fence the pluencc, in his th{,mcucal
articles, of a hierarchical language in which the relationship be-
tween author and reader is stated in terms of superiority and ip-
feriority: “the relationship [between author and reader] necessarily
implics a special distinction between the one who gives and the
one who receives, a relationship of superiority and inferiority.” ®

“By becoming a critic . . . I find access to a new subjectivity. We
could say lhat I allow rnvecli to be replaced by some one better
than mvself 2 Henee also some allusions that confer upon criti-

cism a redeeming power that makes it akin to an act of personal
grace. For it it is true that the particular subjeet that pr(’sldcs over
the invention of 2 work is present in this work as a unique and
absolute source, and if we can, in our turn, coincide entirely with
this source in the act of eritical identification, then literature would
indeed be “the place where the person must be metamorphosed
into a temple.” ** The [ulfillment that was expected, in 1924,
from abandoning oncsell passively to the élan vital that animates

2e. Thid. p. sc1.
21. Les Chemins actuels de la critigue (Plon: Paris, 1967), p. 478.
2z, "La pensée . . . " op. it p. 515.
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the universe finds its cxact (_(lLll\’(lICI]f.t‘, after forty years, in the
abandon with which the eritic relinquishes his own self it his
encounter with the work. [n each case, the same quest for the
experience of origination is lived with all the intensity of a truly
spiritual aspiration.

But these theoretical texts on fellow critics or on criticism in
general fail to define Poulet’s own eritical practice. The originality
of his approach stems from the [act that he does not content him-
selt with merely receiving works as if they were gitts, but that
he participates, much more than he claims to do, in the problem-
atic possibilit\‘ of their elaboration. I[ one can speak of identifica-
tion in his case, it is in a very different way than one would for
Du Bos or Jean-Picrre Richard who can, at times, become one with
the material or spiritual substance of the w ork, Whereas Poulet
identifies himselt with the project of its constitution; this is Lo
say, his point of view is not so much that of the critic—as he him-
self defines it—as that of the writer. Consequently, the entire
problem of anteriority and origin is not met as in the substitutive
scheme which calls upon another to intervene, but is experienced
[rom the inside, as seen by a subjeet that has delegated none of
its inventive power to anyone clse. Poulet often succeeds, in the
course of a single article, in renewing entirely the interpretation of
a given author. He can do so because he reaches as by instinct
into the nearly inaccessible zone where the possibility ol a work's
existence is being decided. His criticism allows us to take part in
a process that, far from heing the inexorable development of an
impulse that none could resist, appears as extremely vulnerable
likely to go astray at any moment, always threatened with error
and aberration, IlHLlI‘lO paml\'sls or 5Llf destruction, and forever ob-
liged 10 start again on  the road that it had hoped 1o have covered.
It succeeds best of all when it deals with writers who have felt
this Iragility most acutely. Poulet can reach the quality of genuine
subjeetivity because, in his criticism, he is willing to undermine
the stability of the QLl])]L‘Ct and because he refuses to borrow stabil-
ity for the subject from outside sources.

Signihicantly enongh, in the most revealing passage of the Du
Bos study, the presumed identification with another turns out to
be the outward symptom of a division that takes place within the
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sell: “It often happens . . . that the outburst of life that occurs
with such admirable consequences, no longer seems to be the
result of an outside influence, but the manifestation within the
actual, inferior sclf of some carlier and superior self identified with
our very soul.” * But how are we to understand a movement
which allows for a superior or “deeper” scl to take the place of
an actual self, in accordance with a scheme of which the encounter
between author and critic was only the symbolical prefiguration?
One can say, with Poulet, that between these two selves, “relation-
ships are born, revelations carried over and a marvelous receptivity
from mind to mind made to prevail.” ** Nevertheless, this relation-
ship exists hrst of all in the form of a radical questioning of the
actual, given self, extending to the point of annihilation. And the
medium within which and b)‘ means of which this questioning
can take place can only be language, although Poulet hardly ever
designates it explicitly by that name. What was here being de-
scribed as a relationship between two subjects designates in fact
the relationship between a subject and the literary language it
produces.

A farrcaching change of the temporal structure results from
this. The nstant de passage, the decisive importance of which
has been so strongly in evidence, now turns out to create a dis-
junction within the subject. On the temporal level, this disjunc-
tion takes the form of a sudden reversal from a retrospective to a
[uturc-oriented attitude of mind. However, the dimension of fu-
turity that is thus being engendered exists neither as an empirical
reality nor in the consciousness of the subject. It exists only in
the form of a written language that relates, in its turn, to other
written languages in the history of literature and criticism. In this
way we can see Marcel Proust clearly separate a past or a present
that precedes the act of writing from a future that exists only in a
purely literary form. Proust mentions certain sensations or cmo-
tions that will only become important in retrospect when these
same events will recur as part of an interpretative process, “If, in
the Recherche, the hero's experience is already over at the time
that the novel begins, the knowledge of this experienee, its mean-

23. Ibid. p. 502,
24. Ibid. p. 503,
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ing and the use that can be made of jt remain in suspense until
the end, that is to say until a certain event has taken place that
makes the future into more than just the point of arrival of the
past, but into the point from w hcrc the past, scen in retrospect,
gains meaning and intention.” * In Proust’s case, we know exactly
what this decisive event was: (he decision to write A la recherche
du temps perdu, to pass from experience to writing, with all the
risks this involves for the person of the writer. The explicit de-
cision of Marcel Proust recurs in cach writer; cach one has invested
his future existence oncee and forever into the project of his work

Why then does Poulet treat language, as a constitutive cate-
gory of the lllcrarv consciousness, with a discretion that amounts
to distrust® It takes a certain amoant of interpretative lahor 10
show that his ¢riticism is actually a criticism ol Janguage rather
than a criticism of the sell.# His reserve can partly I)L c*{p]amcd
by tactical considerations and by the desire to avoid misunderstand-
ings. Poulct seems very cager to separate himscll from other meth-
ods that give a prominent place to literary language, albeit for
very different reasons. Fle is as remote from an impressionistic
aestheticism that uscs language as an object of sensation and pleas-
ure, as from o formalism that would give it an autonomous and

25. Mesure . . ., pp. 334-35.

26, 'Things scemed to be differcnt in an earlier, more clearly theocentric period,
when literary languagc could put Itself directly in the service of ru]igicjus ex-
perience. In the historical schemne presented by Poulet, this 1s no longer the
case, cver since the increased secularization that took place in the Lightaenth
CENtury. This historical viewr, Certamlv far from orlgmdl in 1t~.eIf % per]‘laps
OTI]V hroug)h'( in ke JllSllf\-’ Pnu]et“‘ i'unddmenta] commitment ta the ]m:rarv
vocation, a commitment that never wavers. If, during the seventeenth century,
no incompatibility exists between the quest for the true Self that takes place
in literature and in religious thought, this raises the dignity and the effectiveness
of the litcrary act to a level that no subsequent event will be able to lower.
Poulet’s thought does not spring from a nostalgia for the theological vigor of the
seventcenth cenrury that he knows and understands so well; much rather, it
asscrts the fact that the main part of this energy is preserved later om in the
manifestations of literaty genius, Racine could still be theologian as well as poet;
the same could no longer be true of Rousscau, less still of Proust. Yet, what
Racine, Rousscau, and Proust have in common and what gives their work thc
power to last, belongs pm{erly to their vocation as writers and is rherefore
irrevocably bound up with their literary project.

"T'his is also the opinion of Gératd Genctte, who rates Georges Poulet among
the critics of interpretation (Figures, Paris 1966, p. 1580,




140 BLINDNESS AND INSIGHT

objective status. And, in the present historical picture, these may
well be the first tendencies that come to mind when one speaks of
critical methods that put the main emphasis on language.

Yet his distrust of language has other causcs that take us back
to bis more {undamental problems. Language clearly matters to
him only when it gives access to a deeper subjectivity, as opposed
to the scattered mood of common, everyday existence. The ques-
tion remains whether this deeper self must be considered as an
origin or as a center, as a source or as a reorientation of the mind
from the past toward the future. In the first case, the self could
coincide with a movement of origination and language could disap-
pear into pure transparency. Literature would then tend to con-
sume itself and become superfluous in the assertion of its own sue-
cess. The only thing that jeopardizes it would be its dupemon
within the f'u.tlcm of the world, but this does not threaten its real
care.

A conception of literature as a language of authenticity, similar
to what Is found, for example, in some of Heidegger's texts alter
Sein und Zeit is not Poulet’s. He remains {ar removed from any
form of prophetic poeticism. The quest for the source, which we
have found constantly operative in his thought, can never be
separated from the concern for the self that is the carrier of this
quest. Yet this self docs not possess the power to engender its
own duration. This power belongs to what Poulet calls “the mo-
ment,” but “the mement” designates, in fact, the point in time at
which the self accepts language as its sole mode of existence. Lan-
guage, however, is not a source; it is the articulation of the self
and language that acquires a degree of prospective powcer. Self and
langnage are the two focal points around which the trajectory of
the work originates, but neither can by itsclf find access to the
status of source. Each is the anteriority of the other. If one con-
fers upon language the power to originate, one runs the risk of
hiding the sell. This Poulet fears most of all, as when he asserts:
“T want at all costs to save the subjectivity of literature.” ** But if
the subject is, in its turn, given the status of origin, one makes it
coincide with Being in a self-consuming identity in which lan-

28, Chemins actuels . . ., p. 251.
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guage is destroyed. ‘Poulet rejects this alternative just as cate-
gorically as he rejects the other, although much less explicitly,
The concern for langnage can be felt in the tone of anguish that
inhabits the whole of his work and expresses a constant solicitude
for literary survival, The subject that speaks in the criticism of
Georges Poulet is a vulnerable and {ragile subject whose voice can
never become established as a presence. This is the very voice of
literature, here incarnated in one of the major works of our time.




Vi

The Rhetoric of Blindness:

Jacques Derrida’s Reading of Rousseau

W

. einen Text als Text ablesen zu kénnen, ohne eine In-
terpretation dazwischen zu mengen, ist die spiteste Form der
‘inneren Erfahrung,’—vielleicht eine kaum magliche. . . "

(" . . to be able to read a text as rext without the inter-
ference of an interpretation is the Jatest-developed form of
“Inner experience,”—perhaps one that is hardly possible. . . "

{Nictzsche, Der Wille zur Macht, 479)

I ooking back over this hrst group of cssays as a representa-
tive though deliberately one-sided sclection from contemporary
literary criticism, a recurrent pattern emerges. A considerable
amount ol insight into the distinctive nature of literary language
can be gained from writers such as Lukdcs, Blanchot, Poulet, or
the American New Critics, but not by way of direct statement, as
the explicit assertion of a knowledge derived from the observation
or understanding of literary works. It is necessary, in cach case,
to read beyond some of the more categorical assertions and balance
them agaimst other much more tentative utterances that scem to
come close, at times, to being contradictory to these assertions, The

+ contradictions, however, never cancel cach other out, nor do they
“ enter into the synthesizing dynamics of a dialectic. No contradic-
tion or dialectical movement could develop because a fundamental

o2
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difference in the level of explicitness prevented both statements
from meeting on a common level of discourse: the one always lay
hidden within the other as the sun lies hidden within a shadow, or
truth within error. The insight scems instead (o have been gained
from a negative movement that animates the critic’s thought, an
unstated principle that leads his language away from its asserted
stand, perverting and dissolving his stated commitment to the
. point where it becomes emptied of substance, as if the very pos-
» sibility of assertion had been put into question. Yet it is this
'ncgatwu apparently destructive labor that led to what could
legitimately be called insight.

Even among the few examples of this short list, significant vari-
ations occur in the degree of complexity of the process. In a case
such as I.ukdes's Fssay on the Novel, we came close to open con-
tradiction. Two exphut and irreconcilable statements face each
other in a pseudo-dialectic. The novel is first delined as an ironic
mode condemned o remain discontinuous and contingent; the
type of totality claimed for the form therefore has to differ in
essence, and even in appearance, [rom the organic unity of natural
entitics. Yet the tone of the essay itself is not ironical but elegiac:
it never scems able to cscape [rom a concept of history that is it~
self organic, tributary of an original source—the Hellenic epie—
that knew neither dl‘icorltmu]t\ nor distance and potcntlall\f con-
rained the entirety of the later ci(’xelnpmcnt within itsell. This
nostalgia ultimately leads to a synthesis in the modern novel—
Flaubert's Education sentimentale—in which the unity is re-
captured b(’vond all the negative moments it contains. The second
assertion, that “I'ime confers upen it [the Education sentimentale]
the appearance of organic growth,” stands in direet contradiction
to the first, which allows tor no such apparent or actual resem-
blance with organic forms.

It is not a matter of indifference that the mediatingj category
through which this synthesis is presumably achieved is precisely
time. Time acts as the he: aling and rcconmlmg force against an
estrangement, a distance that seems to be caused by the arbitrary
intervention of a transcendental force. A_ &Ilg}}‘lt}} t]gh[u excgcuc
pressure on the text reveals that this transcendental agent is itself
temporal and that what is being offered as a remedy 'is in [act the
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discase itself. A negative statement about the essentially problem-
“atical and self-destructive nature of the novel is disguised as a
¢ positive theory ahout its ability to rcjoin, at the end of its dialectical
development, a state of origin that is purely fictional, though fal-
laciously presented as having historical existence. A certain con-
cept, time, is made to function on two imreconcilable levels: on the
organic level, where we have origin, continuity, growth, and
totalization, the statement is explicit and assertive; on the level
of ironic awareness, where all is discontinuous, alienated, and
Fragmentary, it remains so implicit, so deeply hidden behind error
and deception, that it is unable to rise to thematic assertion. The
crucial link between irony and time is never made in Lukées’s
essay. And yet, it is the existence of this link that the text finally
conveys to the mind of the reader. The three crucial factors in
the problem have been identilied and brought into relationship
with cach other: organic nature, irony, and time. To reduce the
novel, as an instance of literary ldngmgc to the interplay among
these three factors is an 1m1ghl ol major magnitude. But the man-
ner in which the three factors are said to relate to each other, the
plot of the play they are made to perform, is entirely wrong. In
Lukacs’s story, the villain—time—appears as the hero, when he
is in fact murdering the heroine—the novel—he is supposed to
rescue. The reader is given the elements to decipher the real plot
hidden behind the pseudoplot, but the author himself remains
deluded.

In the other instances, the patterns though perhaps less clear,
is closely similar. The Amecrican New Critics arrived at a descrip-
tion of literary language as a language of ironv and ambiguity
despite the fact that they remained committed to a Coleridgian
notion of organic form. They disguised a forcknowledge of
hermenentic circularity under a reified notion of a literary text
as an objective “thing.” I lere it is the concept of form that is made
to function in a radically ambivalent manner, both as a creator
and undocr of orgam'c totalities, in a manner that resembles the
part played by time in Lukacs's essay. The final insight, here
again, annibilated the premises that led up to it, but it is lett to
the reader to draw a conclusion that the enitics cannot face if they
are to pursue their task.
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Similar complications arisc when the question of the specificity
of,]itcrar)r language is scen {rom a perspective that is neither his-
torical, as in Lukdcs, nor formal, as in the American New Criti-
cism, but centered in a self, in the subjectivity of the author or of

' the author-reader relationship. The category of the self turns out
to be so double-faced that it compels the critic who uses it to
retract implicitly what he affirms and to end up by offering the
mystery of this paradoxical movement as his main insight. Acutely
aware of the frajlty and fragmentation of the sell in its exposure
to the world, Binswanger tries to establish the power of the work
of art as a sublimation that can lead, despite persistent dangers,

. to a balanced structurization of multiple tensions and potentialitics

~ within the self. The work of art thus hecomes an entity in which
empirical cxperiences and their sublimation can exist side by side,
through the mediating power of a self that possesses sufficient
clastcity to encompass both. In the end he suggests the existence
ol a gap separating the artist as an empirical subject from a fictional
“self.” This fictional self seems to exist in the work, but can only
be reached at the cost of reason. In this way the assertion of a
self leads by inference to its disappearance.

Writing on a more advanced level of awareness, the disappear-
ance of the sclf becomes the main theme of Blanchot's critical
work. Whereas it scems impossible to assert the presence of a
self without in fact recording its absence, the thematic assertion
of this abscnce reintroduces a form of selfhood, albeit in the
highly reductive and specialized form of a sell-rcading, And if the
act of reading, potential or actual, is indced a constitutive part
of literary language, then it presupposes a confrontation between
a text and another entity that seems to exist prior to the claboration
of a subsequent text and that, for all its impersonality and
anonymity, still tends to be designated by metaphors derived from
selthood. Claiming to speak for this universal but strictly literary
subject, Poulet asscrts its power to originate its own temporal and
spatial world. It turns out, however, that what is here claimed to

! be an origin always depends on the prior existence of an entity that
¢ lies beyond rcach of the self, though pot beyond the reach of a
language that destroys the possibility of origin.

All (hese critics scem curiously doomed to say something quite
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different from what they meant to say. Their critical stance—
Lukécs's propheticism, Poulet’s belicf in the power of an original
cogito, Blanchot's claim ol meta-Mallarméan llnp(,r‘%Ol‘l.]llt\——]&
defeated by their own critical results, A penetrating but difheult
insight into the naturc of literary language ensucs. It scems,
however, that this insight could onl\ be gained because the critics
were in the grip of this peculiar blindness: their language could
grope toward a certain degree of insight only because their method
remained oblivious to the pereeption of this insight. The insight
‘exists only for a reader in the privileged position of being able
to observe the blindness as a phenomenon in its own right—the
qucstmn of his own blindness being one which he is by dehnition
incompetent to ask-—and so being able to dlatmgmsh between
statement and meaning. He has to undo the L“(pll(‘l[ results of a
vision that is able to move toward the light only because, being
already blind, it does not have to tear the power of this llght
But the vision is unable to report correctly what it has percelved in
the course of its |0u1m‘ 1o write er(allv about critics thus
becomes a way to reflect on the Parqdo.\ucal cffectiveness of a
blinded vision that has to be rectified by means of insights that jt
unwittingly provides.

Several questions at once arisc. s the blindness of these critics
incxtricably tied up with the act of writing itsell and, if this is
so, what characteristic aspect of literary language causcs blindness
in those who come into close contact with it? Or could the con-
siderable complication of the process be avoided by wntmg about
literary texts instead of about critics, or ahout other, less subjective
critics? Are we perhaps dealing with pseudo-complexities, 1csu1t1ng
from an aberration restricted to a small group of contemporary
criticss

The present essay strives for a tentative answer to the first of
these questions. As for the others, they touch upon a recurrent
debate that underlies the entire hmtor\ of litcrary criticism: the
latent opposition between what is now often called instrinsic versus
extrinsic criticism. The eritics here assembled all have in common
a certain degree of immanence in their approach, For all of them,
the encounter with the language of literature involves a mental _
activity which, however problematical, s at least to a point gov'_”" '




TIHE RHETORIC OF BLINDNESS 107

crned by this language only. All strive for a considerable degree
of generality, going so far that they can be said 1o be writing, not
about particular works or authors, but about literature as such.
Nevertheless, their generality remains grounded in the initial act

! of reading~Prior to any generalization about Hrerature, literary
texts have to be read, and the possibility of reading can never be
taken for granted. It is an act of understanding that can never
be observed, nor in any way preseribed or verified. A literary text
is not a phenomenal event that can be granted any form of posi-
tive existence, whether as a [act of nature or as an act of the mind.
It leads to no transcendental pereeption, intuition, or knowledge
but mcrcl}’ solicils an understahding that has to remain immanent
because it poses the problem of its jntelligibility in its own terms.
"This area of immanence is necessarily part of all critical discourse.
Criticism is a metaphor for the act of rcading, and this act is
itself inexhausdble.

Attempts to circumvent or to resolve the problem of immanence
and to inaugurate a more scicntific study of literature have played
an important part in the development of contemporary criticism,
Perhaps the mast interesting cases are authors such as Roman
Jakobson, Roland Barthes, and even Northrop Frye, who are on
the borderline between the two camps. The same is true of
certain structaralist tendeneies, which try to apply extrinsic meth-
ods 1o material that vemains defined intrinsically and selectively
as literary language. Since it is assumedly scientifie, the language
of u smucturalist poctics would itself be debnitely “outside”
literature, extrinsic to its objeet, but it would prescribe (in deliber-
ate opposition to describe) a generalized and ideal model of a
discourse that debnes itself without having to refer to anything
beyond its own boundarics; the method pdslulatcs an immanent
literariness of literature that it undertakes to prescribe.! The ques-
tion remaing whether the logical difheulties inherent in the act

~of interpretation can be avoided by thus moving from an actual,
particular text to an ideal one. The problem has not always been
correctly perceived, partly because the model for the act of jnter-
pretation is bcing constant]y Ovcrsimpliﬁcd.
t. T. Todorav, Qu'estce que le structuralisme? (Editions du Seuil: Paris,
16687, p. ro2.
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A recent example can serve as illustration. In a cogently argued
and convincing plea for a structural poetics, Tszvestan Todorov
dismisses intrinsic criticism in the following manner:

. if one introduces the concept of immanence, a limitation
quickly appears and puts into question the very principle of
the description. To describe a work, whether literary or not,
for itself and in itself, without lcaving it for a moment, with-
out projecting it on anything but itself—this is properly speak-
ing impossible. Or rather: the task is possible, but it would
make the description into a mere word-for-word repetition of
the work itself. . . . And, in a scnse, every work is jtself its
best deseription.?

The use of the term “deqcripti(}n " even when taken with full
phenomenological rigor, is misleading here. No interpretation pre-
tends to be the description of a work, as one can speak of the
description of an object or even of a consciousness, the work being
at most an enigmatic appeal to understanding. Interpretation could
pcrhapq be called the description of an understanding, but the
term description,” because of its intuitive and sensory overtones,
would then have to be used with extreme caution; the term
narration” would be highly preferable. -Because the work cannot
be said to understand or to explain itself without the intervention
of another language, interplerdtion is never mere duplicarion It
can legitimately be called a “repetition,” but this term is itself so
rich and complex that it raises at once a host of theoretical prob-
lems. Repetition is a temporal process that assumes difference as
well as resemblance. 1t functions as a regulative principle of rigor
but asserts the 1mp0«,51b111t\ of tigorous identity, ete. Precisely to
the extent that all interpretation has to be repetition it also ‘has
to be immanent.

Todorov rightly perceives the very close connection between
interpretation and reading. As he is, however, the captive of the
notion of interpretation as duplication, Todorov blames the inter-
pretative process for producing the divergence, the margin of crror
that is in fact its raison d'étre:

What comes closest of all to this ideal but invisible description
is simply reading iwself. . . . Yet the mere process of reading

2. Ibid. p. 100.




THE RHFETORIC OF BLINDNESS I1c9

is not without consequence: no two readings of the same book
are ever identical. In reading, we trace a passive type of writ-
ing, we add and suppress what we wish Lo find or to avoid
in the text. . . . What to say then of the no longer passive

but active Form of reading that we call criticism? . . . How
could one write a text that remains faithful to another text and
still leaves it untouched; how could one articulate a discourse
that remains immanent to another discourse? IFrom the mo-
ment there is writing and no longer mere reading, the critic
is saying something that the work he studies does not say,
even if he claims 1o be saying the same thing.?

QOur readings have revealed even more than this: not only does
the critic say something that the work does not say, but he even
says 5omcrhmg that he hlrnscli does not mean to say. The seman-
tics of interpretation have no eplatemo]ogmd] consistency and can
therefore not be scientilic. But this is very different from claim-
ing that what the critic says has no immanent connection with
the work, that it is an arbitrary addition or subtraction, or that
the gap between his statement and his meaning can be dismissed
as mere error. The work can be used repeatedly to show where
and how the eritic diverged from it, but in the process of show-
ing this our understanding of the work is modified and the fauley
vision shown to be productive. Critics’ moments of greatest blind-
ness with regard to their own critical assumptions are also the
the moments at which they achieve their greatest insight. Todoroy
correctly states that naive and critical reading are in fact actual
or potential forms of “éeriture” and, from the moment there is
writing, the newly engendered text does not leave the original
text untouched, Both texts can even enter into conflict with each
other. And onc could say that the further the critical text pene-
trates in its understanding, the more violent the conflict becomes,
-~ to the point of mutual destruction: Todorov significantly has to
: have recourse to an imagery of death and viclence in order to
<describe the encounter between text and commentary.* One could

‘3 1hid. p. 1oc.
4 Thd p. 1o1. . . . pour lmisser la vie & loeuvre, le texte descriptif doit
mourir; sl vit lui-méme, c'est qu'il tue I'oeuvee qu'il dit”
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even go turther still and sce the murder become suicide as the
critic, in his blindness, turns the we: apon of his language upon
himself, in the-mistaken beliel that it is aimed at another. In say-
ing all this, however, no argument has been presented against the
validity of intrinsic criticism; on the coptrary, not only is the dis-
crepancy between the original and the aritical text granted, but
lt l‘s gl\"cn lﬂll'ﬂan(’nt (’Xegﬁ't]c PU\."C]— as thc lT]rlln source 0{ Lll"ld(‘r-
standing.~Since they are not scientific, critical texts have to be
read with the same awarencss of ambivalence that is brought to
the study of non-critical literary texts, and since the rhetoric of
their discourse depends on categorical statements, the diserepancy
between meaning and assertion 1s a constitutive part of their logic.
There is no room lor Todorev’s notions of accuracy and identity
in the shifting world of interpretation. The necessary immanence
ol the reading in relation to the text is a burden from which there
can be no escape. It is bound to stand out as the irreducible philo-
sophical problem raised by all forms of literary criticism, however
pragmatic they may scem or want to be. We encounter it here
in the form of a constitutive discrepancy, in critical discourse,
between the blindness of the statement and the insight ol the
meaning.™
The problem occupics, of course, 2 prominent place in all
philosophies of language, but it has rarely been considered within
the humbler, more artisan-like context of practical interpretation.
“Close rcading” can be highly discriminating and develop a re-
fined ear for the nuances of self-conscious speech, but it remains
curiously timid when challenged to reflect upon its own self-con-
 sciousness. On the other band, eritics like Blanchot and Poulet
+ who make use of the C’itagonea ol philosophical reflection tend to
erasc the moment of actual interpretative rmdmg, as if the out-
come of this reading could be taken. for. granted in any literate
audicnce. In France it ook the rigor and intellectual integrity of
a philosopher whose main concern is not with literary texts to
restore the complexities of reading to the dignity of a philesophical
gucstion.
Jacques Derrida makes the movements of his own reading an
integral part of a major statement about the nature of language
in general. Tis knowledge stems from the actual encounter with
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texts, with a Tull awareness of the complexitics nvolved in such
an cncounter. The discrepancy implicitly present in the other
¢hitics here becomes the expllut center of the reflection. This
mcans that Derrida’s work is one of the places where the future
possibility of literary criticism s being decided, although he s
not a literary critic in the professional sense of thc terin and deals
with hybrid texts— Rousseau’s Essai sur Porigine des langues,
Plato's Phaedrus—that share with literary criticism the burden of
being partly expository and partly fictional. His commentary on
Rousseau® can be used as an exemplary casc ol the interaction be-
tween critical blindness and critical insight, no longer in the guise
of a semiconscious duplicity but as a necessity dictated and con-
trolled by the very nature ol all eritical language.

Rousscm is one of the group of writers who arc always being
systematically misread. 1 spoke above of the blindness of critics
with regard to their own insights, of the discrepancy, hidden to
them, between their stated method and their perceptions. In the

- history as well as in the historiography of literature, this blindness
can take on the form of a recurrently aberrant pattern ol interpre-
tation with rcglrd to a par ticular writer. The pattern extends [tom
highly specialized commentators to the vague idées regues by
means of which this writer is identified and classified in gencral
histories of literature. 1t can even include other writers who have
been influenced by him. The more ambivalent the original utter-
ance, the more unilorm and universal the pattern of consistent
crror in the followers and commentators. Despite the apparent
alacrity with which one is willing to assent in principlc to the
notion that all literary and some philesophical language is essen-
tially ambivalent, the implicd function of most critical commen-
tarics and some literary influences is still to do away at all costs
with these ambivalences: by reducing them to contradictions, blot-
ting out the disturbing parts of the work or, more subtly, by
‘manipulating the systems of valorization that are operating within

< the texts. When, especially as in the case of Bousscau, the

" ambivalence is itself a part of the philosophical statement, this is

JRe

5;." ]aéques Derrida, De la Grammawologie {Editions de Minuit: Paris, 19670,
Part I, pp. 145—445. Henceforth referred to as Gr.
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very likely to happul T'he history of Rousseau interpretation is
pdrtl(,ul(uh rich in this Iespect, l)oth in the dl\l;[‘;lt) of the tactics
emploved to make him say something different from what he
said, and in the convergence of these misreadings toward a definite
configuration of meanings. [t is as if the conspiracy that Rousseau’s
parancia mngmud during his lifetime came into being after his
death, uniting Friend md loc alike in a concerted effort 1o mis-
represent his r]mught

An\ 1ttcmpt to Cxpldm \\]W and how this distortion ook place
would lead alicdd to considerations thar do mot helong in this
context. We can confine oursclves to a single, trivial observation:
in Rousseau’s casc, the misreading is almost always accompanied
by an overtone of intellectual and moral superiority, as if the com-
‘mentators, in the most favorable of cases, had to apologize or to
loﬂc r a cure for somt,thmg that went astray in their author. Some
inherent weakness made RBoussean fall back into confusion, bad
faith, or withdrawal. At the same time, one can witness a regain-
ing of self-assurance in the one who utters the judgment, as it
the knowledge of Rousseau’s weakness somehow reflected Favor-
ably on his own strength. He knows exactly what ails Rousscau
and can therefore observe, judge, and assist him from a position of
unchallenged authority, like an ethnocentric anthropologist ob-
servmg a mative or a doctor advi ising a patient. The critical attitude
is dmgnoam and 100Ls on Rousseau as if he were the one asking
{or assistance rather than offering his counsel. The critic hnows
something about Rousscau that Rousseau did not wish to know.
One hears this tone of voice even in so sympathetic and pene-
trating a critic as Jean Starobinski, who did more than anyone
else to [ree Rousseau studies from accumulated decades of wrong
idées regues. “No matter how strong the duties of his sympathy
may be, the eritic must understand [what the writer can not know
about himself] and not share in this ignorance,” ® he writes, and
although this claim is legitimate, especially since it applies, in
this passage, 10 Rousseau's experiences of childhood, it is perhaps
stated with a litde too much professional confidence. The same
critic goes on fo suggest that the more paradoxical statements of
Rousseau should not really be taken at face value:
6. Jean Starobinski, “Jean-Jacques Bousseau et le pérl de la réflexion” in
170eil vivant (Gallimard: Parls, 19612, p. o8.
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.1t olten happens that he overstates his aim and forces
the meaning, in splendid sentences that can hardly stand the
- test of being confronted with each other. I lence the frequently
repeated accusations of sophistry. . . . Should we take those
lapidary maxims, those large statements of principle at face’
value? Should we not mther be looking bevond Jean-Jacques's
words toward certain demands made by his soul, toward the
vibration of his [eelings? We do him perhaps a disservice .
when we expect him to provide rtgm:nu% coherence and syste-
matic thought; his true presence is to be found, not in his
discourse, but in_the live-and still undefined movements thai
prcccde Ius spccd] L

Benevolent as it sounds, such a statement reduces Rousseau from
~ the status ol philosopher to that of an interesting psychological
- case; we are invited to discard his language as “des phrases

splendides” that function as a substitute For pre-verbal emotional

states into which Rousscau had no insight. The eritic can deseribe
the mechanism of the emotions in great detail, drawing his evi-
dence from these very “phrases 5p§cndldcs that cover up a by no

means splendid personal predicament.
At first sight, Derrida’s attitude toward Rousscau seems hardly
different. He follows Starobinski in presenting Boussean’s decision
' (o write as an attempt at the hetional recovery of a plenitude, a
| umt\ of hemo that he could never achieve in his lfe.® The wri{cr
“renounces’ hlc but this renunciation is hardly in good faith: i

is a ruse by means of which the actual sacrifice, wlnch would im-

ply the literal death of the subject, 15 wpidced by a “symbolic”
death that leaves intact the possibility ol enjoying life, adding to
it the possibility of enjoying the cthical value of an act of renunci-

ation that reflects hnordb]\ on the pm sont who ptrformq it. The

claim of the literary hnguagc to truth and generality is thus sus-

pect (rom the start, based on a duplicity within a sell that willfully
creates a confusion between literal and symbolic action in order

to achieve self-transcendence as well as sclf-preservation. The
“blindness of the subject to its own duplicity has psychological roots

since the unwillingness to sec the mechanism ol self deception s
protective. A whole mythology of original innocence in a pre-

7. {bid. p- 184.
8. Gr., pp. 204-5.
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reflective state followed by the recovery of this innocence on a
mMore 1mper§ona] gem,rahzt,d level—the story so well deseribed
by Starobinski in the Rousseau essay of L'Oeil vivans—turns out
to be the consequence of a psychologcal ruse. It collapses into
nothingness, in mere “phrases splendides,” when the stratagem
is exposed, leaving the critic to join ranks with the numerous other
“Juges de Jean-Jacques.”

Even on this level, Derrida’s reading of Rousscau diverges fun-
damentally [rom the waditional interpretation. Rousseau’s bad
{aith toward literary language, the manner in which he depends
on it while condemning writing as if it were a sinful addiction,
is for Derrida the pusonal version of a much larger prablem that
cannot be reduced to psychological causes. In luq relationship to
writing, Rousscau is not governed by his own needs and desires,
but by a tradition that de fmcq Western thought in its entirety: the
conception of all negativity {non-heing) as absence and hence the
possibility of an appropriation or a reappropriation of being (in
the form of truth, of authenticity, of nature, cte.) as presence. This

* ontological assumption hoth conditions and depends on a certain
conception of language that favors oral language or voice over
written language (éeriture) in terms of presence and distance: the
unmediated presence of the self to its own voice as opposn,d to the
reflective distance that scparates this sclf from the written word,
Bousseau is scen as one link in a chain that closes off the historical
era of Western metaphysics. As such, his attitude toward Janguage
is not a psychological 1d105\ncms§ but a typical and LXLIﬂP]drV

fundumental philosophical premise. Derrida takes Rousseau seri-
ously as a thinker and dismisses nonc of his statements. If Rous-
scau nevertheless stands, or scems to stand, indicted, it is because
the entirety of Western philosophy is defined as the possibility of
selt-indictment in terms of an ontology of presence. This would
suffice to exclude any notion of superiority on Derrida’s part, at
least in the interpersonal sense of the term.

Rousscau’s assertion af the primacy of voice over the written
u'md Iw; adt 1erencc fo th(, myth of origmal innocence, his valoriza-
all these are charac-
teristics that Dcrrldd could lcgmmatclv have derived from a long
tradition of Rousseau interpreiers. 1e wishes, however, o set him-
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sell apart from those who reduce these myths to sclf-centered
strategies of Rousscau’s psyche and prefers to approach him by
way of a disciple who 1s more orthodox than Rousseau himsclf in
accepting at face-value dreams of the innocence and integrity of
oral language. Derrida’s main (heme, the recurrent repression, in
Western thought, of all written forms of language, their degrada-
tion to a mere adjunct or supplement to the live presence of the
spoken word, finds a classical example in the works of Lévi-Strauss.
"The pattern in the passages from Lévi-Strauss that Derrida singles
out {or comment is consistent in all its details, including the
valorization of music over literature and the definition of literature
as 2 means to recoup a presence of which it §s a distant and nos-
talgic echo, unaware that literature is itself a cause and a symptom

of the separation it bewails.
Naive in Lévi-Strauss, the same assumptions become a great
. deal morg devious and ambivalent when they appear in Bousscau
himscl Whenever Rousseau designates the moment of unity that
exists at the heginning of things, when desire coincides with en-
joyment, the self and the ather are united in the maternal warmth
of their common origin, and consciousness speaks with the voice
of truth, Derridy’s interpretation shows, without leaving the text,
that what is thus designated as a moment of presence always has
to posit another; prior moment and so implicitly loses its privileged
status as a point of origin. Rousscau defines voice as the origin al
written language, but his deseription of oral speech or of music
can be shown to possess, from the start, all the elements of distance
and negation that prevent written language from ever achieving a
condition of unmediated pr(zscncv;? All artempts to trace writing
back to a more original form of vocal utterance lead to the repeti-
tion of the disrupti-\-’e process that alicnated the written word from
experience in the first place. Unlike Lévi-Strauss, Rousscau “in
fact, experienced the disappearance fof full presence] in the word
itself, in the illusion of immediacy,” * and he “recognized and ana-
tyzed [this disappearance] with incomparable astutencss.” But
Rousseau never openly declares this; he never asserts the disap-
pearance ol presence outright or faces its consequences. On the

9. Gr., p. 203.

J
o
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contrary, the system of wvalorization thal org’muec, his writings
favors the opposite trend, praises nature, origin, and the spon-
tancity of mere outcry, over their opposites, not only in the nos-
talgic, elegiac manner of a poetic statement that makes no claim
to truth, but as a philosophical systemn. In the Discours sur Forigine
del memhte in the Essat sur lmwme des langues and also later in
Fmile and the Confessions, Rousscau expounds the philosophy of
undethd presence that Lévi-Strauss took over uncritically and
that Starobinski tries to demystify in the name of a later, pcrlnp\
ldss enlightened, version of ‘the same philosophy, Derrida’s con-
siderable contribution to Rousscau studics consists in showing
that Rousscau’s own texts provide the strongest evidence against
his alleged doctrine, going well beyond the peint reached by the
most alert of his modern readersd, Rousseau’s work would “then
reveal a pattern of duplicity similar to what was found in the
literary critics: he “knew,” in a sense, that his doctrine disguised
his mxléht into something closely 1650mb[1no its opposite, but he
chose to remain blind to this know l(,dgc' FThc blindness can then
be diagnosed as a direct consequence of an ontology of unmediated
presence. It remains for the commentator to undo, with some vie-
anCC h(‘ hIQtUrlCall\ esta ]ll\hﬂ[] pdt[Cll‘l ar, as D(‘llld PLllS 1[,
the “orbit” of Slgn]ﬁ(.dl‘lt misinterpretation—a pattern of which the
first example is to be
by a process of “deconstruction,” to bring to light what had re-
mained unperceived by the author and his followers.

Within the orbit of my own question, the attention has to be
dirccted toward the status of this ambivalent “knowledge” that
: Derrida discovers in Rousscau. The text of De la Grammatologie
-+ necessarily fluctuates on this point. At times, it scems as if Rous-
¢ seau were more or less deliberately hiding from himself what he
did not want to know: “Having, in a way . . . identified this
power which, by opening up the possibility of speech, disrupts the
subject that it creates, prevents it {rom being present to its own
$1gns, saturates its *spccch with writing, Rousseau is nevertheless
MOIC cager 1o conjure 1t out of existence than to assume the
burden of its necessity.” '* “Conjurer” (as well as 1hr. weaker

Ia, Gr., P. 204.
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“effacer” that is used elsewhere in the same context) supposcs
some awareness and, consequently, a duplicity within the sclf, a
degree of deliberate self-deception. The ethical overtone of de-
ceit, implying some participation of the will, is apparent in sevcral
other descriptions that use a vocabulary of transgression: “Lhe
repld(.cmcnt of mere stressed sound by articulated QIJ(‘CCh is the
origin of language. The modification of speech by writing took
Pl'u(, as an extrinsic event at the very beginning of language. Tt
is the origin of language. Rousseau describes this without openly |
saving so. In contraband.”’* But at other moments it appears
instead as if Rousscau were in the grip of a fatality that lies well
bevond the reach of his will: Dcspm his avowed intent [to speak
of origins] Rousscau’s discourse is governed (se laisse contraindre)
by a compht,atum that always takes on the form of an cxcess, a
“supplement” to the state of origin. This does not climinate the
declared intent but inscribes it within a system that it no longer
controls (qu C lL ne domine plus).” * “Se laisser contraindre” un-
like “conjurer” or “cffacer” is a passive process, forced upon Rous-
seau by a power that lies beyond his control. As the word, “inscrite”
(italicized by Derrida), and the next sentence™ make clear, this
power is precisely that of written language whose syntax under-
mines the declarative assertion. Yet the act of “conjurer” also oc-
curred by means of written language, so the model is not simply
that of a pre-lingual desire that would neecssarily be gorrupted or
overtaken by the transcendental power of Imouagc- language is
being <;mugg]cd into a presumably languagclcss state of innocence,
but it is by means of the same written ]anguagc that it is then
made to vanish: the magic wand that should “conjur¢” the written
word out of existence is itscli made of language..- #[his double
valorization of language is willed and controlled as the crux of
Derrida’s argument: only by language can Rousscau conquer
language, and this paradox is responsible for the ambivalence of
his attitude toward writing.” The cxact epistemological status of

11, Gr, po443.

12. Gr, p- 345

13. Gr, p. 345 “The desire for origin becomes a necessary and unavoidablc
function [of language], but it is governed hy a syntax that is “without origin.”’

14. Gr, p- 207
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. . this ambivalence cannot be clarified: things do not happen as if
: Rousscau were at least semi-conscious when cng’tgcd in the re-
covery ol an unmediated presence and entirely passive when en—.s
gdé,{,d in undermining it. A terminology ol semi-consciousness is?
made to apply to the two contrary impulses: (o climinate aware
ness of non-presence (conjurer) as well as to assert it (en contre
bande). Derrida’s text docs not function as if the discrimination .
that concerns us, namely, the mode of knowledge governing the '
implicit as opposed to the explicit statement, could be made in
terms of the oricntation of the thought (or the language> away
trom or toward the recouping of presence. The awareness of dis-
tance, in Rousseau, is at times stated in a blind, at times in a
semi-conscious language, and the same applies to the awarencss ol
presence. Rousseau truly scems to want it both ways, the paradox
heing that he wants wanting and not-wanting at the same (ime,
Thls would always assume some degree of awareness, though the
awarencss may be directed agaimst itself,
The “difference between an implied meaning, a nominal pres-
cnce and a thematic exposition” ' and all such distinctions within
the cognitive status of language arc really Rousscau's central prob-
lem, but it remains qua,stwnablc whether he approached the prob-
lem explicidy or 1mp]1(1tl) in terms of the categorics of presence
and distance. Derrida. is, brought face to face with the prob]cm,
but his tL1m1110]0g\ cannot take him any further. The structuriza-
© tion of Rousseau’s text in terms of a presence-absence system leaves
+ the cognitive system of deliberate knowledge versus passive knowl-
. edge unresolved and distributes it ew cnly on hoth sides.
This obscrvation should by no means he construed as a criticism
ot Derrida; on the contrary. His aim is preciscly to show, by a
demonstration ad absurdun, that a crucial part of Rousseau’s state-
ment lies beyond the reach ol a categorization in terms ol presence
and absence, On the all-important point ol the cognitive status of
Bousseau’s language, these categories fail to function as effective
indicators; Derrida’s purpose in dncrcdltmg their absolute value
as a base for metaphysical insight is thus achieved. Terms such as
“passive,” “conscious,” “deliberate,” ete., all of which postulate a

15. Gr., p. 304. “Clest cette différence entre 'implication, la présence ncminale
et l’expusitirm t|1ématiquc qui nous intéresse iel,”
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notion of the self as self-presence, wen out o he equally relevant
or irrclevant when used on either side of the differential scale. This
diseredits the terms, not the author who uses them with an intent
similar to that of paredy: to devalue their claim to universal dis-
criminatory power. The key to the stams of Rousseau’s language
is not 1o he found in his consciousness, in his greater or lesser
awareness or control over the cognitive value of his language. It
can only be found in the knowledge that this language, as lan-
guage, conveys about itsell, thereby asserting the priority of the
category of l’mgmgc over that ol presence—w hich is precisely
Derrida’s thesis. The question remains why he postulates within
Rousseau a metaphysics of presence which can then be shown not
to operate, or to be dependent on the implicit power of a lan-
guage which disrupts it and tears it away from its foundation.
Derrida’s story of Rousseau’s gcttmg, as it were, a E}]]m]’)’ic of the
truth but then going about crasing, Conlurmg this vision out of
existence, while also surreptitiously giving in to it and smuggling
it within the precinct he was assigned to protect, is undoubtedly

a good story. It reverses the familiar pauern ol “le l)ra.conmcr
devenu garde-chasse,” since it is rather the gamekecper himself
who is here doing the poaching, We should perhaps not even ask
whether it is accurate, for it may well be oflered as parody or
ﬁctmn without pr(,t(,ndmg to he any[hmg clse. Bul unlike (.‘Pl‘s-
tcrno]ogu_al statements, stories do not cancel cach other out, and
we should not let Derrida’s version replace Rousscau’s own story
of his involvement with language. The two stories are not
quite alike and their differences are worth recording; they are in-
structive with regard to the cognitive status, not only of Rousseau'’s
but also of Derrida’s language and beyond that, of the language
of criticism in general.

We should not be detained (oo Jong by differences in emphasis
that could lead to areas of disagreement within the traditional field
of Rousscau interpretation. Having deliberately bracketed the
question of the author’s knowledge of his own ambivalence, Der-
rida proceeds as if Rousscau’s blindness did not require turther

, qualification. This leads to simplifications in the description of
Rousseau’s stated positions on matters of cthics and history. In a
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/ Nietzschean passage in which he claims to have freed the ques-

\ tion of language from all cthical valorization,’® Derrida impiies A4
single-minded, unalterable basis for moral judgment in Rousseau
——the notion of a reliable “voice” of moral consciousness—that
{ails to do justice to the moral intricacies of the Nouvelle Héloise,
or even to Derrida’s own illuminating comments on the nature of
pity in the Discours sur lorigine de l'inégalivd. Having convine-
ingly demonstrated that an arbitary nmdL outside dxchoromv 18
used in Fssai sur Porigine des langues to make it appear as if the
hardships of distance and alienation were wrought upon man by
an cxternal catastrophical event, he makes it appear as it Rousseau
understood this catastrophe in a literal sense, as an actual cvent
in history or as the act of a personal god. Whenever a delicate
transposition from the litcrary statement to its empirical relerent
occurs, Derrida seems to bypass Bousscau's complexities. Thus
on the valorization of historical change or the possibility of prog-
ress, Derrida writes: “Rousseau wants to say that progress, how-
ever ambivalent, moves either towards deterioration, or toward Im-
provement, the one or the other. . . . But Rousseau describes
what he docs not want to sav: that progless moves in both dirce-
tions, toward good and evi] at the same time. 'This cxcludes
eschatological and teleological endpoints, just as difference—or
articulation at the source~-climinates the archeology of begin-
nings.” '" In fact, it would be difhcult to match the rigor with
which Rousseau always asserts, ar the same tme and at the same
tevel of explicitncss, the simultaneous movement toward progress
and rLU(;grcssmn that Derrida here proclaims. 'The end of the
state of nature leads to the creation of societies and their infinite
possibilitics of corruption—but this apparent regression is counter-
balunced, at the same time, by the cnd of solitude and the possi-
bility of human love. The development of reason and conscious-
ness spells the end of tranquillity, but this tranquillity s also
designated as a state of intellectual limitation similar to that of an
timbecile:. In suc h descriptions, the use of pmgrcsslve and regres-
sive terms is evenly balanced: pelfectmnner la raison humaine”
balances with “détériorer r Pespéce,” “rendre méchant” with “rendre

16, Gr, po 442,
17. Gr., p. o326,
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snciablc,:}“‘ The evolution of society toward ianuza}ity is {ar lrom
being afh unmitigated evil: we owe to it “ce qu'il v a de meilleur
ct de pirc parmi les hommes.” 'The end of history is scen as a
relapse into a state that is undistinguishable [rom the state of
nature, thus making the starting-point, the outcome, and the
trajectory that leads from one to the other all equally ambivalent,
“Perhaps most typical of all is the curious movement of a Jong foot-
note to the Discours sur Porigine de 'inédgalisé in which, after hav-
ing denounced with eloquence all the perils of civilization
{"“These are the manifest causes of all the miseries that opulence
brings in the end to even the most admired of nations . . "3,
Rousscau then demands from us, without any trace of irony, the
utmost in civic obedience, while nevertheless despising the neces-
sary recourse to a political order that gencrates its own abuses.®
The paradoxical logic of a simultaneously positive and negative
evaluation, whenever the movement of history is involved, could
not be more consistent*here can be some debate as (o whether
the progressive and regressive movements are indeed equally
balanced: in less descriptive passages, Rousscan tends to see his-
tory as a movement of decline, especially when he speaks from
the point of view of the present. But whenever the double valoriza-
tion oceurs, the structure is simultaneous rather than alternating.
Derrida's conclusion is based on an inadequate example, nor is
there much evidence to be lound clsewhere in Rousseau’s works
for such an alternating theory of historieal change.?

None of these points is substantial. Derrida could legitimately

18. L 1. Rousscau, Disconrs sur Uorigine et les fondements de Vindgalied parmi
les homaes in Oeuvres complétes, vol. 11 (Terits politiques, Bernard Gagncbin
and Marcel Rayvmond, eds. {Bibliotheéque de la Pléiade: Paris, 1964), p. 184
19, Ihid. Note IX, pp. 207-8.

2o, Derrida (Gr., p. 236 yuetes the sentence {rom the Bssai sur lorigine des
langues: "la langue de convention n'appartient qu'd Thomme. Voild pourquai
Thomme fait des progrés, spit en Lien, soit on mal, et pourquol les animaux
n'en font paint.” Rousseau here distinguishes man lrom the animal in terms of
historical rhutahility. “Soit en bien, soit en mal” indicates that the change i
morall}' ambivalent but does not describe an alternating movement. In the
Discours sur I'économie politique or in the second part of the Discours sur
Verigine de Pindgalité, the dialectical movement takes place between the prin-
ciples of law and freedom, on the one hand, as opposed to the necessary de-
cline of all human pulitical order on the outher. No 3lturnating movement of
reversal from a progressive 1o a regressive patiern is saggested.
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claim that passages in Bousseau on moral ambiguity, on the he-
t'll’)nc‘]. \d[ld thCI’CfOl(‘ ll‘l\’\'”ll’(] Pl (]]._]‘l.llt}'r Of lh(‘. C.\[Cl]‘ld]_ CaLse {OT
the disruption of the state of nature, on the simultancity of his-
torical decline and historical progress, do not in the least invalidate
his reading. They arc the descriptive passages in which Rousseau
is compelled to write the reverse of what he wants to say. The
same would apply to a more complex aspect of Derrida’s rcadmg
the strange cconomy of Rousseau's valorization of the notion of
origin and the manner in which it involves him in an iI‘IﬁI‘Iﬂ.L‘l}f
regressive process; he alwavs has to substitute for the discarded
origin a “decper,” more primitive state that will, in turn, have to
be left behind. The same pattern appcars in Derrida when he
chooses to maintain a vocabulary of origin to designate the non-
original quality-of all so- ca]]cd hcgmmngs—as when we are told
that the articulation is the origin ol language, when articulation is
preciscly the structure that prevents all genuine origination from
taking place. The use of a vocabulary of presence Cor origin, na-
ture, consciousness, etc.) to explode the claims of this vocabulary,
carrying it to the logical dead-end to which it is hound to lead,

a consistent and controlled strategy throughout De la Gramma-
tologie. \'Vc would be falling into a trap if we wanted to show |
Dcrrlda cluded in the same manner that he claims Rousscau to .
be dc]udcd. Our concern is not so much with the degree of blind-
ness in Rousseau or in Derrida as with the rhetorical mode of
their respective discourses.

It is not surprising that Derrida Sh(m]d be more detailed and
e]nqucnt in c\pmmdm;__' the philosophy of written language and
of “difference” that Rousscau rejects than in expounding the phi-
losophy ol plenitude that Rousscau wants to defend. He has, after
all, a massive tradition of Rousseau interpretation behind him to
support his view of him as an avowed philosopher of unmediated
presence. In this respect, his image of Rousscan is so traditional
that it hardly needs to be restated. The main bulk of his analysis

“therefore deals with the gradual chipping away of Rousseau’s
+ theory of presence under the onus of his own language. On at
least two points, however, Derrida goes out of his way to demon-
strate the strict orlhodwg of Rousseau's position with regard to
the traditional ontology of Western thought, and in at least one

T
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of these instances, he can do so only at the expense of a consider-
able and original interpretative effort that has to move well beyond
and cven against the face-value of Rousscau’s own statement.?!
Significantly, the two passages have 10 do with Rousscau’s use and
understanding of rhetorical figures. On the questions of nature,
of sclf, of origin, cven of moi'ality, Derrida starts out from the
current view in Rousscau interpretation and then proceeds to
show how Rousscau's own text undermines his declared philo-
sophical allegiances. But on the two points involving rhetoric,
Derrida goes the tradition one better. it is obviously important
for him that Rousseau’s theory and practice of rhetoric would also
fall under the imperatives of what he calls a “logocentric” ontology
that privileges the spoken word over the written word. This is
also the point at which we have to reverse the interpretative process
and start reading Derrida in terms of Rousscau rather than vice
versa.

The two closely related rhetorical figures discussed by Derrida,
both prominently in evidence in the Essai sur Uorigine des langues,
are imitation (mimesis) and metaphor. In order to demonstrate
the logocentric orthodoxy of Rousscau's theory of metaphor, Der-
rida has to show that his conception of representation is based on
an imitation in which the ontological status of the imitated entity
is nol put into question. Bepresentation is an ambivalent process
that implies the absence of what is being made present again, and
this absence cannot be assumed to be merely contingent. However,
when representation Is conceived as imitation, in the classical
sense of elghteenth-century acsthetic theory, it confims rather
than undermines the plenitude of the represented entity. It
functions as a mnemotechnic sign that brings back something that
happened not to be there at the moment, but whose existence in
another place, at another time, or in a different mode of conscious-
ness is not challenged. "The model for this idea of representation is
the painted image, restoring the object to view as if it were present
and thus assuring the continuation of its presence. The power of
the image reaches beyond duplication of sense data: the mimetic
imagination is able to convert non-sensory, “inward” patterns ol ex-

21. 1 am referring to the passage on metaphor (Gr., pp. 38:1—97) here dis-
cassed on pp. 133-35.

_
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perience (feclings, emotions, passions) into objects of perception
and can therefore represent as actual, conerete presences, experi-
ences of consciousness devoid of objective existence. This possi-
bility is often stressed as the main function of non- rc,prescntarmnal
art forms such as music: they imitate by means of signs linked by
natural right with the emotions which they signify. A representa-
tive eighteenth century acsthetician, the abbé Du Bos, writes:

Just as the painter imitates the lines and colors ol nature, the
musician imitates the tone, the stresses, the pauses, the voice-
inflections, in short all the sounds by means of which nature
itsclf expresses its feclings and cmotions, All these sounds

. are powerkully effective in conveying emotions, because
thev are the signs of passion instituted by nature itself. They
reccive their stfcngth directly from nature, whereas articulated
words are merely the arbitrary signs of the passions. .
Music groups the natural signs of the passions and uses them
artfully 1o increase the power of the words it makes into song.
These natural signs have an amazing power in awakening
emotions in those who hear them. They receive this power
from nature itself.2?

Classical eighteenth-century theories of representation persist-
cmlv strive o reduce music ancl poetry to. the status of painting.™
“La musique peint les passions” and ut ptctum paests arc the great
commmqpla(:ee of an aesthetic creed that involves its proponents
in an interesting maze of problems, without, however, leading
them to revise their premises. The possibility of making the in-
visible visible, of giving presence to what can only be imagined, is
repeatedly stated as the main function of art. The stress on subject-
matter as the basis for aesthetic plldgmt‘m stems from such a creed.
It involves the representation of what lies beyond the senses as a
means to confer upon it the ontological 5t.lb1|1t\ of permwcd
objects. One is interested in the subject matter prlmarlly because it

22. Jean Baptiste (abbé) Du Bos, Réflexions critiques sur la poésie el sur la
peinture (Paris, 1740) vol. I, pp. 435-36, 438,

23, Ibid. “Il n'y a de la vérité dans une symphonie, composée pour imiter une
tempéte, que lorsque le chant de la symphonie, son harmonie et son rhythme
nous font entendre un broit parell an fracas que les vents font dans l'air et au
mugissement des flots gqui s'entrechoquent, ou qui se brisent contre les rochers,”

(Du Bos, op. ¢it. p. 440.}
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confirms that the unseen can be represented: representation 1s the
condition that confirms the possibility of imitation as universal
proof of presence. The need for the reassurance of such a prool
stands behind many characteristic statements of the period ** and
confirms its orthodexy in terms of a metaphysics of presence.

At first sight, Rousseau seems to continue the tradition, spe-
cifically in the passages from the Fssai that deal with the charac-
terization of music and that differ little from the classical state-
ments ol his predecessors. His stress on the inwardness of music
is cntircly compatible with his proclaimed theory of music as imi-
tation: “ I'he sounds in a melody do not only atfect us as sounds,
but as signs of our emotions, of our feclings. This is how they
produce within us the responses they express and how we recog-
nize the image of our emotions in them.”** Trom the point of
view of imitation, there is no difference between the outward
physical impressions and the “impressions morales.” “Passions” and
“objets” can be used interchangeably without modifying the natare
ol imjtation.

Beautitul, well-shaded colors please our sight, but this pleasure
is purely of the senses. Colors come to life and move os hecause
of the design (le dessin}, the imitation. We are affected by
the objects represented and by the passions expressed in the
design of the painting. The interest and the seductiveness of
the picture docs not stem from the colors. We will still be
moved by the outline (les traits) of a painting that has been

24. The following passage from Ju Bos is a typical example: “Un peintre peut
done passer pour un grand Artisan, en qualité de dessinateur é]égaut ou de
colotiste tival de la nature, quand méme il ne saurait pas faire usage de scs
talents pour représenter des nbjets touchants, et pour mettre dans ses tableaux
Iime ct la vraisemblance qui se font sentir dans ceux de Raphaél et du
Poussin. Les tablcaux de Técole Lombarde sont admirés, bien que les peintres
s'y soient bornés souvent a flatter les yeux par la richesse et par la vérité de
leurs couleurs, sans penser peut-étre que Uart fut capable de nous attendrir:
mais leurs partisans E:s plus #élés tombent daccard qu'il manque une grande
heauté aux tableaux de cette éeole, et que ceux du Titien, par exemple, seraient
cncore bien plus; précieux il avait traité toujours de sujets touchants, ct s'il eut
juint plus souvent les talents de sun Ecole aux talents de I'Ecole romaine.” (1u
Bos, op. cit. p. 69.)

25. J. J. Rousscau, Essai sur Porigine des langues, texte reproduit d’aprés Pédition
A. Belin de 1817 (Bibliothéque du Graphe: Paris, n.d.}, p. 534. Henceforth

designated as Essai.
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reduced to a print but, if we remove the outline, the colorq

will lose all their power,
Melody does for music exactly what deslgn does for paml—_-

T
ing. s

Derrida seems altogether justified in secing Rousscau as a tra-
ditional expounder of a theory of imitarion that bridges the dis-

tinction between external and inward themes.

Rousscau remains faithful to a tradition that is unaffected by
his thought: he stays convinced that the essence of art is
imitation (mzmes:s) “Tmitation duplicates presence: it is added
to the presence of the entity which it replaces. It transposes
.~ what is present into an “outside” version of this presence (elle
" fait donc passer le présent dans son dehors). In the inanimate
arts, the “outside” version of the entity is being duplicated: we
have the “outside” reproduction of an “outside” version (la
reproduction du dehors dans le dehors). . In animate arl,
most emphatlcall\ in song, the “outside” ertates an mslde (lt.
dehors imite le d{.dans, It is expressive, It “paints” the pas-
sions, The metaphor that transforms song into painting can
force the inwardness of its power into the outwardness of space
only under the aegis of the concept of imitation, shared alike
by music and by painting. Whatever their differences, music ‘
and painting both are duplications, representations. Both
equally partake of the categories of outside and inside. The |
expression has alrcady begun to move the passion outside itself ‘
into the open and has already begun to paint it.** ;

The rest of Dernida’s analysis will then show how imitation,
which expresses an avowed desire lor presence, surreptitiously I
[unctions, in Rousseau's text, as the undoing of a desire that it |
reduces to absurdity by its very existence: there never would be !
a need for imitation if the prescnce had not been a priori pre-
emptied Centamée ).

Turning with this reading in mind to the section of the Essai ;
that deals with music, we find something different, especially if ;
we take into account some of the passages that Derrida does not

26. Essal, pp. 530—31.
27. Gr., pp. 28g—9c.
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include in his commentary.” In Chapters XiII to XVI ol the Fssm
Rousseau is not so much bent on showin g that music, painling 4 and
art in general do not invelve sensation (d’i seems to be the thrust
ot his polemical argument against sensualist aesthetics}, but that
the sensory e]emem that is necessarily a part of the plCLOIld] or
¥ musical sign plays no part in the aesthetic experience. Hence the
priority of drawing (le trait, le dessin) over color, of melody over
“sound, because both are oriented toward meaning and Iess de-
pendent on seductive sensory impressions. Like Du Bos, Rousseau
SCCMS eager to 5.1legudrd the Importance of subject matter Cor,
in the case of literature, of meaning)} over the sign. When he pays
altention, at moments, to the sign, as in the statement: “Les
couleurs et les sons peuvent beaucoup comme représentation et
signes, peu de chose comme simples objets de sens,” ** this does
not imply any willingness to dissociate the sign [rom the sensation
or to state its autonomy. The sign never ceases to function as
signifrant and remains entirely oriented toward a meaning®
Its own scnsory component is contingent and chstraumg The
reason for this, however, is not, as Derrida suggests, because Rous-
seau wants the meaning of the sign, the signifié, to exist as pleni-
tude and as presence. The sign is deveid of substance, not because
it has to be a transparent indicator that should not mask a pleni-
“tude of meaning, but because the meaning itself is empty; the
sign should not offer its own sensory richness as a substitute for
the \md that it significs. Contrary to Derrida’s assertion, Rous-
i seau’s theory of representation is not directed toward me.mmg as,
presence and plenitude but toward meaning as void.

The movement of the sixteenth chapter of the Essai, cntitled
“Fausse analogic catre les couleurs et les sons” bears this out. Re-
versing the prevailing hierarchy of cighteenth-century aesthetic
theory, it states the priority ol music over painting (and, within
music, of melody over harmony) in terms of a value-system that
Is structural rather than substantial: music is called superior to

¥ With perfect right, within the logic of his own argument, which would con-
sider these passages as tedundant or dealt with elsewhere in the commentary.
The validity of my emphasis has to stand on its own merits and be responsible
for it own omissions, not less blatant than Derrida’s for being different.

28. Essai, p. 535.

29. As stated by Derrida, Gr., p. 296.
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painting despite and even because of its Jack of substance. With
remarkable foresight, Rousscau describes music as a pure system
of relations that at no point depends on the substantive assertions
of a presence, Le it as a sensation or as a consciousncss. Music is a
mere pla}-' of l‘c]a[ionships:

. for us, each sound is a relative entity. No sound by
itself possesses absolute attributes that allow us to identify it:
it is high or low, loud or soft with respect to another sound
enly, By itself, it has none of these properties. In a harmonic
system, a glven sound is nothing by natural right Cun son
quelconque n'est rien non plus narmellemeﬂtj It is neither
tonic, nor dominant, harmonic or fundamental. All these prop-
erties exist as relationships only and since the entire system
can vary [tom bass to treble, cach sound changes in rank and
place as the system changes in degree.™

“Un son n'est rien . . . naturcllement.” Are we entitled to
italicize and isolate this passage as prool of the negation of the
substantiality of meaning in Rousscau? Not on the basis of the
sentence just quoted, but with greater semblance of truth it we
take the neighboring passages into account, for it scems that
Rousscau fully understood the implications and consequences of
what he was saying. Music is not reduced o a system of relation-
ships because it functions as a mere structure of sounds independ-
ently of meaning, or because it is able to ohscure the meaning |
by seducing the senses. There is no vacillation in Rousscau as to
the semiotic and non-sensory status of the sign. Music becomes
3 mere structure because it s hollow at the core, becausce it |
“means” the negation of all presence. Tt follows that the musical
structure obeys an entirely different principle from that of strue-
tures resting on a “full” sign, regardless of whether the sign
refers to sensation or to @ state of consciousness. Not being
grounded in any substance, the musical sign can never have any
assurance of existence. It can never be identical with itself or with
prospective repetitions of itselt, cven il these [uture sounds possess
the same physical properties of pitch and timbre as the present
one, The identities of physics have no bearing on the mode of

—

30, Essai, p. 536,
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bcmg’ of a sign that is, by definition, unaﬂected by sensory attrib-
utes. “Colors remain but sounds faml away and we can never be
cerfain that the sounds reborn are the same as the sounds that
vanished.”

Unlike the stable, synchronic sensation of “painting,” ** music
can never rest for a moment in the stability of its own existence:
it steadily has to repeat itsclf in a movement (hat is bound to
remain endless. This movement persists regardless of any illusion
of presence, regardless of the manner in which the suh]cct inter-
prets its mtannomllt}. it is determined by the nature of sign as
signifiant, by the nature of music as language. The resulting
repetitive pattern s the ground of temporality: “lhe ficld of
music is time, that of painting space.” The duration of the colors,
in painting, is spatial and constitutes therefore a misleading anal-
ogy tor the necessarily diachronic structure of music. On th{, one
lldl’]d, music is condemned ta exist always as a moment, as a per-
sistently frustrated intent toward meaning; on the other hand,
this very frustration prevents it from remaining within the mo-
ment. Musical signs are unable to coincide: their dynamics are
always oriented toward the futurc of their repetition, never toward
the consonance of their qimullancitv Even the apparent harmony
of the single sound, ¢ l'unisson, has to spread itself out into a
pattern of successive repetition; considered as a musical ajgn the
single sound is in fact the melody of its potential repetition.

“Naturc docs not analyze [sound] into its harmonic components:
it hides them mst(‘dd ‘under the illusion of unison (Fapparence
de T'unisson).

“Music is the diachronic version of the pattern of non-coinci-
dcnc‘ within the moment. Bousseau attributes to nature the
imaginative power to create melody when it refers to noises such
as thc song ol the birds, but it becomes distinctively human in
reference to music: “. . . if nature sometimes breaks down the
song into its harmonic components] in the modulated song of man

31, Ibid, Pp- 536,
Painling Lere designates the general prejudice in favor of the image as -
prcseme in eighteenth-century acsthetics. Tt goes without saying that when
painting is conceived as art, the illusion of plenitude can be undermined in the
plastic arts as well as in poetry or music; the prob]cm as is well known, ﬁgur{:\
prominently in contemporary discussions shout non-representational painting.
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or in the song of birds, it does o sequentially, putting one sound
after the othcr it inspires song, not chords; it dictates melody,
not harmony.” ® Harmony is rejected as a mistaken illusion of
consonance "\lthln thC T‘L(’LLHSEIHIV dl\‘»UI‘ldI’lt structure Of t}]c
moment. Melody does not partake of this mystification: it does

not offer a resolution of the dissonance but its projection on a

temporal, diachronic axis.

" The successive structure of music is therefore the direct con-
sequernce of its non-mimetic character, Music does not imitate,
for its referent is the negation of its very substance, the sound.
Rousscau states this in a remarkable sentence that Dcmda docs
not quote: “It is one of the main privileges of the musician w be
able to paint things that are inaudible, whereas the painter cannot
represent things that are invisible. An art that operates entirely by
means of motion can accomplish the amazing feat of conveying
the very image of repose. Sleep, the quict of night, solitude and
ceven silence can enter into the picture that piusic paints. S
The sentence starts oft by reafirming that music is capable of
imitating the most inward, invisible, and inaudible of feclings;
the use o the pictorial vocabulary suggests that we have re-entered
the orthodoxy of cighteenth-century representational theory, But
as the enumeration proceeds, the content of the sentiment which,
in Du Bos, was rich in all the plenitude and interest of experi-
ence, is increasingly hollowed out, emptied of all trace of sub-
stance. The idyllic overtones ol llclnf.]‘.lllht} tend to disappear
if one renu-mbcre to what cxtent music itsell depends on meo-
tion; the “repos” should also be understood negatively as loss

33. Fssai, p. 536, See alsa, p. 337: "les oiseaux sifflent, Thomme seul
chante, . .

34. Ihid. p. 537. CE the passage on silence in Du Bos, op. cit. pp. 447—48.
Rousseau's allusion to “une lecture égale et monotone & laquelle on s'endort”
parallels Du Bos: "Un homme qui parle longtemps sur le méme ton, endort
les autres . . ", pussibly suggesting a direct echo in Roussean, ccrtainlv a
very similar p(]mt of dcpartur(_ Bui Rousseau does not slmp]\, refer T.Cl a
mechanical effect that would allow for a musical “imitation” of silence: he dis-
tinguishes at once between this automatic action and a much closer affinity
between music and silence: “la musique agit plus intimement sur nous. ”
The rest nf the pdragrdph Lomphcale“. matters furth{.r b\ brmglng n otions of
irreversible synaesthesia between music and painting, hut doés not pursue the
paradox of a “music of silence” that has just been stated,
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of motion and thercfore as a restatemaent of the inherent fragility,
impermancnce, and sclf-destructiveness of music. The solitude s
equally disquicting since much has been made elsewhere in the
text of music as the clement that sets man apart [rom nature and
unites him with other men, And the radically paradoxical lormu-
lation that the musical sign can reter w silence would bave for
its equivalent. in the other arts, that painting refers to the absence
of all light and color, and that language refers to the absence of
meaning.** The passage prefigures its later, more extreme version
in La Nouvelle Héloise: “te] est le néant des choses humaines
qu'hors IEtre existant par lui-méme, il n'y a rien de beau que
ce qui n'est pas.” **

It would not be fruitfal to dispute these statements on the
basis of a different phenomenology of music: the avowed thesis
of the Issai equates music with language and makes it clear that,
throughout the text, Rousscau never ceased to speak about the
nature of language. What is here called language, however, differs
entirely from an instrumental means of communication: for that
purpose, a mere gesture, a mere cry would suffice. Rousseau
acknowledges the existence of language (rom the moment specch
is structured according to a principle similar to that of music.
Like music, language is a diachronic system of relationships, the
succesive sequence ol a marrative. “The sequential effect of dis-
course, as it repeats its point again and again, conveys a much
stronger cmotion than the presence of the object itself, where
the Tull meaning is vevealed in one single stroke. Tet us assume
that we confront a familiar situation of gricl. The sight of the
bereaved person will hardly move us to tears, but if we give him
time to tell all that he fecls, our tears will soon begin to How.” ¥
The structural characteristics of language are exactly the same
as those attributed to music: the misleading synchronism of the
visual perception which creates a false illusion of presence bas
to be replaced by a succession of discontinuous moments that
35. “Musicienne du silence . . " is a famons line ftom Mallarmé (“Sainee™). Tt
could be argued that Mallarmé went less far than Bousseau in seeing the im-
plications of this line for a representational theary of poetry.

36. Rousscau, La Nouvelle IHéloise, Pléiade edition, Oeuvres complétes, vol. IT,

p- 693.
37. Essui, p. 503,

s
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create the fiction of a repetitive temporality, That this diachrony
is indeed a fiction, that it belongs to the language of writing and
of art and not to a language of needs is made clear by the choice
of an example taken, not from life, but from a dramatic perform-
ance: “Scenes {rom a tragedy reach their effect [by scquential dis-
course] only, Mere pantomime without words will leave us nearly
cold, but %pcuh even without gestures will make us weep.” *% All
sequential lmguage is dramatic, narrative ldl'lgll.lét‘ Tt is also the
language ol passion because passion, in Rousscau, is precisely the
manifestation of a will that exists lndcptndcnﬂy of any 511(.(1&(:
meaning or intent and that therelore can never be traced back to
a causc or origin. “A man will weep at the sight of a tragic per-
formance even though he never felt pity for a person in need.” *
But pity, the arch passion in Rousscau is itself, as Derrida has
. very well perceived, inherently a fictional process that transposes
an actual situation into a world of appearance, of drama and
literary language: all pity is.in essence. theatrical. it follows that
the diachronic pattern of narative discourse, which confers upon
this discourse the scmblance of a beginning, of a continuity, and
of an ending, by no means implics a quest for erigin, not even
the metaphorical representation of such a quest.” Neither the
Discours sur origine de Uinégalité nor the Essai sur Uorigine des
langues is the history ol a genetic movement, ol an organic process
of birth and decay: Bousscau’s famous statement “Commengons
donc par écarter tous les faits . . .7 cannot he taken too radically
and applies to the mode of language used throughout the two
texts. They do not “represent” a successive cvent, but are the
melodic, musical, successive projection of a single moment of
radical contradiction—the present—upon the temporal axis of a
diachronic narrative, The only point at which they touch upon an
empirical reality is in their common rejection of any present as
totally intolerable and devoid of meaning.* Diachronic structures
such as music, melody, or allegory are favored over pseudo-syn-

38, Thid. p. sc3.

39. Thid. p. 503 (Rousseau’s own footnote].

40. Clearly stated in the last chapter of the Essai entitled “Rapport des langues
©dux gouvernements,” the true point of departure of the text. 'The same applies,
in a somewhat more diffuse way, to the Discours sur Uorigine de Uindgalité,
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;’E:hr(mic structures such as painting, Larmony, or mimesis because

¢ the latter mislead one into believing in a stability of meaning
that does tot exist. The elegiac tone that is occasionally sounded
does not express a nostalgia for an original presence but is a purely
' ‘dramalic device, an effect made possible and dictated by a hetion
" that deprives the nostalgia of all foundation.*! Tt does not suffice
to say that, in these texts, origin is merely a metaphor that “stands
{or” a beginning, even if one makes it clear that Rousscau's theory
of figural language breaks with any idea of representation, The
origin here “precedes” the present for purcly structural and not
chronological reasons. Chronology is the structural correlative of
the necessarily ligural nature ol literary language.

It is in that sense that the tide of the third chapter of the
Fssai must be understood: “Que le premier langage dut étre
figur¢.” The only literal statement that says what it means to
say 1s the assertion that there can be no literal statements. In the
narrative thetoric of Rousseau’s text, this is what is meant by the
chronological fiction that the “first” language had to be poctic
language. Dernida, who sees Bousseau as a representational writer,
has to show instead that his theory of metaphor is founded on
the priority of the literal over the metaphorical meaning, of the
“scns propre” over the “sens figuré.” And since Rousseau explicitly -
says the opposite, Derrida has to interpret the chapter on metaphor
as a moment of blindness in which Rousseau says the opposite of
what he means to say.

The argument on this point duplicates the line of reasoning
applied 1o representation: Rousseau no longer locates the literal
meaning in the referent of the metaphor as an object, but he
interiorizes the object and makes the metaphor refer 1o an inner
stale of consciousncss, a feeling or a passion. “Rousscau bestows
upon the expression of cmotions a literal meaning that he is
willing to relinquish, from the start, in the designation of
objects.” *# In accordance with Derrida’s gencral image of Bous-
41. The point should be developed in terms of the Discours sur Porigine de
Pindgalité, showing that clegiac passages arc associated with a deluded primi-
tivism unequiv{)ca]]y condemned in the text as a whaole. (See, for menpte,
the section on p. 133 beginning “Tes temps dont je wais parler sont bien
éloignés. . . 7
42. Gr, p. 380.
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seau’s place in the history of Western thought—the moment
when_the postulate of presence is taken out of the external world
and teansposed within the sclf-reflective inwardness of a con-
sciousness—the recovery of presence is shown to occur along
the axis of an inncr-outer polarity, Derrida can use Rousscau’s
own example of metaphor to prove his case: the primitive man
who des%ndtes the first other men he encounters by the term
“giants,” blindly coins & metaphorical term to state a litcral mean-
ing, the inner experlence of lear. The statement, "1 sce a giant”
is a metaphor for the literal statement, "I am frightened "a feeling
~ that could not be expressed by saying, “I see a man (like mysclf).”

Rousseau uses this example to indicate that the tnnspos(,d mean-
“ing can “precede” the literal one. But the example is badly chosen,
possibly, as Derrida suggests,™ under the influence of Condilla,
to whese Essai sur Lorigine des connaissances humaines Bousseaun
is alluding in the chapter on metaphor. The “babes in the woods”
topos is used by Condillac 10 make language originate out of a
fcclmg of Fear. Tn Rousseau's voc: abulary, language is a. product
of passion and not the expression of a necd; fear, the reverse side
ol violence and agl’(_,bH]Oﬂ is distinctively utlhldndn and belongs
to the world of “besoins” rather than “passions,” Fear would hardly
need language and would be best expressed by pantomime, by
mere gesture. All passion is to some degree passion inutile, made
gratujtous by the non-existence ol an abject or a cause. The
possibility of passion distinguishes man from the animal: “The
need for subsistence forces man apart {rom other men, but the
passions draw them together. The lirst speech was not caused by
hunger or thirst, bhur by love, hatred, pity and anger.” ¥ Fear is

43, Ibid. p. 363. The argument on the same pAge in which Derrida tries to
‘3}.10\‘\' tlle Pl‘l( Irltv Gf IEar OVET lt}’ g5 thc {_dr]l(.r l’)lSSl()l‘l IGSCS “hdt Was gal‘ned
by the masterful insight in tEc nature of pity as an clcmcm of distance and
difference (Gr., p- 262). The distinction between “passion” and “besoin” can-
nut be made in terms of origin but of substance: the substantial referent of the
need is missing in the case af the passion.

44, Condillac, Essai sur Iorigine Bes conmaissances humarnes, Part 11, Section [

(De l'origine et des PrOgres du ]angage): “Celui [des deux enfants abandonnés
dans le désert] qui voyait un licu ol il avait ét¢ effrayé, imitait les cris et les
mouvements qui étaient les signes de la Frayeur, pour avertir I'natre de ne pas
s'exposer au danger qu'il avair connu.”” Qewvres (Paris, 1798), vol. 1, p. 263.

45. Gr, p. se5.
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on the side of hunger and thirst and could never, by iself, lcad
to, the supplementary hgumimn of language; it is much too prac-
tical to be called a passion. The third chapter ol the Essai, the
section on mctaphor should have been centered on plrv, or its
extension: love (or hate). When the story of the “birth” of figural
language is (old later in the text {C hapmr IX, p. 5257 it is dlrectly
associated with love, not with fear. The definitive statement, here
again, 1s to be found in the Nowuvelle Iéloise: “Love is mere
illusion. It invents, so to speak, another universe; it surrounds
itself with cobjects that do not exist or to which only love itselt
has given lile. Since it expresses all its feclings by means of
nndgm it speaks only in igures {comme il rend tous ses sentiments
cn Images, son 1.111gduc est toujours figuré).” ** The metaphorical
]anguagc »\lur.h, in the fictional dlammm of the Essai, is

called “premier” has no literal referent. Iis oniw referent is “le -

néant des chases humaines.”

Although——with regard to his own as well as to Derrida’s main
statement on the nature of language—Rousscau’s theory of thetaric
is peripheral, it is not unimportant within the narrow context of our
own question, which deals with the cognitive structure of the inter-
pretative process. To extend the a1gumcnt to other areas of assent
and disagreement with Derrida, would be tedious and unnecessary.
On the question of rhetoric, on the natuse of figural language,
""-;Ploue‘;cau was not deluded .:md said what he meant to say. And
it is equally signihicant that, preeisely on this same point, his best
modern interpreter had to go out of his way Aat; to understand
him. The Discours sur Porigine de Imegal:tc and. the Fssai sur
Porigine des langues are texts whose discursive asserlions account
for their rhetorical mode. What is being said about the nature
of language makes jt unavoidable that the texts should be written
in the form of a fictionally diachronic narrative or, il one prefers
to call it so, of an al]egor\' The dllegoru_al mode is accounted
for in the description of all language as figural and in the neces-
sarily diachronie structure of the reflectiorrthat reveals this insight.

46. Rousscau, La Nouvelle FHéloise, Pléiade cdition, vol, I, p. 15.

47. For anather preparatory statement on allegory in Rousseau, see Paul de Man,
“Ihe Rhetoric of Temporality” in Interpretation: Theory and Practise, Charles
Singleton, ed. {Johns Hopkins Press, 1969), pp. 154-88.
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The text goes beyond this, however, for as it accounts for its own
made of writing, it states at the same time the necessity ol making
this statement itself in an indirect, hé,ural way that knows jt will
be misunderstood by being taken literally, Accounting for the
“thetoricity” of its own mode, the text also pmtu]att.s the ncccesny
of its own misreading. It knows and asserts that it will be mis-
understood. It tells the story, the allegory of its misunderstanding:
the necessary degradation of melody into harmony, of language
into painting, of the language of passion into the language of
need, -of metaphor intw literal meaning. In accordance with its
awn ldnguagc it can onl} tell this story as a fiction, knowing full
well that the fiction will be taken for fact and the fact for fiction;
such is the necessarily ambivalent nature of literary language.
Rousscau’s own language, however, is not blind to this ambiva-
lence: proof of this lics in the entire organivation of his discourse
and more explicity in what it says about representation and
metaphor as the cornerstone of a thcorv of thetoric. The consjst-
ency of a rhetoric that can assert itself only in a manner that
leaves open the possibility of mlaundcrqtdndmg, adds further
proot. The rthetorical character of literary language opens up the
possibility of the archetypal error: the recurrent confusion of sign
and substance. That Rousscau was misunderstood confirms his
own theory of misunderstanding. Derrida’s version of this mis-
understanding comes closer than any previous version to Rous-
seau's actual statement because it singles out as the point of
maximum blindness the area of greatest lucidity: the theory of
rhetoric and its inevitable consequences.

How then does Derrida’s text difler from Bousseau'ss We are
- cntitled to generalize in working our way toward a definition by
. giving Rousseau exemplary value and Cd]]lncr “litcrary,” in the
full sense of the term, any text that implicitly or mpllutl} signifies
_ its own rhetorical mode and prefigures its own misunderstanding
" asthe correlative of its rhetorical nature; that is, of its “rhetoricity.”
It can do so by declarative statement or by poetic inference.*® “To

48. A discursive, critical, or philosephical text that does this by means of
statements is thercfore not more or less literary than a peetic text that would aveid
dircet statement. In practice, the distinetions are often blurred: the logic of many
Philosephical texts relies heavily on narrative coherence and hgures of speech,
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account for” or “to signify,” in the sentence above,does not desig-
nate a subjective process: it follows from the rhetorical nature of
hterarv |1ng11’ige that the cognitive function resides in the lan-
guage “and not in the subject. The question as to whether (he
author himscll' is or is not blinded-is 1o some. extent-irrelevant;
it can only be asked heumtlcaliv, as a means to accede to the
true question: whether  his languag(,___ls_or_ is. not. blind to -its
own statéiiient. By asking this question of De la Gmmmatologie,
a way back can be found 1o the starting-point of the inquiry:
the interplay between critical and hterdrv language in terms of
blindness and insight.

It would seem to matter very little whether Derrida is right
or wrong about Rousscau, since his own text resembles the Essai
so closely, in its rhetoric as well as in its statement. It also tells a
story: the repression of written language by what is here called
the “logocentric” fallacy of favoring voice over writing is narrated
as a consccutive, historical process. Throughout, Derrida uses
Heidegger's and Nietzsche's fiction of metaphysics as a period in
Western thought jn order to dramatize, to give tension and
suspense to the argument, exactly as Rousseau gave tension and
suspense to the story of language and of socicty by making them
pseudo-historical. Neither is Derrida taken in by the theatricality
of his gesture or the fiction ol his narrative: exactly as Rousseau

tells us obliquely, but consistently, that we are rt,adlng a hetion. -
and not a history. Derrida’s Ni elzqahtan theory of language as**

“play” warns us not to take him literally, especially when his
statements scem fo refer to concrete historical situations such as
the present. The use of a philosophical terminology with the
avowed purpose of discrediting this very terminology is an estal-

lished philosophical procedure that has many anrcccc}cnts besides
Rousscau and is one that Derrida practices with cx’cmp ary skill.*

de ly, Derrida’s theory of écriture corresponds closely to Rous-
scau’s statement on the flgurai nature of the language of passion,
Does it matter then whether ‘we attribute the final statement to
Rousseau or to Derrida since both are in fact saying the same

while poetry abounds in general statements. The criterion of literary specificity
does not depend on the greater or lesser discursiveness of the mode but on the
degree of consistent “rhetoricity” of the language.
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thing? Ol coursc, il Rousscau does not helong to the Jogocentric
“period " then the schem(, of periodization used by Derrida s
avowedly arbitrary.** If we argue, morcover, that Rousseau (‘SLEIPLQ
from the logownmc fallacy prul@dx to the extent that his lan-
guage is literary, then we are saying by implication that the myth
of the priority of oral language over written language has alw ays
already been demystified by literature, although literature remains
permtt_ntl\ open (o being misunderstood for doing the opposite.
Nonc of this scems (o be inconsistent with Derrida’s insight, but
it might distress some of his more literal-minded followers: his
historical scheme is merely a narrative convention and the brict
passage on the nature of literary language in De e Grammatologie
scemns to tend in the direction suggested. Nevertheless, although
Derrida can be "right” on the mature of literary language and
consistent in the application of this insight to his own text, he
-remains unwilling or unable to read Rousseau as literature. Why
- ~docs he have to reproach Roussesu for doing exactly what he
" legitimately does himself? According to Derrida, Rousseau’s rejec-
tion of a logo&emm theory of lﬂnguagg, which the author of the
Essai encounters in thc gmsc of the agsthetic sensualism of the
cighteenth century, “could not be a radical rejection, for it occurs
within the framework inherited from this philosophy and of the
‘metaphysical’ conception of art.” ™ T have tried to show instead
that Rousseau’s use of a traditional vocabulary is exactly similar,
in its strategy and its implications, to the use Derrida wmuuu‘;]v
makes ol the traditional vocabulary of Western philosophy. What
happens in Bousseau is exactly w ‘hat } happens in Derrida: a vocab-
ulary of substance and of presence is no longer used declaratively
but r}lct{)rit‘el}l}-', for the VOV TCASONS that are })eing (mclap]lor-

49. It is an OpEN QUESLINT whether Derrida wiomld be W‘Il]ing to accept all the
consequences of such a change in historical periodization—such as, for example,
the possibility of an entirely aflirmative answer to the questinn asked with
reference to Lévi-Strauss: “Accorder en sol Rousseau, Marx et Freud est une
tache difficile. Les accorder entre enx, dans Ja rigueur systématique du concept,
estce possible?” (Gr, po 1733

5o. Gr., p. 297. “Metaphysical” here means, in Heldegger's post-Nietzschean
tcrminulug\ the era during which the ontological difference between being and
entity {Sein und Sciendes) remains 1mp11(_1t (ung&.dacht Perrida radicalizes
the Onmloglml difference b" lomtmu the differential tension within lang’uage
between language as voice and ]anguagc as sign,
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~ically) stated. Rousscau’s text has no blind spols:? it accounts at

. v all moments for its own rhetorical mode. Derrida misconstrues as

~"blindness what is instead a transposition [rom the literal 10 the
figural level of discourse.

‘There are two possible explanations for Derrida’s blindness with
regard to Rousseau: either he actually misreads Rousscau, possibly
because he substinutes Rousscau's mtcrpuetem for the .mthor him-
sell—maybe whenever Derrida writes “Rousseau,” we should
read “Starobinski” or “R Raymond” or “Poulet”—or he deliberately
misreads Rousseau for the sake of his own exposition and rhetoric.
Tn the first case, Derrida’s blindness merely confirms Rousscau’s
Foreknowledge of the misinterpretation of his work. Tt would be
a classical case of critical blindness, somewhat different in aspect
but not in essenee from the pattern encountered in eritics such as
Lukics, Poulet, or Blanchot. Their blindness, it will be remem-

‘ bered, consisted in the affirmation of a methodology that could be
“deconstracted” in terms of their own findings: Poulet’s “sell”
turns out to be language, Blanchot’s impersonality a metaphor for
self-reading, ctc.; in all these cases, the methodological dogma is
being p]a}-'_ed off against the literary insight, and “this interplay
between methodology and literature develops in turn the highly
literary rhetoric of what could be called systematic crjticism,
Derrida’s case is somewhat different: his chapter on method, on
llt(.,rdl\" lnl(‘lpfcldt'lon as (1LLOH%EILIC[1()I'I 1"1 Hd\’\l(_,“s\ iI‘l il.{‘JCif bU[
made (o apply to the wrong object. There is no need to deconstruct
Rousscau; the estab hshcd tradition of Rousseau interpretation, .
however, stands in dire need of deconstruction. Derrida found
himsell in the most favorable of all critical positions: he was deal-

ing with an author as clear-sighted as language lets him be who,

for that very reason, is being systematically misread; the author's
own works, newly nuupru(‘d can then be played off against the
most talented of his deluded interpreters or followers. Needless to
say, this new interpretation will, in its wrn, be caugbt in its own
form of blindness, but not without having prodm ed 1ts own bright
moment of 11tcrar\ insight. Derrida did not choose to adopt this
pattern: instead of having Rousscau deconstruct his critics, we

5t. The choive of the wrong example to illustrate metaphor {fear instead of
pitv) is a mistake, not a blind spot.
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~ have Derrida deconstructing a pscudo-Roussean by means of

1n51ghts that could have been gained From the “real” Rousscau.
. The pattern is too interesting not to be deliberate.

At any rate, the pauern accounts very well for the slight
thematic diffcrence between Derrida’s story and Rousscau’s story,
Whercas Rousscau tells the story of an incxorable regression,
Derrida rectifies a recurrent error of judgment. His text, as he
puts it so well, is the unmakmg of a construct. However negative
it may sound, downstmctmn implics the possibility of rebuilding.
Derrida’s dialectical encrgy, espeually in the first hall of his booL
which does not deal directdy with Rousscau, clearly gains its
momentum from the movement of deconstruction that takes place
in the second part, using Rousseau as a sparring partner. Rousscau
plays for Derrida somewhat the same part that Wagner plays [or
Nictzsche in The Birth of Tragedy, a text De la Grammatologie
resembles even more closcly than it resembles the Essai sur
lorzéme des langues. The fact that Wagner serves a presumptively
¢ positive function in Nictzsche, whereas Rousseau is an antithetical

“ mask or shadow for Derrida, matters very little: the type of mis-

reading is very similar in both cases. Rousseau nceded no cquiva-
lent mediating figure in the Essai; he takes his energy entirelys),
[rom the stru]gth of his radical rejection of the present momcu:g

The attacks on Rameau, on Condillac, on Du Bos or the tradition
Du Bos represents, arce contingent polemics not an essential part
of the structure: what stands under indicument is language itsclf
and not somebody’s philosophical error. Neither does Rousseau
hold up any hopc that one could ever escape from the regressive
process of misunderstanding that he describes; he cuts himself

_off once and forever from all future disciples. In this respect,

_
£

i\

X

*Dcrrida’s text is less radical, less mature than Rousscau’s, though

not less literarv. Nor is it less 1mp0r1'mt from a phllmoplncal
point of view than The Birth of Tragedy. As is well known,
Nictzsche himself later eriticized the use he had made of Wagner
in the carly book, not merely because he changed his mind about
the latter’s merits—he had, in fact, already lost most of his illusions
about '\«Vagnc‘r when he wrote The Birth of Tragedy—but because
‘his presence in that text stood in the way of the musicality, the
allegory ol its mode: “Sic hitte singen sollen, diese ‘neuc Secle'—
und mLht reden”—"it should have sung, this ‘new soul,” and not
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have spoken.” He went on to write Zarathustra and Will to Power,
and one may wonder if he was ever able to free himsell enlirely
from Wagner: it may be that an all too hopeful future was con-
w,rted into an all too aberrant past. Rousseau went on to write a
“pure” hetion, La Nouvelle Héloise, and a (reatise of constitutional
law, Le Contrat social—but that is another story, as is the [uture
of Jacques Derrida’s own work.
;  Ihe critical reading of Derrida’s critical rcading of Rousseau

“shows blindness to be the necessary corrclative of the rhetorical
; naturc of literary language. Within the structure ol the system:
flext-reader-critic (in which the critic can be defined as the “sec-

ond” reader or reading) the moment of blindness can be located
differently. If the literary text itself has areas of blindness, the
systemn can be binary; reader and critic coincide in their attempt
to make the unseen visible. Our reading of some literary critics, in
this volume, is a special, somewhat more complex case of this
structure: thc literary (cxts arc themselves critical but blinded,
and the critical rcadmg of the critics tries to deconstruct thc
blindness. 1t should be clear by now that “blindness” implies no
literary va]ur,]udgmcm I ukacs, Blanchot, Poulet, and Derrida
can be called “literary,” in the full sense Uf the term, because of
their blindness, not in spite of it. In the more complicated case
of the non-blinded author—as we have claimed Rousseau 1o be
—the system has to be triadic: the blindness is transferred from
the writer to his first readers, the “traditional” disciples or com-
mentators. These blinded first readers—they could be replaced
for the sake of exposition, by the fiction ol a naive reader, though
the tradition is likely to provide ample m: , in
turn, a critical reader who reverses the tradition and momentarily
takes us closer to the original insight.- The existence of a particu-

arly rich aberrant wadition in the case of the writers who can
Jegitimately be called the most enlightened, is therefore no acei-

~.", dent, but a constitutive part of all literature, the basis, in lact,
of hl’eldiy history. And since interpretation is nothing but the
possibility of crror, by claiming that a certain degrec of blindness
is part ol the 5pculrc.1ty of all literature we also reaflirm the absolute
dependence of the interpretation on the text and of the text
on the interpretation,
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Literary History and Literary Modernity

- A

To write reflectively about modernity leads to problems
that put the usefullness of the term into question, especially as it
applics, or fails w0 apply, to literature. There may well be an
inherent contradiction between modernicy, which is a way of
acting and behaving, and such terms as “reflection” or “ideas” that
play an important part in literature and history. 'The spontaneity
of being modem conflicts with the claim to think and write
about modernity; it is not at all certain that literature and modern-
ity are in any way compatible concepts, Yet we all speak readily
ahout modern literature and even use this term as a device for
historical periodization, with the same apparent unawareness that
history and modernity may well be cven more incompatible than
literature and modernity. The innocuous-sounding title of this
essay may therefore contain no less than two ]ogicaI absurdities—
4 most inauspicious bcginning e )

"I'he term “modernity” reappears with increasing [requency and
seems again to have become an issuc not only as an ideological
weapon, but as a theoretical problem as well. It may cven be

142
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one of the ways by means of_ \\hlch the link between literary
theory and llICld[Y praxis is bcmg partly restored. At other

mioments in history, the topic “modernity” might be used just
a$ an attempt at self -definition, as a4 wav of diagnosing one's own
present, This can happen c}unn-’.r pcnoc{s of considerable inven-
tiveness, periods that seem, ]ookmg back, to have been unusually

productive. At such actual or imaginary times, modvrmt\ would
not be a value in itself, but would designate a set of values that
exist independently of their modernity: Renaissance art is not
admired because it may have been, at a certain moment, a distine-
tively “modern” lorm of art. We do not feel this way about the
present, perhaps because such self-assurance can exist only retro-
spectively. It would be a hopeless task to try to define descriptively
the elusive pattern of our own literary modn,rmly, we drav nearer
to the problem, however, by asking how modernity can, in itself,
become an issue and why this issuc seems to be raised with
particular urgency with fL‘chd to literature or, even more specifi-
cally, with rcgard to theoretical speculations about literature.

That this is indeed the case can be easily verified in Europe
as well as in the United Staces. Lt is partlcularl\ conspicuous, for
example, in Germany where, after being banned Tor political
rcasons, the term modernity now receives a strong positive value-
emphasis and has of late been much in evidence as a batdecry as
well as a serious topic of investigation. The same is true in France
and in the United States, perhaps most clearly in the renewed
interest shown in the transler of methods derived from the social
sciences to literary studics.

Not so |0ng ago, a concern with rnndcrnity would in all likeli-
hood have coincided with a commitment to avant-garde move-
ments such as dada, surrcalism, or expressionism. The term would
have appeared in manifestoes and proclamartions, not in learned
articles or international colloquia. But this does not mean that we
can divide the twentieth century into two parts: a “creative” part
that was actually modern, and a “reflective”™ or “eritical” part that
[eeds on this moderpity in the manner of a parasite, with active
modernity replaced by theorizing about the modern. Certain forcees
that could Iegmmatc] be called modern and that were at work
in lyric poetry, in the novel, and the theater have also now be-
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come operative in the field of literary theory and eriticism. The
gap between the manifestoes and the learned articles has narrowed
to the point where some manilestocs are qulte learned and some
articles—though by no means all—are quite provor.citlve.-.Thm
development has by itself complicated and changed the texmure
of our literary modcrmt} a great deal and brought to the fore diffi-
cultics inherent in the term itself as soon as it is used historically
or reflectively. It is perhaps somewhat disconcerting to learn that
our usage of the word goes back to the late fifth century of our
cra and that there is nothing modern about the concept of moder-
nity. It is even more disturbing to discover the host of complicu-
tions that beset one as soon as a conceptual definition of the term
is attempted, cspecially with regard to literature. One is soon
forced 1o resort to paradoxical formulations, such as defining the
modernity of a literary period as the manner in which it discovers
the lmpossﬂjllltv of l')cmg3 modern.

It is this complication | would like to explore with the help of
some examples that are not neeessarily taken from our immediate
present. They should illuminate the problematic structure of a
concept that, like all concepts that are in essence temporal, acquires
a particularly rich complexity when it is made to refer 1o events
that are in essence linguistic. T will be less concerned: with a
description of our own modernity than with the challenge to the
methods or the possibility of literary history that the concept
implies.

Among the various antonyms that come to mind as possible
opposites [or “modernity”—a varicty which is itself symptomatic
of the complexity of the term—none is more fruitful than “his-
EQL‘*’-” “Modern” can be used in opposition to “traditional” or even

o “classical.” For some French and American contcmpor’irieﬁ,

modcm could cven mean the opposite of “romantic,” a usage
that woukd be harder to conceive for some specialists of German
literature, Antimedernists such as Emil Staiger do not hesitate to
see the sources of a modernism they deplore in the Frithromantik
of Friedrich Schlegel and Novalis, and the lively quarrel now
taking place in Germany is still focused on the early nineteenth-
century tensions between Weimar and Jena. But cach of these
antonyms—ancicnt, traditional, classical, and romantic—would
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cmbroil us in qualifications and discriminations that are, in fact,
superbicial matters of geographical and historical contingency.
We will reach further if we try to think through the latent oppo-
sition between “modern” and “historical,” and this will also bring
us closest to the contemporary version of the problem.

"The vested interest that academics have in the value of history
makes it diflicult to put the term seriously into question. Only an
exceptionally talented and perhaps cccentric member ol the pro-
fession could undertake this task with sufficient energy to make it
effective, and cven then it is likely o be accompanied by the
viclence that surrounds passion and rebellion. One of the most
Qtrl}(mg instances of such a rehellion occurred when Nictzsche,
then a young philologist who had been treated quite generously
by the academic Lstabhahmcm turned violently against the tradi-
tional [oundations of his own discipline in a polemmdi cssay en-

titled “Of the Use and Misuse of History lor Life” (f Vom Nu-
tzen und Nachteil der TTlistorie fir das Leben™). Tllc text is a
good example of the complications that ensue when a genuine im-
pu]sc toward modernity collides with the demands of a historical
consciousness or a culture based on the disciplines of history. It
can serve as an introduction o the more delicate problems that
arisc when modernity is applied more specifically to literature.

It is not at once clear that Nietzsche is concerned with a con-
flict between modernity and history in his Second Unzeitgemdsse
Betrachuing. 'L'hat history is bfemg> t.h.iiiengcd in a [undamental
way is obvious from the start, but it is not obvious that this hap-
pens in the name of modernity. The term “modern” most fre-
quently appears in the text with negative connotations as descrip-
tive of the way in which Nietzsche considers his contemporarics
t0 be corrupwd and enfeebled by an excessive interest in the past.
As opposed to the Greeks, Nictzsche's “moderns” escape from the
issucs of the present, which they are too weak and sterile to con-
front, Into the sheltering inwardness that hlslorv can provide,
hut rhar, bears no rclation 1o actual existence.! Hlstor} and moder-

1. Friedrich Nietzsche, "Vom Nutzen und Nachteil der Historie Fitr das Leben,”
Unzeitgemiisse Betrachtung II in Karl Schlechta, ed., Werke I (Munich, rg54),
PP 23233, 243.
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nity seem to go hand in hand and jointly fall prey to Nictzsche's
cultural eriticism. Used in (his sense, modernity is merely a de-
scriptive term that designates a certain state, of mind Nictzsche
considers prevalent among the Germans of his time. A much
morc dynamic concept of modernity, larreaching enough Lo
serve as a first definition, appears in what s here dircetly being
opposed to history, namely what Nietzsche calls “life.”

“Lite™ is conceived not just in biological but in temporal terms
as the ability to forget whatever precedes a present situation. Like
most opponents of Rousscau in the nincteenth century, Nietzsche's
thought follows purely Rousscaaistic patterns; the text starts
with a contrasting parallel between nature and culture that stems
directly from the Second Discourse on the Ongtm of Ineguality.
The restlessness of human socicty, in contrast to the placid stale
of nature of the animal herd, is dnonowd as man's inability to

forget the past.

[Man] wonders about himself, about his inability [to lcarn]
to forget, and about his tendency to remain tied 1o the past:
No matter how far and how swiftly he runs, the chain runs
with him . . . Man says “l remember,” and envies the ani-
mal that forgets at once, and watches cach moment die, dis-
appear in night and mist, and disappear forever. Thus the ani-
mal lives unhlstorl(all\ 1t hides noth]ng and coincides at all
moments exactly with ‘that which it is; it is bound to be truth-
ful at all times, unable to be anvthing clse

This ability 1o [orget and to live without historical awareness exists
not only on an animal level. Since “lifc” has an ontological as
well as a biological meaning, the condition of animality persists as
a constitutive part of man, Not only are there moments when it
governs his actions, but these are also the moments when he re-
establishes contact with his spontancity and allows his truly hu-
man pature to assert itself.

We saw that the animal, which is truly unhistorical and lives
confined within a horizon almost without extension, exists in
a relative state of happiness: We will therefore have to con-
sider the ability to experience life in a nonhistorical way as

2. Ibid. p. 211,
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the most important and most original ol expericnces, ‘as the
foundation on which right, health, greatness, and anything
P truly human can be erected #

Moments of genuine humanity thus arc moments at which all
anteriority v dmehvs annihilated by the power of an ahsolute
forgetting. f\]t]mugh such a radical rejection of history may be
illusory or unfair to the achievements of the past, it nevertheless
remains justified as necessary to the fulfillment of our human
destiny and as the condition for action.
As the man who acts must, according to Goethe, be without
a conscience, he must also be without knowledge; he forgets
evervthing in order to be able to do something; he is unfair
toward what lies behind and knows only one rnight, the right
of what is now coming into being as the result of his own ac-
tion.*

We are tomhmg here upon the radical impulse that stands be-
hind all genuine modcrnity when it is not mercly a deseriptive
synonym for the contemporancous or for a passing fashion. Fash-
ion (mode) can sometimes be onlv W hat remains of modernity after
the impulse has subsided this can be almost at
d l'rom being an incandescent point in time
into a reproducible cliché, all that remains of an invention that
has lost the desire that produced it. Fashion is like the ashes left
behind by the uniquely shaped Hlames of the fire, the trace alone
ru’mlmg that a firc actually 100k place. But Nietzsche's ruthless
forgctlmg} the bilndnesﬂ w1th which he throws himself into an
action lightened of all previous experience, captures the au-
thentic spirit of modumw It is the tone of Rimbaud when he
declares that he has no antecedents whatever in the lmton of
France, that all one has to expect [rom pocts is “du nouveau” and
that onc must be * al)ﬁohltcl\ madern’ ’; it is the tane of Antonin
Artaud when he asserts that “written poctry has value for onc
single moment and should then be dcstroycd Let the dead
poets make room for the living . . . the time for masterpicees is

3. Ik p.oars.
4. Ibid. p. 216.
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past.” * Modernity exists in the form of a desire to wipe out what-
ever came carlier, in the hope of rvdt.hmg at last a point that
could be called a true present, a point of origin that marks 2
, new departure. This combined interplay of deliberate forgetting
{ ‘with an action that is also a new origin rcaches the full power of
the idea of modernity. Thus defined, medernity and history are
_diametrically OPpmed to_cach other in Nietzsche's text. Nor is
there any doubt as to his commitment to modemity, the only w ay
t0 reach the meta-historical realm in which the rhvlhm of one's
existence coincides with that of the eternal rerurn. Yer the shrill
grandiloquence of the tone may make one suspecl that the Issue
is not as simple as it may at first a appcear.

Of course, within the polemical circumstances in which it was
written, the essay has 1o overstate the case against history and to
aim beyond its target in the hope of reaching it. This tactic is less
interesting, however, than the question of whether Nietzsche can
tree his own thought from historical prerogatives, whether his own
text can approach the condition of modernity it advocates. From
the start, the infoxjcation with the history- rransccnding lile process
is counterbalanced by a deeply pessimistic wisdom that remains
rooted in a sense of historical causality, although it reverses the
movement of history from one of dew_]opmcnt to onc of regression,
Fluman “existence,” we are told near the beginning of the cssay,
“js an uninterrupted pastness that lives from its own denial and
destruction, [rom its own contradictions.” (“IJas Dascin ist nur
ein ununterbrochenes Gewesensein, ein Ding, das davon lebt, sich
sclbst zu verneinen and zu verzehren, sich selbst zu widerspre-
chen.”)® This description of life as a constant regression has
m‘)thing to do with cultural errors, such as the excess of historical
disciplines in contemporary education against which the essay
polemicizes, but lics much decper in the nature of things, beyond
the reach of culture. Te is @ temporal experience of human muta-
bility, historical in the decpest sense of the term in that it implies
the necessary experience of any present as a passing experience
that makes the past irrevocable and unforgettable, because it s

5. Antonin Artaud, Le Thédre et son double, vol, IV of Qeuvres compléies
(Paris, 1956.
6. Nictzsche, ap. cit. p- 212
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inscparable from any present_or future. Keats gained access (o
the same awarencss when, in The Fall of Hyperion, he contem-
plated in the fallen Saturn the past as a foreknowledge of his own
mortal future:

Without stay or prop
But my own weak mortality, T hore
The load of this eternal quictude,
The unchanging gloom . .

Moadernity invests its trust in the power of the present moment
as an origin, but discovers that, in severing itsell from the past, it
has at the same time severed itself from the present. Nictzsche's
text leads him irrevocably to this discovery, perhaps most strikingly
{because most implicitly} when he comes close to describing his
own function as a critical historian and discovers that the rejection
of the past is not so much an act of forgetting as an act of critical
judgment directed against himself.

[The critical student of the past] must possess the strength,
and must at times apply this strength, to the destruction and
dissolution of the past in order to be able to live. [1e achicves
this by calling the past into court, putting it under indictment,
and finally condemning it; any past, however, deserves to be
condemned, for such is the condition of human affairs that
they are ruled by violence and weakness. . . . “It takes a
great deal of strength to be able to live and forget to what
extent life and injustice go together,” . . . But this very lifc
that has to forget must also at times be able to stop forgetting;
then it will become clear how illegitimate the existence of
somcething, of a privilege, a caste or a dynasty actually is, and
how much it deserves to be destroved. Then the past is judged
critically, attacked at its very moots with a sharp knife, and
brutally cut down, regardless of established pieties. This is al-
ways a dangerous process, dangerous for life itself. Men and
eras that scrve life in this manner, by judging and destroving
the past, are always dangerous and endangered. For we are
inevitably the result of earlier generations and thus the result
of their mistakes, their passions and aberrations, even of their
crimes; it is not possible 1o loosen oneself entirely from this
chain. . . . Afterwards, we irv 1o give ourselves a new past
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{rom which we should have liked to descend instead of the
past from which we actually descended. But this is also danger-
ous, because it is so difhcult to trace the limit of one’s denial of
the past, and because the newly invented nature is Tikely to Le
weaker than the previous one. T

The parricidal imagery of the passage, the weaker son Londcmmng
and killing the stronger father, rcaches the inherent paradox of
the denial of history implied in modernity.

As soon as modernism becomes conscious of ils own stra
and it cannot fail to do so if it is justified, as in this text, in the
name of a concern [or the future—it discovers itselt to be a genera-
tive power that not only engenders history, but is part of a genera-
tive scheme that extends far back into the past. The image of the
chain, to which Nietzsche instinctively resorts when he speaks ol
3 l‘llHl.Ol\, reveals this very clearly. Considered as a principle of life,
modernity becomes a principle of origination and turns at once
into a generative power that is itself historical. It becomes impos-
sible to overcome history in the name of life or to forget the past
in the name of modemnity, because both are linked by a temporal
chain that gives them a common destiny. Nietzsche finds it im-
possible to escape from history, and he ﬁna]ly has to bring the two
incompatibles, history and modt,mm {now using the term in the
{ull sense of a radical renewal), r.ogcr.hcr ina pdl‘ddOX that cannot
be resolved, an aporia that comes very close to describing the
predicament of our own present modernity:

For the impulse that stands behind our history-oriented edu-
cation—in radical inner contradiction to the spirit of a “new
time” or a “modern spirit™—must in turn be understood histori-
cally; history itself must resolve the problem of history, histori-
cal knowl (.dge Must turn its weapon agamst melf—thlb three-
fold “must” 1s the imperative of the “new times,” if they are
to achieve something truly new, powcrful, life-giving, and
original ®

Only through history is history conquered; modernity now ap-
pears as the horizon of a historical process that has to remain a

7. Ibid. p. 230.
8. Ibid. p. 261.
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gamble. Nictzsche sees no assurance that his own reflective and
hmomdl attempt achicves any genuine change; he realizes that
his text itself can be nothing but another historical document,? and
finally he has to del legate the power of renewal and modernity to
a mwlncal entity called “youth” to which he can only recommend
the effort of self- I\mmlcdgc that has brought him to his own ab-
dication,

The bad faith implied in advocating sell-knowledge to a younger
generation, while demanding from this generation that it act
blindly, out of a sclf-forgetting that ene is unwilling or unable to
achicve oneself, forms a pattern all too familiar in our own ex-
perience to need comment. In this way Nictzsche, at this carly
point in his carcer , copes with a paradox that his thouoht hay re-
vealed with impressive clarity: Modernity and hlstorv relate to
cach other in a Lurlou‘;]\ (omraduton way that LOCs beyond
antithesis or opposition. If }'IIQTZOI'\ is not fo become sheer regression
or paralysis, it depends on modcrmty for its duration and rcnu«-al,
but modernity cannot assert itself without being at once swallowed
up and rcmlcgratcd into a regressive bistorical process. Nietzsche
offers no real escape out of a predicament in which we readily
recognize the mood of our own modernity. '\1odun1t\ and hmtmv
scem condemned to being linked together in a scli-destroying
union that threatens the survival of both.

Il we see in this paradoxical condition a diagnosis of our own
modernity, then literature has always been essentially modern.
Nictzsche was speaking of life and of culture in general, of moder-
nity and history as they appear in all human enterprises in the
most general sense possﬂjlc. The problem becomes more intricate
when it is restricted to literature. Tlere we are dealing with an
activity that nccessarily contains, within its own specificity, the
very contradiction that Nicezsche discov ercd at the endpoint of his
rehellion against a historically minded culture. Regardless of his-
torical or cubtural conditions, beyond the reach of educational or
moral imperatives, the modernity of literature confronts us at all
times with an unsolvable paradox. On the one hand, literature
has a constitutive aflinity with action, with the unmediated, [ree

g. Ibid. p. 277.
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act that knows no past; some of the impatience of Rimbaud or
Artaud echoes in all literary texts, no matter how serene and de-
tached they may scem. The historian, in his lunction as historian,
can remain quite remote from the collective acts he records; his
language and the events that the language denotes are clearly dis-
tinct entities, But the writer's ldnguage is 1o some dcgrcc the prod
uct of his own action; he is both the historian and the agent of his
own language. The dml)l\f&]tDCL of writing is such that it can be
considered both an act and an interpretative process that follows
after an act with which it cannot coincide. As such, it both aflirms
and denies its own nature or specificity. Unlike the historian, the
writer remains so closely involved with action that he can never
free himself of the temptation to destroy whatever stands between
him and his deed, especially the temporal distance that makes him
dependent on an carlier past. 'The appeal of modernity haunts all
literature. Tt is revealed in numberless images and emblems that
appear at all periods—in the obsession with a tabula rasa, with new
bcgmmngs—-—thdl finds recurrent expression in all forms ol writ-
ing. No true account of litcrary language can bypass this persistent
temptation of literature to fulfill itsel{ in a single moment. The
temptation of immediacy is constitutive of a literary consciousness
and has to be included in a definition of the specificity of litera-
furc.

The manner in which this apcci{icin' asserts itself, however, the
form of its actual manifestation, is curiously oblique and confusing.
Often in the course of lltudrv history writers openly assert their
commitment to modernity thus conceived. Yet whenever this hap-
pens, a curious logic that scems almost uncontrolled, a necessity
inherent in the nature of the problem rather than in the will of
the writer, directs their utterance away from their avowed purpose.
Assertions of litcrary modcmity often end up })}* putting the possi-
bility of being modern seriously into question. But precisely be-
cause this discovcry goes against an original commitment that
cannot simply be dismissed as erroneous, it never gets stated
outright, but hides instcad behind rhetorical devices ol ]angmgc
that dlsgmsc and distort what the writer is actually saying, per-
haps in contrast to what he meant to say. Ience the need for the
interpreter of such iexts to respond to levels of meaning not im-
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mediately obvious. The very presence of such complexitics indi
cates the existence of a special problem: How is it that a specific
and important feature of a literary consciousness, its desire for
modernity, scems to lead outside literature into something that no
longer shares this specificity, thus forcing the writer to undermine
his own assertions in order to remain faithful to his vocation?

It is time to clanify what we are trying to convey with some
examples taken from texts that openly plead the cause of moder-
nity. Many, but by no means all, of these texts are written by
people who stand outside literature from the start, cither because
they instinctively tend toward the interpretative distance of the
historian, or because they incline toward a form of action no
longer linked to language. During the quarrel between the An-
cients and the Moderns, the debate between a traditional concep-
tion of literature and modernity that took place in Trance near the
end of the seventcenth century and that is still considered by
some’ as the starting point of a "modern” sense of history, it is
striking that the modern camp not only contained men of slighter
literary talent, but that their arguments against classical literature
were often simply agamst literature as such. The nature of the
debate forced the participants to make comparative critical evalua-
tions of ancient versus contcmporary writing; it obligcd them to
offer something resembling readings of passages in Homer, Pindar,
or Theocritus. Although no one covered himsell with critical glory
in the performance of this task—mainly becausc the powerful im-
perative of decorum {hienséance) tends to become a particularly
opaque screen that stands between the antique text and the classi-
cal reading''—the partisans of the Ancients still performed a great
deal better than the pro-moderns. If one compares the remarks of
a “moderne” such as Charles Perrault on Homer or his application
in 1688 of seventeenth-century bienséance to Tlellenic texts in

10, See, for example, Werner Krauss, “Cartand de la Villate und dic Entste-
hung des geschichtlichen Welthildes in der Frohaufklarung,” Studien zur
Dewtschen und Franzisischen Aufklirung (Berlin, 19637, and H. R. Jauss's sub-
stantial introductiom to his facsimile edition of Charles Perrault, Paralléle des
anciens et des modernes (Munich, 1064, pp. 12—13.

11. Critical utterances concerning the Homeric question are particularly re-
vealing in this respect, in a pattisan of the Moderns like Charles Perrault as
well as in a partisan of the Ancients like Boilean.




I54 BLINDNESS AND INSICHT

Paralléle des anciens et des modernes with Boilean's reply in Ré-
flexions critiques sur quelques passages du rhetrmr Longin of
1694,% it then becomes clear that the “ancicns” had a notion of
decorum that remained in much closer contact with literature, in-
cluding its constitutive impulse toward literary modernity, than
the “modernes.” This fact undoubtedly strengthens, in the long
run, the cause of the moderns, despite their own critical shortcom-
ings, but the point is precisely that a partisan and deliberately pro-
modcm stance is much more casily taken by somecne devoid of
literary sensitivity than by a ;Jcnume writer. Literature, which is
inconceivable without a passion for modernity, also seems to op-
pose from the inside a suble resistance to this passion.

Thus we find in the same period a detached and ironical mind
like that of the early Fontenelle openly take the side of the moderns
in asscrting that “nothing stands so hrmly in the way of progress,
nothing restricts the mind so cffectively as an excessive admiration
for the Ancients.” ' Having to demy su{v the merit of invention
and origin on which the superiority of the Ancients is founded—
and which, in fact, roots their merit in their genuine modernity-—
Fontenelle becomes himself entertainingly inventive in his asser-
tion that the prestige of so-called origins is merely an illusion cre-
ated by the distance separating us {rom a remote past. At the same
time he expresses the mock-anxious fear that our own progressing
rationality will prevent us from benehting, in the eyes of future
generations, from the favorable prejudice we were silly enough to
bestow on the Grecks and the Romans.

By virtue of these compensations, we can hope to be ox-
cessively admired in future centuries, to make up for the little
consideration we are given in our own. Crities will vie o dis-
cover n our works hidden beauties that we never thought of
putting there; obvious weaknesses, that the author would be
the first to acknowledge if they were pointed out to him to-day,
will find staunch defenders. God knows with what contempt

12. H. R, Jauss, op. eit., mentions as other convivcing instances of critical in-
sight among the defenders of the Ancients La Bruyére’s Discours sur Théo-
phraste (1699) and Saint-Evremont’s Sur les poémes des anciens (1685).

13. Fontenelle, “Digression sur les anciens et les modernes,” Oeuvres, IV
(Paris, 1767), pp. 170—2a0.
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the fashionable writers of these future days—-which may well
turn out to be Americans—will be treated in comparison with
us. The same prejudice that degrades us at one time enbances
our value at apother; we are first the victims, then the gods of
the same ¢rror in judgment--an amusing play to observe with
detached eves.

The same playtul indiffercnce prompts Fontenelle to add the re-

mark:
But, in all likelthood, reason will grow more perfect in time
and the crude prejudice in favor of the Ancients is bound to
vanish. Tt may well not be with us much longer. We may well
be wasting our time admiring the Ancients in vain, without
cxpectations of ever being admired in the same capacity. What
a pityt 1

Fontenelle's historical irony is {ar {rom being unliterary, but if
taken at face value it stands at the very opposite pole of the im-
pulse toward action without which literature would not be what
it 1s. Nietzsche admired Fontenelle, but it must have been as an
Apollinian anti-sclf, for nothing is more remote from the spirit of
modernity than Fontenclle’s perfectibilité, a kind of statistical,
quantitative balance between right and wrong, a process of trial-
by-chance that may perhaps lead to certain rules by means ol
which aberrations could be prevented in the future. In the name
ol perfectibilité, he can reduce critical norms to a set of mechanical
rules and assert, with only a trace of irony, that literature progressed
faster than science because the imagination obeys a smaller num-
ber of casier rules than docs rcason. He can easily dismiss poetry
and the arts as “unimportant,” since he pretends (o have moved
so far away from their concerns. His stance is that of the objective,
scientific historian. Fven if taken seriously, this stance would
engage him in a task of interpretation closer to literature than
that of Charles Perrault, for example, who has to resort to the
military and imperial achicvements of his age to find instances of
the supcriority of the moderns. Ihat such a type of modernism
leads outside literature is clear enough. The topos of the anti-
literary, technological man as an incarnation of modernity 1s re-

14. Thid. pp. 195-96, 1399,
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current among the idées regues of the nineteenth century and
symptomatic of the alacrity with which modernity welcomes the
opportunity to abandon litcrature altogether. The opposite tempta-
tion toward a lelCl\ detached interpretation, of which we find an
ironic version in Fontenclle, also reveals the inherent trend to
draw away from the literary. Perrault's committed, as well as
Tontenelle's detached, modernism both lead away from literary
undt‘r’it”mdin;’

Our examples may have been onesided, however, since we
were dealing with ntmhtcmu figures. More revealing is the case
of writers whose proximity to l]tcratuw is beyond ¢ iasputc and
who find themselves, in true accordance with their literary voca-
tion, defenders of modernity—not just in the choice of their themes
and \cttmg‘; but as representative of a fundamental attitude of
mind. 'The poetry of Baudelaire, as well as his plea for modernity
in several eritical texts, would be a good casc in point.

As seen in the famous essay on Constantin Guys, “Le peintre
de la vic moderne,” Baudelaire’s conception of modernity is very
close 1o that of Nictzsche in his sccond Unzeitgemiisse Betrach-
tung. It stemns from an acuate sense of the JPresend as a constitutive
clement of all aesthetic experience:

The pleasure we derive from the representation of the present
{la représentation du présent ) is not merely due to the beauty
it may display, but also to the essential “present-ness” of the
present.’®

The paradox of the problem is potentially contained in the formula
“représentation du présent,” which combines a repetitive with an
instantancous pattern without apparent awareness of the incom-
patibility. Yet this latent tension governs the development of the
entire essay. Baudelaire remains faithful throughout to the seduc-
tion of the present; any temporal awareness s so closely tied for
him to the present moment that memory comes to aPph morc
naturally to the present than it does 1o the past:

Woe be to him who, in Antiquity, studies anything besides
pure art, fogic and gencral method! By plunging into the past

t5. Charles Baudelaire, "Le peintze de la vie moderne” in F. F. Gautier, ed,,
PArt romantique, Oeuvres complétes, IV (Paris, 1923), p. 208. Our italics.
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he may well Jose the memory of the present (la mémoire du
présent). He abdicates the values and privileges provided by
actual circumstance, for almost all our originality stems from
the starnp that time prints on our sensations. 16

The same temporal ambivalence prompts Baudeluire 1o couple
any evocation of the present with terms such as “représentation,”
“mémoire,” or even “temps,” all opening perspectives of distance
and diffcrence within the apparent uniqueness of the instant. Yet
his modernity too, like Nietzsche's, is a forgetting or a suppression
of anteriority, The human hgures that cpitomize modernity are
detined by experiences such as childhood or convalescence, a tresh-
ness of perception that results from a slate wiped clear, from the
absence of a past that has not yet had time to tarnish the immediacy
of perception (although what is thus freshly discovered prefigures
the end of this very treshness), of a past that, in the case of con-
valescence, is so threatening that it has to be forgotten.

All these experiences ol immediacy coupled with their implicit
negation, strive to combine the openness and freedom of a present
severed from all other temporal dimensions, the weight of the past
as well as the concern with a future, with a sense ol totality and
completeness that could not be achieved if a more extended aware-
ness of time were not also involved. Thus we find Constantin
Guys, who is made to serve as a kind of emblem for the poetic
mind, to be a curious synthesis of a man of action (that is, a man
of the moment, severed from past and future) with an observer
and recorder of moments that are necessarily combined within a
larger totality. Like the photographer or reporter of today, he has
to be present at the battles and the murders of the world not to
inform, but to frecze what is most transient and ephemeral into a
recorded image. Constantin Guys, before being an artist, has 1o be
“homme du monde,” driven b}-‘ CUTIOSIty and “alwavys, Spl'rituall}-',
in the state of mind of the convalescent.” The description of his
technique offers perhaps the best formulation of this ideal combina-
tion of the instantancous with a completed whole, of pure fluid
movement with [orm—a combination that would achieve a recon-
ciliation between the impulse toward modernity and the demand

16. Ibid. pp. 224-25. Our iralics.




158 BLINDNESS AND INSIGHT

of the work of art to achieve duration. The painting remains stead-

ily in motion and exists in the open, improvised manner of a
sketeh that is like a constant new beginning. The final closing of
the [orm, constantly postponed, occurs so swiftly and suddenly

that it hides its dependence on previous moments in its own pre-
cipitous Instantaneity. The entire process trics 1o outrun time,
to achicve a swiltness that would transcend the latent opposition
between action and form.

In M[onsieur| Gluys|’s manner, two features can be ab-
served; in the hirst place, the contention of a highly suggestive,
resdrrecting power of memory, a memory th.]t addresses all
things with: “Lazarus, arise!”; on the other hand, a fiery, in-
toxicating vigor of pencil and brushstroke that almost re-
sembles furv. T scems to be in anumsh of not going fust
enough, of Ictrmg the phantom escape before the synthesis
has been extracted from it and recorded, M. G. heging
by slight pencil-marks that merely d(,m;,natc thc place assigned
to various objects inn space. Then he indicates the main sur-
faces. . . . At the last moment, the definitive contour of the
objects is scaled with ink. . . . This simple, almost clemen-
tary mcthod . . . has the incomparable advantage that, at
cach point in the process of its claboration, cach drawing scems
suflictently completed: vou may call this a sketch, it you like,
Lutitisa pchCLt sketch.1?

'T'hat Baudelaire has to refer to this synthesis as a “fantéme” is
another instance of the rigor that forces him to double any asser-
fion by a qualifying use of language that puts it at once into ques-
tion. The Constantin G uys of the essay is himself a phantom, hear-
ing some resemblance to the actual painter, but differing {rom
him'in hemg the fictional achievement of what cxisted only poten-
tially in the “real” man. Even it we consider the character in the
essay 1o be a mediator used to formulate the ptospmme vision of

Baudelaire's own work, we can still witness in this vision a similar
disincarnation and reduction of meaning. At first, in the enumera-
tion of the themes that the painter Cor writer) mll sclect, we again
find the t(’]TlpIdtl(J‘n of modLrnln to move outside arf, its no‘;tdigm
for the immediacy, the facticiey of entities that are in contact with

17. 1hid. p. 228,
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the present and illustrate (he heroic ability to ignore or to forget
that this present contains the prospective sclf-knowledge of its
end. The hgure chosen can be more or less close to being aware
of this: it can be the mere surface, the outer garment of the pres-
ent, the unwitting deflance of death in the soldier’s colorful coat,
or it can be the philesophically conscious sense of time of the
dandy. In cach case, however, the “subject” Baudelaire chose for a
theme 1s prelerred because it exists in the facticity, in the moder-
nity, of a present that is ruled by experiences that lie ousside lan-
guage and escape from the successive temporality, the duration in-
volved in writing, Baudelaire states clearly that the attraction of a
writer toward his theme—which is also the attraction toward an ac-
tion, a modernity, and an autonomous seaning that would cxist
outside the realm of language—is primarily an attraction to what is
not art. The statement occurs with relerence to the most anonymous
and shapeless “theme”™ of all, that of the crowd: “Clest un moi in-
satiable de non-moi. (It is a sell insatiable for non-selfhood . . . *
Il one remembers that this “moi” designates, in the metaphor of a
subject, the specilicity of literature, then this specificity is defined
by its inability to remain constant to its own specificity.

This, at least, corresponds to the first moment of a certain mode
of heing, called literature. It soon appears that literature is an
entity that exists not as a single moment of self-denial, but as a
plurality of moments that can, if one wishes, be represented—but
this is a mere representalion—as a Succession ol moments or a
duration. In other words, literature can be represented as a move-
ment and is, in essence, the ictional narration of this movement.
After the initial moment of flight away from its own specificity,
a moment of return follows that leads literature back to what it is
—but we must bear in mind that terms such as “after” and “fol-
lows” do not designate actual moments in a diachrony, but are
used purely as metaphors of duration. Baudelaire’s texe illustrates
this return, this reprise, with striking clarity. The “moi insatiable
de non-moi . . .” has been moving-tou-‘ard a scrics of “themes”
that reveal the impatience with which it tries to move away from
its own center. These themes become less and less concrete and

18. Ibid. p. 219
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substantial, however, a]tlmugl'l thcy arc being evoked with in-
creasing realism and mimetic rigor in the description of their sur-
faces. The more realistic and chtorml they become, the more ab-
stract they are, the slighter the residuce of meaning that would exist
outside their specificity as mere language and mere signifiant.
The last theme that Baudelaire evokes, that of the carriages, has
nothing whatever to do with the facticity of the carriage—although
Baudclaire insists that in the paintinm‘. by Constantin Guys “the
entire struciure of the carriage-body is pc‘rh‘cl]v orthodox: every
part is in its place and nothing needs to be correeted.” ™ T'he sub-
stantial, thematic meaning oi the carriage as such, however, has

disappeared:

Regardless of attitude and position, regardless of the speed at
which it is launched, a carriage, like a ship, receives from its
motion a mysteriously Lomplex graaeful air, very hard to
capture in short-hand Ctrés difhcile a qtenogmp}ner, The
pleasurc that the artist’s eve derives from it is drawn, or so it
secs, from the sequence of geometrical ﬁgurcs th«lt this al-
ready so mmphcated object cngcndt rs successively and swiftly

in space.?

What is here being stenographed is the movement by which, i
apparent and mctaphorlca] succession, literature first moves away
[rom iwself and then returns. All lhal remains of the theme is a
mere outline, less than a sketch, a time-arabesque rather than a
figure. The carriage has been allegorized into nothingness and
exists as the purely temporal vibration of a successive movement
that has only linguistic existence—for nothing is more radically
metaphorical than the expression “Agures géométriques”™ that Bau-
delaire is compelled (o use to make himself understood. But that
he wants to be understood, and not misunderstood in the beliel
that this geometry wou Id have recourse to anything that is not
lmuuagc is clear from its implied identification with a mode ol
writing. The stenos in the word btcnograph}, meaning Narrow,
could be used ro designate the confinement of literature within its
own boundaries, its dependence on duration and repetition that

1g. Ihid. P 259-
20, Ibid.
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Baudelaire experienced as a curse. But the fact that the word
dCSlgnalCS a form of w riting indicates the compulsion 1o return
(6 a literary mode of being, as a lorm of language that knows it-
self to be mere reperluon mere fiction and allegory, forever un-
able to participate in the spontancity of action or modcrmtv

The mavement of this text—that could be shown to pardl]c] the
development ol Baudelaire's poetry as it moves from the sensory
richness of the earlier poems to their grddu’i] ‘1]]LUOFT?£LUOD in the
prosc versions of the Spleen de Paris gTeCs
of explicitness in all writers and measures thc ]egmmdcy of their
¢laim to be called writers. Modernity turns out 1o be indecd one
ol the concepts by means of which the distinetive nature of litera-
ture can be revealed in all its intricacy. No wonder it had to be-
i come a central issue in crirical discussions and a source of torment
to writers who have to confront it as a challenge to their vocation.
They can neither accept nor reject it with goed conscience. When
they assert their own modernity, they are )ound to discover their
dcpcndcmL on similar asscrtions made by their literary predeces-
_ sors; their claim to being a new bcommng turns out to be the
5 repetition of a claim that has alw ays already been made. As soon
; as Baudelaire has to replace the single instant of invention, con-
ceived as an act, by a successive movement that involves at Ieast
two distinct moments, he enters into a world that assumes the
depths and complications of an articulated time, an interdepend-
ence between Past and future that prevents any present [rom cver
( coming into being.

The more radical the rejection of anything that came before,

the greater the dependence on the past. Antonin Artaud can go w
the extreme of rejecting all forms of theatrical art prior to his own
in his own work, he can demand the destruction of any form of
written text—he nevertheless finally has to ground his own vision
in examples such as the Balinese theater, the least modern, the
most text-frozen type of theater conceivable. And he has to do so
with full knowledge that he thus destroys his own project, with
the hatred of the traitor for the camp that he has chosen to join.
Quoting the lines in which Artaud attacks the very concept of the
theater on which he has waged his entire undertaking ("Rien de
plus impic que le systéme des Balinais . . "), Jacques Derrida

S

e e, Gt e

e nm————

——




162 BLINDNESS AND INSIGHT

can rightly comment: “{Artaud] was unable to resign himself to a
theater based on repetition, unable to renounce a theater that would
do away with all forms of repetition.” #' The same fatal interplay
governs the writer's attitude toward modcrnit}-‘: he cannol re-
nounce the claim to being modern but also cannot resign himself
to his dependence on predecessors—who, for that matter, were
caught in the same situation. Never is Baudelaire as close to his
predecessor Rousscau as in the extreme modernity of his latest
prose pocms, and never is Rousseau as tied to his literary ances-
tors as when he pretends to have nothing more to do with litera-
ture.

The distinetive character of lerature thus becomes manifest as
an inability to escape from a condition that is felt o be unbearable.
Tt seems that there can be no end, no respite in the ceascless pres-
sure of this contradiction, at least as long as we consider it from
the point of view of the writer as suh]cct "The discovery of his
inability to be modern leads him back o the fold. within the
autonomous domain of literature, but never with genuine appease-
ment. As soon as he can feel appeased in this situation he ceases to
be a writer. His language may be capable of a certain degree of
rrdnqm]l]t\, 1t is, after all, the product of a renunciation that has

allowed for the metaphouc.a] thematization of the predicament.
But this renunciation does not involve the subject. 'T'he continu-
ous appeal of modernity, the desirc to break out of literature to-
ward the reality of the moment, prevails and, in its tumn, foldmg
]J‘]Clx L]I)On lt‘sLM t‘I‘IULIl(JU’% t e T(.,Pf_‘t]t]ﬂn dl’l(l th(‘ (_Unt"'l]_lr_‘ltl(—)n O|
literature. Thus modelmtv which is fundamentally a falling away
from litcrature and a rejection of history, also acts as the prmupl
that gives literature duration and historical existence,

The manner in which this inherent confict determines the
structure of literary language cannot be treated within the limits
ol this essay. We arc more concerned, at this point, with the ques-
tion of whether a history ol an entity as self-contradictory as litera-
ture is conceivable. Tn the present state of literary studics this
possibility is far from being clearly established. Tt is generally
admitred that a positivistic history of literature, treating it as if it

21. Jacques Dertida, “Le théatre de la cruauté et la cldture de la représentation,”
L'Ecriture et lg différence (Edition dn Senil: Paris, 1067), p. 367,
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were a collection of empirical data, can only be a history of what
literature is not. At best, it would be a pre[lmm Yy C classification
dpening the way for actual literary study, and at worst, an obstacle
in the way of literary understanding. On the other hand, the
intrinsic interpretation of literaturc claims to be anti- or a-historical,
but often presupposes a notion of history of w Imh the eritic js not
himsell awarc.

[n describing literature, from the standpoint of the concept of
modernity, as the steady fluctuation of an entity away from and
toward its own mode of being, we have constantly stressed that
this movement does not take place as an actual sequence in time;
lo represent it as such is merely a mcmphor making a sequence
out of what occurs in fact as a synchronic juxtaposition. The se-
quemml diachronic structure of the process stems {rom the nature
of literary language as an entity, not as an event. Things do not
happen as if a literary text ror a literary vocation) moved for a
certain period of time away [rom its center, then turned around,
folding back upon itself at one «;peciﬁc moment to travel back to
its genuine point of origin. These imaginary motions between [ic-
tional points cannot be located, dated, and represented as if they
Were le(,LH in a geography or events in a genetic history. Even in
the discursive texts we have used—in Baudelaire, in Nictzsche, or
even in Fontenclle~—the three moments of flight, return, and the
turning point at which flight changes into return or vice-versa,
exist simuliancously on levels of meaning that are so intimately
intertwined that they cannot be separated. When Baudclaire, tor
example, HI}CU](H of “représentation du pré%cm " of "mémoire du
présent,” of “synthése du fandme,” or of “ébauche finic,” his lan-
guage names, at the same time, the llight, the turning point, and
the return, Our entire argument lies compressed in such formula-
tions. This would even be more obvious il we had used poctic
instead of discursive texts, [t follows that it would be a mistake to
think of literary history as the diachronic narrative of the fluctuat-
ing malion we have tried to describe. Such a narrative can be only
mctiphorlc.al and history is not fiction.

With respect to its own specificity {chat is, as an existing entity
susceptible to historical description), literature exists at the same
time in the modes of error and truth; it both betrays and obeys its
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own made of being. A positivistic history that sces literature only
as what it is not Cas an objective fact, an empirical psyche, or a
communication that transcends the literary text as text) is, there-
fore, necessarily inadequate. The same is true of approaches to
literature that take for granted the specificity of literature (what
the French structuralists, echoing the Russian formalists, call liter-
arity [littérarité] of literarure ) Al literatare rested at case within
its own sclf-definition, it could be studied according to methods
that are scientific rather than historical. We are obhgcd to confine
oursclves 10 history when this is no longer the case, when the
entity steadily puts its own onrological status into qucsllthhc
structuralist ooal of a sclence of IltCI’dl) forms assumes this stability
: and treats lltemturc as il the fluctuating movement of aborted self-
B definition were not a constitutive part of its language. Strucruralist
: formalism, therefore, systematice 11|\ l)\ p’lssc’% the necessary compo-
nent of lllCldtUl(‘ for which the term “modernity” is not such a
bad name after all, despite its ideological and polcmlcal overtancs.

It is a very L(W(*a]uw paradox, confirming again that anything
touching upen literatare becomes at once a Pandora’s hox, that
the eritical method which denies literary modernity would appear

—uand even, In certain respects, w ould be—the most modern of
critical movements.

Could we conceive of a lltcran hmton that would not truncate
literature l)\ puttmg us IIlI‘?](,c‘l(]lng]) wto or ouiside i, that would
be able to maintain the literary aporia throughout, account at the
same time for the truth and the [alschood of thc knowle lge litera-
ture conveys about itself, distinguish rigorously between meta-
phorical and historical Idngu‘wc and account lor |1tcrar) moder-
nity as well as for its historicity? Clearly, such a conception would
imply a revision of the notion of h1slor) and, beyond that, of the
notion of time on which our idea of lmmrv is hased. [t would
imply, for instance, abandoning the pre- assumed concept of his-
tory as a gencrative process that we [ound operative in Nictzsche's
text—although this wext also began to rebel against it—of history
as a temporal hierarchy thar resembles a parental structure in
which the past is like an ancestor begetting, in a moment of un-
mediated presence, a future capable of repeating in its turn the

=
same generative process. The relationship between truth and error
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that prevails in literature cannot be represented genetically, since
truth and error exist simultancously, thus preventing the tavoring

of the one over the other. The need to revise the foundations of

literary history may scem like & desperately vast undertaking; the
task appears even more disquicting il we contend that literary
history could in fact be paradigmatic for history in general, since
man himself, like literature, can be defined as an entity capable of
putting his own mode of being into question. The rask may well
be Jess sizable, however, than it seems at first. All the directives we
have formulated as guidelines for a literary history are more or
less taken for granted when we are engaged in the much more
humble task of reading and understanding a literary text. 1o be-
come good literary historians, we must remember that what we
usually call literury history has little or nothing to do with litera-
turc and that what we cal literary inlerpretation—provided only

o o
it is good interpretation—is in fact liuzrary history. I we extend
this notion beyond literature, it merely confirms thae the bases for
historical knowfcdgc arc not empirical {acts but written texts, even

if these texts masquerade in the guise of wars or revolutions.




IX

Lyric and Modernity

My essay title and procedure call for some preliminary clari-
fication before 1 get involved in the technicalities of detailed
exegesis. [ am not concerned, in this paper, with a descriptive
characterization of contemporary poctry but with the problem of
literary modernity in general. 'The term “modermity” is not used
in a simple chronological sensc as an approximate synonym for
“recent” or “contemporary” with a positive or negative value-cm-
phasis added. It designates more generally the pmb}cmalica] possi-
bility of all literaturc’s existing in the present, of being considered,
or read, from a point of view that claims to share with it its own
sense of a temporal present. In theory, the question of modernity
could therefore be asked of any litcrature at any time, contempo-
rancous or not. In practice, however, the question has to be put
somewhat more pragmatically from a point of view that postu-
lates a roughly contemporancous perspective and that favors recent
over older literature. This necessity is inherent in the ambivalent
status of the term “modernity,” which is itself partly pragmatic and
descriptive, partly conceptual and normative. In the common

166
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usage of the word the pragmatic implications usually overshadow
theoretical possibilities that remain unexplored. My emphasis trics
to restore this balance 1o some degree: hence the stress on literacy
categorics and dimensions that exist independently of historical
contingencies, the main concession being that the examples are
chosen from so-called modern literature and criticism. The con-
clusions, however, could, with some minor modifications, be trans
ferred to other historical periods and be applicable whenever or
wherever literature as such oceurs,

What is thus assumed to be possible in time—and it is a mere
assumption, since the compromise or theorizing about examples
chosen on pragmatic grounds docs in fact beg the question and
postpones the issuc—can much more easily be justified in geo-
graphical, spatial terms. My anmp](,s are taken primarily from
French and German literature. 'The polemical aspects of the argu-
ment are dirceted against a trend prevalent among a relatively
small group of German scholars, a group that is representative but
by no means predominant in Continental criticism. But it should
not he difficult to find equivalent texts and critical attitudes in
Foglish or American literature; the indirect route by way of France
and Germany should allow for a clearer view of the local scenc,
once the necessary transitions liave been made. The natural ex-
pansion of the essay would lic in this dircction.

With modernity thus conceived of as a general and theoretical
rather than as a historical theme, it Is not a priori certain that it
should be treated difterently when discussing lyric poetry than it
should, for example, when discussing narrative prose or the drama.
Can the factual distinetion between prose, poctry, and the drama
relevantly be extended to modernity, a notion that is not inhcrently
bound to any particular genre? Can we find out something about
the nature of moc]crmt\ by relating it to lyric poetry that we
could not find out in deali ling with novels or plays? ere again,
the point of departure has to be chosen for reasons of expediency
rather than for theoretical reasons, in the hope that the expediency
may cventually receive theoretical confirmation. It is an estab-
lished fact that, in contemporary criticism, the question of moder-
nity js asked in a somewhat different manner with regard to lyric
poctry than with rcgard to prosc. Genre CONCepts sccfn somchow
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to be sensitive to the idea of modernity, thus suggesting a possible
differentiation between them in terms of their tempaoral structures
—since modernity 1s, in essence, a tcmporal notion. Yet the link
between modcrmt} and the basic genres is far from clear. On the
onc hand, lyric poetry js often seen not as an evolved but 25 an
carly and spontancous form of language, in open contrast to more
self-conscious and reflective forms of literary discourse in prose. In
Lightccmh century specalations aboul the origins of language, the
assertion that the dr(_hdlc ]dngudgc is that of poctry, the contermpo-
rary or modern language that of prose is a commonplace. Vico,
Rousscau, and Herder, to mention only the most famous names,
all assert the priority ol poctry over prose, often with a valoe-
emphasis that scems to interpret the loss of spontancity as a de-
C]ll‘l(,-——cllfll()l_l}_)h this particular aspect of cighteenth-century pm'm-
tivism is in fact a great deal less single-minded and uniform in
the authoers thCmsd\cs than in their later interpreters. Be this as
it may, it remains that, regardless of value judgments, the defini-
tion of peetry as the hrst language gives it an archaic, ancient qual-
ity that s the opposite of modern, whercas the deliberate, cold, and
rational character of discursive prose, which can only imitate or
represent the original impulse it it docs not ignore it altogether,
would be the true language of modernity. The same assumption
appears dunng_) the ewhtecmh century, with “music” " substiruting
[or “poetry™ and oppnbed to language or literature as an equivalent
‘of prose. This becomes, as is well known, a commonplace of post-
symbolist aesthetics, still present in writers such as Valéry or
Proust, though here perhaps in an ironic context that has not al-
wavs becen recognlzu] as such. Music is seen, as Proust puts it,
as a unified, preanalytical “communication of the soul,” a “possi-
bility that remained without sequel [because] mankind chose other
ways, those of spoken and written language.” " In this nostalgic
prilnitivi'inl—\\'hjch Proust is (]Lm}‘itif\ing_’ rather than sllaring—
the music of poctry and the rationality of prosc are opposed as
ancient is opposed to modern. Within this perspective, it would be
an absurdity to speak of the modernity of lyric poetry, since the
lyric is preciscly the antithesis of modernity.

1. Marcel Proust, A la recherche du temps perdu, Pierre Clarac and André
Ferté, eds., Pléiade edidon (Paris, 19542, vol. ITI, “La Prsomnitre,” p. 238,
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Yet, in our own twenticth century, the social proj iection of
modumt\ known as the avant-garde consisted predominantly of
pocts rather than of prose writers. The maost aggressively modern
literary movements of the century, surrealism and expressionism,
in no wav value Prosc over poutry, the dramatic or the narrative
over the l\nc In the recent past, this trend may have changed.
One Qpcd}\s readily, in contemporary French literature, ol a nou-
veaw rowean, but not of a nouvelle poésie. Trench structuralist “new
criticism” is much more concerned with narrative prose than with
poctry and sometimes rationalizes this prelerence into an overtly
anti-poetic acsthetics. But thisis in part a tocal phcnomcnon, a reac-
tion against a traditjonal bias in French criticism in favor of poetry,
pcrha »s also an innocent rejoicing like that of a child that has been
given a new tov, Lhe ilqcowrv that there are critical devices suit-
able for the dna}\sm of prose is by no mecans such a sensational
novelty for Lngluh and American critics, in whom these new
Trench studies of narrative modes may AW&I\(’.n a more sedate
feeling of déja vir. In Germany, however, among critics that are
by no means adverse or ideologically opposed to the contemporary
French schools, lyric poetry remains the preferred topic of mvesti-
gation for a dcfmltmn of modernity. The editors ol a recent sym-
posium on the subject “The Tyric as Paradigm of Modernity” as
sert as a matter of course that “the Jvric was chosen as paradigmatic
for the evolution toward modern literature, hecause the breakdown
of literary forms occurred earlier and can be better documented in
this genre than in any other.” * Here then, far from being judged
absurd, the question of modernity in the ]VL‘]C is mmldcrcd as the
hest means of access to a discussion of liter ary modernity in gen-
eral. In purd\ historical terms, this position is certainly sensible:
it would he impossible to speak relevantly about modern literature
without giving a prominent place to lyric poctry; some of the most
"snggC“stl\(’ t}l(‘(}r(’tlLd] v rlt}n‘-’ (T In(}dernlt\ 1[’: £ l)f.‘ r0L1I1d ln
essays dealing with poctry. Ney ertheless, the tension that develops
between poetry and prosc when they are cansidered within the
perspective of modernity is far from mcamnoic‘;s the question is

2. lurmanente Asthetik, Astherische Reflexion: Lyrik als Paradigma der Maod-
erne, W. [ser, ed., Poetik und Ilermencutik, Arbeltsergebnisse elner Forschungs-
yruppe, 11 (Munich, (9662, p. 4.




178 RLINDNESS AND INSIGIIT

complex enough to have to be postponed until well beyond the
point we can hope to reach in this cssay.

When Yeats, in 1936, had to write the introduction to his
anthology of modern English poctry, in a text that otherwise shows
more traces of fatiguc than of inspiration, he largely used the op-
portunity to sct himsclf apart from Fliot and Pound as maore
modern than they, using Walter James “Lurner and Dorothy
Wellesley as props to rcpr_(:sent a truly modern tendency ol which
he considered himself to be the main representative. 'Lhat he also
had the courage of his convictions is made clear by the fact that
he allotted o himsell, in the body of the anthology, twice as much
space as to anyone else—vith the sole exception of Oliver St. Jolin
Gogarty, hardly a dangerous rival, The theoretical justfication
given for this claim is slight but, in the light of later developments,
quite astute. The opposition between “good” and modern poetry
— his own—-and not so good and not so modern poctry-—mainly
Eliot's and Pound’s—is made in terms of a contrast between poctry
of representation and a poetry that would no longer be mimetic.
‘Ihe mimetic poetry has for its emblem the mirror, somewhat In-
congruously associated with Stendhal, though it is revealing that
the reference is to a writer of prose and that the prosaic element
in Elior’s precision and in Pound’s chaos is under attack, 1his is
a poctry depending on an outside world, regardless ol whether
this world is scen in neat, objective contours or as shapeless flux.
Much less easy to characterize is the other kind of poetry, said to
be of the “private soul . . . abways belind our knowledge, though
always hidden . . . the sole source of pain, stupelaction, evil.” ¥
Tts emblem, as we all know [rom M. F. Abrams, if not necessarily
from Yeats, is the lamp, though here Abrams’s stroke ol genius in
singling out this emblematic pair [or the title ol his book on ro-
mantic literary theory is perhaps slightly misleading, not in terms
of the pocties of romanticism but with regard to Yeats's own mean-
ing. Tn Abrams’s book, the lamp hecomes the symbol of the consti-
tative, autonomous sclf, the creative subjectivity that certainty
looms large in romantic theory, as an analogous microcosm of the

3. Oxford Beok nf Modern Verse, 18921535, W. B, Yeats, ed. (New York,
1936, Introduction, p. XXXL
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world of nature. The light of that lamyp is the sclf-knowledge of a
consciousness, an internalized metaphor of daylight viston; mirror
and lamp are both symbols of light, whatever their further differ-

ences and oppositions may he. Bul Yeats's lamp is not that of the
sell; but of what he calls the “soul” and self and soul, as we know

from his poctry, are antithetical. Soul docs not, at any rate, belong
to the realm ol nataral or artificial Gle., wprescmed or ummwd :

light, but to that of slecp and darkness. Lt docs not dwell in real or

copied nature, but rather in the kind ol wisdom that lies hidden
away in books, To the extent that it is private and inward, the
soul resembles the self, and only by ways of the wlf (and not by
WaYS of nature) can one find aceess o it. But one has to move
through the sell and bevond the self; truly modern poetry is a poe-
try that has become aware of the incessant conflict that opposes a
sell, still engaged in the daylight world of reality, of representation,
and of life, o what Yeats calls the soul. Trandated into terms of
poctic diction, this imp]ic% tliat modern POCLIY USCs an imagery
1]].:”. l'\ bolh H\"]Tll)(}l :Jnd dI L,‘JUI\ t;‘l at I(,P]_(‘H[.’ﬂ[‘ﬁ UI)[(’LLH 111 natare
but is dm_mli\ taken from puwi\ iterary sources. The tension be-
tween these two modes of language also puts in question the
aalenomy of the self. Modern poctry is deseribed b\ Yeats as the
LljﬂhLlfJLih (.‘,\pl’t:bh}(_n‘l (_){h il LUI‘IH]L{ \-’\'ILI‘HI‘I the il.ll‘l(..tl(_)n Ui' !dnguﬂgc
as representation and within the conception of language as the
act of an autonomous seli.

Some literary historians, who nceessarily approached the prob-
][’n'l (_Tll nlf)l:i('TH pf)(,tl’\ 'Jﬂ a ]L,'N‘a PLFHOHJI W J\, |]::l\’(" kY rltl.(_,n ‘1}30111
modern lyric poetry in strikingly similar terms. TTugo Tricdrich,
onc of the last representatives of an outstanding group of Romanic
scholars of German origin that includes Vossler, Cuartius, Auer-
bach, and Leco Spiwer has excrcised a great deal of Influence
]mmg]l his short book T'he Structure of the Modern Lyric* Fried-
rich uses the wraditional listorical patiern, also present in M arcel
Ravmond’s From Baudelaire 1o Surrealism, md}\mgj brench poetry
of the nineteentls century and especially Baudelaire the starting
1‘)(}]“[ OI 4 MOVEINEit Lllclt 3[)1(_,:3(] |19 Lhc w hO]C !)Ody Oi \\ estern
lyric poctry, Flis main concern, understandably cnough in an

4+ Hugo Fricdrich, Die Strukiur der Modernen Lyrile, cxpanded edition {1lam-
burg, 1967 By May, 1967, 111,005 copies of this beok had been printed.
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explicator of texts, is the particular ditheulty and obscarity of
modern poetry, an obscurity not unrclated (o the light- svmhn]mn
of Yeats's mirror and lamp. The cause of the speuﬁLa]]) medern
kind of obscurity—which Eriedrich to some extent deplores—re-

,sides Tor him, as for Yeats, in a loss of the representational func-
i tion of poctry that goes parallel with the loss ol a sense ol selthood.

Loss of representational reality (Entrealisierung and loss of self
{Entpersoulichung) go hand in hand: “With Baudelaire, the de-
personalization of the mademn lyric starts, at lcast in the sense
that the Iyrical voice s no longer the expression of a unity be-
tween the work and the empirical person, a unity that the ro-
mantics, contrary to several centuries of caclier 1\11(.3] poctry, had
tried to achieve.” ® And in Baudclaire “idcalization no longer, as
in the older aestheue, strives toward an embellishment of rcaht)
but strives for loss of reality.” Madern poetry—this is said with
reference to Rimbaud—"is no longer concerned with a reader.
It does not want to be understood. It is a hallucinatory storm,
flashes of lightning hoping at most to create the fear hefore danger
that stems from an atiraction toward danger. They are toxts w 1th—
out sell, without ‘T Tor the sell that appears [rom time to time
is the artificial, alien scll projected in the lettre du voyan:.” Uld-
matc])-‘, the function of representation 1§ cntircl}-' tuken over by
sound cffeets without reference to any meaning whatever.
I'riedrich oftfers no theoretical reasons (o (,xphm why the loss of
representation (it would be more accurate to t;pmk of a putting
into question or an ambivalence of rcplucmqtlcm, and the loss of
self—with the same qualification—are thus linked. He gives in-
stead the crudest extrancous and pseudo-historical L\(p]:m 1tion ol
this tendency as a mere escape from a reality that 1s said to have
hecome gradually more unpleasant ever since the middle of the
nineteenth century. (_.ﬂ'dtl]]t(]l_lh fantasies, . . . the absurd,” he
writes, “become aspects ol irreality into which Baudelaire and his
followers want o penctrate, order to avoid an increasing]y con-
fining realiry.”” Critical overtones of morbidity and decadence are
unmistakable, and the possibility of reading Friedrich’s book as an
indictment of modern poctry—a thesis nowhere explicitly stated

5. Quotations in this ]rams_'raph and the next are {in order} from ibid. pp. 36,
56, B4, 53, and 44. All italics are My oW,
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by the author—is certainly not entirely immgn to the Lom;dual)lc
pn)pulm suceess of the book. 1lere again, it is preferable for the
suke of clarity to put the value judgment emporarily between
brackets. Triedrich’s histericist IﬂLLgmund however crude, and
his <;ug(5muon that the evolution of modern literarure follows a
line that is part ol a wider historical patiern allow him 10 give his
essay a genctic historical coherence. A continuous genctie chain
Jinks the work of Baudelaire to that of his successors Mallarmé,
Rimbaud, Valéry, and their counterparts in the other Furopean
literatures. The chain extends in both directions, for Friedrich
finds antecedents of the modern trend as Tar back as Roussean and
Diderol, and makes romanticism a link in the same chain. Symbol-
jst and post-symbolist poctry appear therefore as a later, more
setf-conscious but also more morbid version of certain romantic
insights; both form a historical continuum in which distinctions
can be made only in terms of degree, not of kind, or in terms of
extrinsic considerations, erhical, psychological, souoiogmql or
purely formal. A similar view is represented in this country by
M. H. Abrams, for example, in a paper entitled “Coleridge, Bau-
delaire and Madernist Poetics™ published in 1964.

T'his scheme is so satisfying t our inherent sense of historical
order that it has rarely been challenged. even by some who would
not in the least agree with its potenal ideological implications.
We find, for instance, a group of younger Germdn scholars, whose
evaluation of modernity would be strongly opposed to what s
implied by Friedricly, still adhering to exactly the same historical
scheme. Hans Robert Jauss and some of his colleagues have con-
siderably refined the diagnosis of obscurity that Friedrich had
made the center of his analvsis. Their undual’mdmo of medieval
and baroque liter: sture—which Friedrich chose to use merely in a
contrasting way when writing on the modern Iyric—influenced by
}](_‘ l{l'ﬂd Ui {’Llni]cllnﬂntﬂ] lClIl[LfE)rCiallUn‘s [} 1At Iﬂddc ]t I‘)U.‘:“l})!{" ioi
a critic such as Walter Benjamin to speak about sixteenth-century
litcrature and about Baudclaire in closcly similar terms. allows
them to deseribe Friedrich’s Erzrrmliﬁfm’zmu and Fnrpf,rﬁ'r'iﬂlicfzur:;‘
with new 5[\]1511(_ rigor. The traditional term of dl]LgOl\ that Ben-
jamin, perhaps more than anyone clse in Germany, helped 1o re-
store to some of its full implications is [u,qut.nri\ used by them
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to describe a tension within the language that can no longer be
medeled on the subject-object relationships derived from experi-
ences of pereeption, or from theories of the imagination derived
from perception. In an catlicr essay, Benjamin had suggcatad that
. “the intensity of the mrcuclatlons}np between the pereeptual and
" the intellectual clement” * be made the main concern of the inter-
: preter of poctry. This indicates that the assumed correspondence
between meaning and object is put into question. From this point
on, the very presence of any outward object can become superflu-
ous, and, in an 1mpormnt article pub ished in 1960, T1. R. Jauss
charaucrlzcs an allegorical style as “beawté inutile,” the absence
of any reference to an exterior reality of which it would be the
sign. The “disappearance of the object” has become the main
theme.™ This development is secn as a historical process that can
be more or less accurately dated: in the field of lyric poetry, Bauo-
delaire is still named as the originator of a modern allegorical style.
Fricdrich’s historical pattern survives, though now based on lin-
guistic and rhetorical rather than on superficially sociclogical con-
siderations. A student of Jauss, Karlheinz Stierle, tries to document
this scheme in a consecutive reading of three poems by Nerval,
Mallarmé¢, and Rimbaud, showing the gradual process of irrealiza-
tion dialectically at work in these three texts.?

Sticrle’s detailed reading of a late and difficult sonnet by Mal-
larmé can serve as a model lor the discussion of the idées regues
that this group of scholars stll shares with Friedrich, all political
appearances to the contrary. I lis interpretation of the Tombean de
Verlaine—chronologically though not stylistically perhaps Mal-
6. “. . . dic Intensitit der Verbundenheit der anschanlichen und der geistigen
Elemente.” Walter Benjamin, “Zwei Gedichte von Halderlin,” in Schriften, 11
(Frankfurt a. M., 1955], p. 377.

7. Hans Robert Jauss, “Zur Frage der Struktureinheit #lterer und moderner
Lyrik,” GRM, XIT (10607, p. 266,

B. Kurlheinz Stierle, “Miglichkeiten des dunklen Stils in den Anfingen mod-
erner Lyrik in Frankreich,” in Lyrik als Paradigma der Mederne, pp. 157-94.
My argument is more polemical in tone than in substance. Some of the doubts
expressed about the possibilty of a nonrepresentational poetry are conceded by
K. Stierle himself in a later addition to his original paper (ibid. pp. 193-94..
The possibility of complete “ireealization” asserted in the analysis of the Mal-
larmé text is thus put into question. Rather than by the contrast between lirera-

ture and painting suggested by Stierle, 1 approach the problem in terms of a
contrast hetween a genetic concepl of literary history and modernity.
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larmé's last text—Following Benjamin’s dictum, (,Oﬂ%CiOLIS]\ ana-
Iues the obscurity of the poem ‘and the resistance of its diction
t6 a definitive mcaning or set of meanings, as the interpenctration
between intellectual and pcrt.eptual clements. And Stierle comes
to the conclusion that, at least in certain lines of the pocm, the
sensory clements have entirely vanished. At the beginning of the
sonnet, an actual object—a rombstone—is mr.rodutcd,

Le noir roc courroucé que la bise le roule

but this actual object, according to Stierle, is “at once transcended
into irreality by a movement that cannot be represented.” As for
thc second stanza, “it can no longer be referred to an exterior real-
ity.” Although Mallarmé’s poetry, moere than any other (including
Baudclairc’s or Nerval's), uses objects rather than subjective [eel-
ings or inward emotions, this apparent return to objects (Vergegen-
standlichung), far from augmenting our sense of reality, of lan-
guage adequately representing the object, is in fact a subtle and
successtul stratcgy to achieve complete irreality. The logic of the
relationships that exist between the various objects in the poem
is no ]nngcr based on the logic of nature or of representation, but
on a purcly intellectual and allegorical logic deerced and main-
tained by the poct in total defiance of narural events. “The situa-
tion of the poem,” writes Stictle, referring to the dramatic action
that takes place between the various “things” that appear in it

can no longer be represented in sensory lerms. . . . IF we
consider, not the object but that which makes it unreal, then
this is a poctry of allegorical reification (Vergegenstind-
Lichung). One is struck most of all by the nonrapresemah]htv
of what is assumedly being shown: the stone rol ling by its own
will. . .. Tn traditonal allegory, the function of the concrete
imagc was to make the meaning stand out more vividly. The
semsus allegoricus, as a concrete representdtion acquired a
new clarity. But for Mallarmé the concrete image no longer
leads to a clearer vision. The unity reached on the level ()F
the object can no longer be r(‘prmentcd And it is precisely
this unreal wn%tellatmn that is intended as the product of
the poetic activity.

This particular Mallarméan strategy is seen as a development lead-




176 RLINDNESS AND INSIGHT

ing beyond Baudelaire, w hose allegory is still centered on a subjeet
and is psyc chologically motivated. Mallarmé’s modernity stems {rom
thie m‘lersonahtv of an allegorical (ie,, HODI‘CI)IC‘?(‘T‘ItdthIl‘}l) dic-
tion cnllrci) {reed from a subject. The historical continuity {rom

Baudelaire to NMallarmé follows a genctic movement of é,radual
allegorization and dcpcrsond]mauon.

The test of such a theory has to be found in the quality of
the exegetic work performed by it proponent. Returning to the
text, we can confine oursclves to one or two of the key words
that Pfa\r an important part in Stierlc’s argument. First of all, the
ward “roc” in the first line:

Le noir roc courroucé que la bise e roule

The movement ol this rock, driven by the cold north wind, 1s
said by Stierle to be “at once” beyond representation. As we know
from the actual occasion for which the poem was written and
which is alluded to in the dde, as well as {rom the other Tombeansx
pocms of Mallarmé on Poe. Gautier, and Baudelaire, this rock
indeed represents the monument of Verlaine's grave around which
a group of writers gathered o eclebrate the fnsl anniversary of
his death. The thought that such a stone could be made to move
by the sheer force of the wind, and that it could then be halted
{or an attempt be made to halt it) by applying hands w it ("Ne
s'arrétera ni sous de picuses mains/ latant sa ressemblance avee
les maux humains™), is indeed absurd from a representational
point of view. Equally absurd js the pseudo-representational phrase
that combines a literal action (“tater”) with an abstraction {“la
ressemblance”, made more unreal yet because the resemblance
is in its turn to something general and abstract ("la ressemblance
avee les maux humains”). We are supposed to touch not a stone
but the resemblance of a Stone, w andermg about driven bV the
wind, to a human emotion. Stierle certainly scems o have a point
\ﬁ-hm he characterizes this dramatic “situation” as beyond repre-
sentation.

But why should the significance of “roc” be restricted to onc
single meaning? At the furthest remove from the literal reading,
we can think of the rack in purcly emblematic terms as the stone
miraculously removed from the grave of a sacrificial figure and
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allowing for the metamorphosis of Christ from an carthly into
a heavenly body; such a miracle could casily be accomplished by
an allegorical, divine wind. There is nothing [arfetched in such a
reference. The circumstance of the poem is precisely the “empty
tomb” (to quote Yeats) that honors the spiritual entity of Verlaine's
work and not his bodily remains, Verlaine himsell, in Sagesse,
singled out by Mallarmé as his most important work,” constantly
sees his own destiny as an Pmitatio Christi and, at his death, much
was made of the redeeming virtue of suffering for the repenting
sinner. In Mallarmé's short prose texts on Verlaing, one senses his
irritation with a facile Christianization ol the poet, left to die in
poverty and scorned as the alchoholic tramp that he was during his
lifetime, but whose destiny becomes overnight a lesson in Christian
redemption. This sentimental rehabilitation of Verlaine as a Christ
higure, alluded to in the reference to the miracle of the Ascension,
making his death exemplary for the suffering of all mankind, goes
divectly against Mallarmé's own conception of poctic immortality.
The real movement of the work, its Tuture destiny and correct
understanding, will not be halted ("ne sarrétera pas™) by such
hypacritical picty. The opposition against a conventional Christian
notion of death as redemption, a theme that recurs constantly in
all the Tombeauy puems with their undeniable Masonic overtones,
is introduced from the start by an emblematic rcading of “roc” as
an allusion to Seripture.’

What concerns us must for our argument js that the word
“roc” thus can have several meanings and (hat, within the system
of meanings so set up, a dilferent representational logic can be
expected to function; within the scriptural context of miraculous
cvents we can no longer expect naturalistic consistency. But be-
tween the literal rock of the gravestone and the emblematic rock
of Christ’s tomb, many intermediary readings are possible. Tn
another prose text of Mallarmé's on Verlaine (that Stierle never
mentions} Verlaine, later called tramp (vagabond)} in the poem,

9. Mallarmé, Oeuvres completes, Henri Modor and G. Jean-Aubry, eds., Pléiade
edition (Parls, 1og5), p. 873.

io. The same pn]emic‘..’il tone 1s apparent in a birief prose text written for the
same occasion, the fiest anniversary of Verlaine’s death {Januarvy 15, 1897
(Pléiade edition, p. 865). The sannct, which appeared in La Revue blunche of
January 1, 1897, actually precedes this text.
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is scen as a victim of cold, solitude, and poverty"! On another
level, “roc” can then designate Verlaine himsell, whose dark and
hu]LmE H}Id e can \\1t]mut tor much visual effort be seen as a
‘noir roc.’ L\nd the black object driven by a cold wind in the
month of January suggests still another meaning: that of a dark
cloud. In Mallurmé’s poems of this period (onc thinks of Un Coup
de Des, of “A la nue accablante tu,” ete.) the cloud symbolism
plavs a prominent part and would almost "have to enter into the
symbolic paraphernalia of any poem—since Mallarmé strives for
the inclusion of his entire sy mbalic apparatus in cach text, however
brief it may be. The hidden cloud imagery in this sonnet, first
pereety: ed by the intuitive but astute 1 Mallarmé reader Thibauder
in a commentary on the poem, which Stierle mentions,' reappears
in the second stanza and Lomplctcs the cosmic S\mbohc system
that starts out “here” (Viel,” in line 52, on this pastor al carth, and
ascends, b}-‘ Way of the cloud, to the highcsr hi(’.l‘arch}f of the star
inline>: “. . . Tastre mini des lendemains/Dont un scintillement
argentera les foules.” With a lirtle ingenuity, more meapings still
could be added, always bearing in mind the auto-exegetic symt bolic
vocabulary that M: Mlarmé has de veloped by this time: thus the
word “roule,” written in 1897, suggests a crossreference (o the
rolling of the dice in Un Coup de Dés, making the “roc” into a
symbolical equivalent of the dice. And so on: the more relevant
symbolic mcanings one can discover, the closer ane comes 1o the
spirit of Mallarmé’s mclaphorical play in his later vocabulary.
“Noir roc” for a cloud may scem v iauali\» farfetched and loreed,
but it is not visually absurd. The process that takes us from (he
literal rock to Verlaine, to a (.loud and the tomb of Christ, in an

11 T d solitude, te froid, linélégance et la pénurie d'ordinaire composent le
SOTt qu ‘encourt Tenfant . . . marchant en Pexistence sclon sa divinité ”
\Plendt edltl(m Posr) 3. This text was written at the time of Verlaine’s death
{ January o, 1896, and predates the sonpet by one year Gardper Davies {Les
Poémes commémoratifs de Mallarmé, essai d'exdgése raisonné [Pacis, 1952], p.
TG quotes the passage as a gloss on “tnaux homains" in line 3 bur states, with-
out {urther evidence, that the tombstone unambiguousty represents Verlaine (p.
1897,

12, Stierle, p. 174, The reference is to A, Thibaudet, Ja Poésie de Stephane
Mellarmé (Patis, 1926, pp. 307-8. The same passage from Thibaudet is
quoted by Emilie Noulet, Vingt podimes de Stéphane Mallarmé (Paris, 19677,
p. 259, whose commentary on this puem generally follows Davies,




IL.YRIC AND MODERNITY 17

ascending curve from carth to heaven, has a certain representa:
tional, nalura]lxt]c consistency. We Caﬂi\ Tecognize it for the tradi
tional poetic topos that it is, a me[lmorphosls with exactly the
{](‘gICL of naturalistic verisimilitude that one would have to expect
in this case. The entire poem is in fact a poem about a metamor-
phosis, the change brought about by death thar transformed the
actual person Verlaine into the intellectual abstraction of his wark,
“tel qu'en lui-méme enfin I'éternité le Lhdnge' with cmphaslk on
the met:lmorphosis implied in “Lhangc Confining himsell™
the single literal meaning of “roe,” Sterle can rightly say 1}1dt no
representational clement is at p!a} in the text, but he also has
to lose the main part of the mcaning. A considerable extension of
meaning, consistent with the thematie concerns of I\'Ia]]armé’s;
other works of the same period, is brought about by allowing for
the metamorphosis of one object into 4 number of other symbolic
referents. Regardless of the final importance or value of “Mallarmé's
poctry as statement, the semantic plurality has to be taken mto
account at all stages, even and cspcu.JH\ if the ultimate © mesngc
is held to be a mere play of meanings that cance] cach other our.
But this pnh semic process can only [ perecived by a reader will-
ing to remain with a natural ]omc of r(:pzcau‘]latlon—lhc wind
hwmg a cloud, Verlaine ﬁuﬂermg phwmfﬂl\ from the cold—Ilor
a longer span ol time than is allowed for by Stierle, who wants us
to 01\(‘ up any errCscntdliornl reference flom 111(, start, w ithout
trying out some of the possibilities of a GC]’("antallOﬂd] reading.

In the sccond stanza of the sonnet, Stierle is certainly Tight
when he asserts that a summaon of mc.omprchmmhlhty is reached
in the lines

JI
Cert immatdriel deuil opprime de maints
Nubiles plis astre miri des lendemains ., .

What on carth {or, for that matter, in heaven’) could be these
nubile folds that oppress a star or, if one follows Stierle’s templing,
becanse syntactically very Mallarméan sugjgc‘;non that "m.iints
nubiles plis” by inversion modifies “astre” and not ()pl)rlmc "what
then is this mourmng that oppresses a star made up of many nubile
folds? The word “pli” Is onc of the key-symbols of Mallarmé's
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later vocabulary, too rich to even begin to summarize the scries of
related meanings it implies. Sterle rightly suggests that one of
the meanings rcfers to the book, the fold being the uncut page
that d1stmgu]shcs the sclf-reflective volume from the mere informa-
tion contained in the unfolded, unreflective newspaper. The
“nubility” of the book, echoed in the “astrc miiri des lendemains,”
helps to identily the star as being the timeless pro]cct of the uni-
versal Book, the literary paradigm thar Mallarmé, hall-ironijcally,
half-prophetically, keeps announcing as the telos of his and of all
literary enterprise. The permanence, the immortality of this Book
is the true poctic glory bequeathed to future generations. But “nu-
bile,” aside from erotic associations {that can be sacrificed to the
cconomy of our exposition ), alse suggests the bad ctymological but
very Mallarméan pun on uubere {to marry) and nibes (cloud).
“Nubiles plis,” in a visual synecdoche that is holder than it is
felicitous, underscored by an c[ymolomcal pun, sces the clouds as
folds of vapor ahout to discharge their rain. The cloud imagery
alrcady present in “roc” is thus carried further in the second stanza
ol the sonnet. This rcading, which nowise eancels out the rcading
ol “pli” as book—the syntactical ambivalence of gwmo “maints
nubiles plis” both adjectival and adverbial status is a controlled
grammatical device entirely in the spirit of Mallarmé's later style—
opens up access to the main theme of the poem: the difference
between the false kind of transcendence that bases poetic immor-
tality on the exemplary destiny of the poct considered as a person
{in the case of Verlaine, the redeeming sacrifice of the suffering
sinner) and authentic poctic immortality that is entirely devoid
ol any personal circumstances. Mallarmé’s prose statements on
Verlaine show that this is indeed one of his main concerns with
regard to this particular poct, an illustration of his own reflections
on the theme of poctic impersonality. T'he actual person Verlaine,
as the hrst tereet unambiguously states, Is now part of the material
carth— “. . . il est caché parmi Uherbe, Verlaine”—and far re-
moved from the heavenly constellation of which his work has
become a part. The sy mbol of the false transcendence that tries
to rise {rom the pﬂson to the “OIL from the car rhl V t—‘T’]:l]l“lL to
the poetic text, is the cloud. The misdirected mourning of the
contemporarics, the superficial judgments of the journalists, all
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prevent the true significance of the work from manifesting itself.
In the siraightforward representational logic of the line, the cloud
("maints nubiles plis”) covers up the star (“opprime . . . lastre’™)
and hides it [rom sight. tn the dramatic action performed by the
various symbolic objects, the set of meanings associated with
clouds (“roc,” “nubiles plis” . . .} denounces the psychological
fallacy of confusing the impersonal sclf of the poctry with the
empirical self of the life. Verlaine himself did not share in this
muystification, or rather, the correct critical reading of his work
shows that his poctry is in fact not a poetry of redemption, sacrifice,
or personal transcendence. The Tombesux poems always also
contain Mallarmé’s own critical interpretation of the other poet’s
work and he sces Verlaine very much the way Yeats saw William
Morris, as a ﬂa'l‘\-'cly pagan poct unaware of the tragic, Christian
sense of death, a {undamentally happy pastoral poet of carth
despite the misery of his existence. In the second part of the son-
net, the imagery shifts from Christian to pagan sources, from the
Ascension to the river Styx, with the suggestion that he, Mallarme,
might repeat consciously the experience Verlaine went through
in naive ignorance. Verlaing’s death and poctic rmmhgumtmn pre-
higure in a naive tonality the highly selfconscious repetition of
the same experience by Mallarmé himself. ike all true pocts, Ver-
laine is a poct of death, bur death for Mallarmé means premsdv
the discontinuity between the personal self and the voice that
' bPCd]\b in the poetry from the other bank of the river, beyond death.
' '['hese brief indications do not begin to do justice to the com-
plexity of this poem or 1 the depth of the Mallarméan theme link-
. ing impersonality with death. They merely confirm that, as one
i would expect, the sonnet on Verlaine shares the thematic concerns
that arc present in the poetry and in the prose texts of the same
period, including Usn Coup de Dés with its insistence on the neces-
sary transposition of the sacrificial death from the life into the
work. [t is important for our argument that these themes can
only be reached if one admits the persistent presence, in the poetry,
of Jevels of meaning that remain representational. The natural
image of the cloud covering a star is an indispensable clement in
the de\dnpmcnt of the dramatic action that takes place in the
poem. The image of the poetic work as a star implies that poctic
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understanding is still, for Mallarmé, analogous to an act of secing
and therefore best represented by a natural metaphor of light, like
the lamp in Abrams’s title. The poem uses a representational
poetics that remains fundamentally mimetie throughout.

It can be argued that this representational moment is not the
altimate horizon of Mallarmé's poetry and that, in certain texts
that would probably not include the Tombean de Verlaine, we
move beyond any thematic meaning whatsoever.” Even in this
poem, the “ideas” that allow for dircct statement, however subtle
and profound, however philosophically valid in their own right
they may be, are not the ultimate raison d'étre of the text, but mere
pretext. To say this, however-—and the statement would require
many devclopments and qualifications—is to say something quite
different from Stierle’s assertion that a language of representa-
tion is immediately transcended and replaced by an allegorical,
figural language. Only after all possible representational meanings
have been exhiausted can one begin ta ask if and by what these
meanings have been replaced, and chances are that this will be
nothing as harmless as Stierle’s entirely formal notions of allegory.
Up to a very advanced point, not reached in this poem and
perhaps never reached at all, Mallarmé remains a representational
poet as he remains in fact a poct of the self, however impersonal,
disincarnated, and ironical this sell may become in a figure like
the “Maitre” of Un Coup de Dés. Poetry docs not give up its
mimctic function and its dependence on the fiction of a self that
casily and at such little cost.

The implications of this conclusion for the problem of moder-
nity in the yric reach further than their apparent scholasticism
may at first suggest. For Stierle, following Jauss who himself
followed Friedrich, it goes without saying that the erisis of the
sell and of representation in Iyric poctry of the nincteenth and
twenticth centurics should be interpreted as a gradual process.
Baudelaire continues trends implicitly present in Diderot; Mal-
larmé (as he himself stated) felt he had to begin where Baudelaire
had ended; Rimbaud takes an even further step in opening up the
experimentation of the surrcalists—in short, the modernity of po-

13. See abso footnote 9 in Chapter V.
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ctry oceurs as a continuous historical movement. This recanciliation
of modt.rml} with history In a common genctic process Is highly
satisfying, because it allows one to be both origin and offspring at
the same time. The son understands the father and takes his work
a step further, becoming in turn the father, the source of future
offspring, “T'astre miri des lendemains,” as Mallarmé puts it in a
properly genetic imagery of ripening. The process by no means
has to he as €asy and apontancous at is appears in naturc: its

closest rn\?thologlml version, the War of the Titans, is far from
idyllic. Yet, as far as the 1c]ca of modernity is concerned, it remains
an optimistic story. Jupiter and his kin may have their share of
guilt and sorrow about the fate of Saturn, hut they nevertheless
ar¢ modern men as well as historical ﬁgur(_s linked to a past that
they carry within themselves. Their sorrow is a life-giving form
of 1.111(1(,1'3&111(11115j and it integrates the past as an active presence
within the [uture, The literary historian gets a similar satisfaction
from a r1g0r0us historical method that remembers the past while
he takes part in the excitement of a youthful new present, in the
activism of modernity. Such a reconciliation of memory with action—
is the drcam of all historians. In the field of literary studies, the
documented modernism of Flans Robert Jauss and his group, who
scem to have no qualms about dating the origins of modernism
with historical accuracy, is a good contemporary example of this
dream. In their case, it rests on the <1ssumpt1'on that the movement
of lyric poetry away [rom representation is a historical process
that dates back to Baudclaire as well as being the very movernent
of modernity. Mallarmé might in all likelihood have ﬂgrccd with
this, since he himself resorts frequently, and especially in his later
works, to images of filial descent, images of projected futurity
which, although no longer founded on organic continuity, never-
theless remain genetie. '

There is one curious and puzzling exception, however. Many
critics have pointed out that among the various Tombeaux poems
paying tribute to his predecessors, the sonnet on Baudelaire is
oddly unsatisfyving. The subtle critical understanding that allows
Mallarm¢ to state his kinship as well as his differences with other
artists such as Poe, Gautier, Verlaine, or even Wagner scems to
be lacking in the Baudelaive poem. Contrary to the controlled
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obscurity of the others, this text may well contain genuine arcas
of blindness. In lact, Mallarmé’s relationship to Baudelaire is so
complex that little of real insight has yet been said on the bond
that united them. The question is not helped by such lapidary
pronouncements as Stierle’s assestion that “Mallarmé began as a
pupil of Baudelaire with pastiches of the Fleurs du Mal. His latest
poems show how far he went beyond his starting point.” In the
carly poems, most of all in Iérodiade, Mallarmé is in fact system-
atically opposing a certain conception of Baudelaire as a sensuous
and subjective poet—which might well be the limit of his own
explicit understanding of Baudclaire at that time—while simul-
taneously responding, especially in his prose poems, to another,
darker aspect of the later Baudelaire. The two strains remain opera-
tive till the end, the first developing into the main body of his
poctic production, the latter remaining more subterrancan but
never disappearing altogether. The truly allegorical, later Baude-
laire of the Petits Poémes en Prose never stopped haunting Mal-
larmé, though he may have tried to exorcize his presence. Here
was, in fact, the example of a poetry that came close (0 being no
longer representational but that remained for him entirely enig-
matic. The darkness of this hidden center abscures later allusions
to Baudelaire, including the Tombeau poem devoted to the author
of the Fleurs du Mal. Far {rom being an older kinsman who sent
him on his way, Baudelaire, or, at least, the most significant aspect
of Baudclaire, was for him a dark zonc into which he could never
penctrate. Fhe same §s (rue, in different ways, of the view of
Baudclaire held by Rimbaud and the surrealists. The understand-
ing of the nonrepresentational, allegorical clement in Baudelaire
—and, for that matter, in Baudclaire’s predecessors in romanticism
—is very recent and owes little 10 Mallarmé or Rimbaud. In terms
of the poetics of representation, the relationship from Baudelaire to
so called modern poctry is by no means genetic. He is not the
{ather of modern poctry but an enigmatic stranger that later pocts
tried to ignore by taking from him only the superficial themes and
devices which they could rather easily “go beyond.” In authentic
poets such as Mallarmé, this betrayal caused the slightly ohscssive
bad conscience that shines through in his later allusions to Baude-
laire. Such a relationship is not the genetic movement of a his
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torical process but is more like the unecasy and shifting border line

that scparates poetic truth [rom poetic {alsehood.

Lt could not have been otherwise, for if one takes the allegori-
zation of poctry seriously and calls it the distinctive characteristic
of modernity in the lyric, then all remnants of 4 genctic historicism
have to be abandoned. When one of the most significant ol madern
lyricists, the German poet Paul Celan, writes a poem about his
main predecessor Halderlin, he does not write a poem about Iight
but about blindness.'* The blindness here is not caused by a
absence of natural light but by the absolute ambivalence of a ldl'l-
guage. It is a self-willed rather than a natural blindness, not the
blindness of the soathsayer but rather that of Oedipus at Colonus,
who has learned that it is not in his power (o solve the enigma of
language. One of the ways in which lyrical poctry encounters this
enigma is in the ambivalence of a language that is representational
and nonrepresentational at the same time. All representational -
poctry is always also allegorical, whether it be aware of it or
not, and the 1licgor1(al power of the language undermines and
obscures the specific literal meaning of a representation open to
understanding. But all allegorical poetry must contain a representa-
tional clement that invites and allows {or undcrsldndmb, only to
discover that the understanding it reaches is neeessarily in error.
The Mallarmé-Baudelaire relationship is exemplary for all intra-
poctic relationships in that it ilustrates the impossibility for a
representational and an allegorical poetics to engage in a mutually
clarifying dialectic. Both arc necessarily closed to cach other, blind
to cach other’s wisdom. Always again, the allegorical is made repre-
sentational, as we saw Jauss and his dismplcs do when they tried
to understand the relationship between mimesis and A]]ngr}r as

14. Paul Celur, “Tibingen, Jinner,” in Die Niemandsrose (Frankfurt a. M,
19633, P 24. The first stanza of the poem goes as Follows:

Zur Blindheit iiber—

redete Augen.

Thre—""ein

Riitsel ist Rein-

entsprungencs’—, ihre L

Erinnerung an

schwimmende Halderlintiirme, méwen-

umschwirrs,
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a genctic process, foreing into a pattern of contipuity that which
is, by definition, dic negation of all continuity. Or we see ultimate
truth being read back into a representation by torcing literal mean-
ing into an allegorical mold, the way Stierle prematurcly allego-
rized a Mallarmé who knew himsell to be forever trapped in the
deluding appearance ol natural images. The question of modernity
revedls the paradoxical nature of 4 structure that makes Iyrie
poetry into an enigma which never stops asking tor the unreach-
able answer to its own riddle. "o claim, with Triedrich, that
modernity is a form of obscurity is to call the oldest, most ingrained
characteristics of poetry modern. To claim that the loss of repre-
sentation is modern is to make us again aware of an allegorical
clement in the lyric that had never ceased to be present, but (hat
is itself necessarily dependent on the existence ol an earlier alle-
gory and so is the negation of modernity. The worst mystification
is to believe that one can move from representation to allegory, or
vice versa, as one moves {rom the old (o the new, from father to son,
from history 10 modernity. Allegory can only blindly repeat its
carlier model, without final understanding, the way Celan repeats
quotations from Holderlin that assert their own incomprehensibil-
ity. The less we understand a poet, the more he is compulsively
misinterpreted and oversimplified and made to say the opposite of
what he actually said, the better the chances are that he is truly
madern; that is, different from what we—mistakenly—think we
are ourselves. This would make Baudelaire into a truly modern
French poet, Haldedin into a tuly modern German poet and
Wordsworth and Yeats into truly modern English poets.
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