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Klamm and Roque are also related in the sense that they embody figures that
might not even be real. The name Klamm recalls the Czech word &/, meaning “illu-
sion”, and works in Kafka’s novel to suggest that this godlike castle official whom the
villagers unquestionably follow might be nothing more than an apparition of power.
Tllusion also figures into the scene at Club Silencio, in which Roque might possibly be
nothing more than a figment of Diane’s imagination, a small part of her much larger
attempt to explain her failure by blaming an inept and grotesque man. However, as
the end of Mulholland Dr. asserts, even this interpretation might be as illusory as the
music at Club Silencio. If there is a truth beneath these delusions, the film does not
and cannot provide the means with which to attain it; Lynch recognizes cinema itself
as nothing more than artifice and illusion. The movie, as the blue-haired woman’s last
words inform us, can do nothing but remain “silencioso.”

These radical explorations of the fictive and the real unite Kafka and Lynch and
help to account for the artistic prominence they both came to enjoy. In spite of their
similarities however, Lynch always approaches his literary predecessor as a loose model
rather than a strict blueprint. In his most recent film, Inland Empire (2007), Lynch
destabilizes traditional cinematic storytelling and calls the permanence and individual-
ity of human identity into question to degrees beyond those of Kafka’s texts. The
world never once appears to settle but remains in constant flux. Characters operate
and events occur without any traditional logic, cutting from the stories of Nikki Grace
(Laura Dern) to actors in rabbit suits engaged in a comedic performance, to groups of
prostitutes, to gateways into the past and in Poland.

Despite the fact that both Eraserbead and Mulholland Dr. start with shockingly
disorienting opening sequences, the beginning of Inland Empire intensifies the mys-
teries of Lynch’s eatlier works and magnifies the degree of obscurity and illusion.
Following an introductory close-up and sounds of a recording spinning underneath
a phonograph needle, the film slowly fades to two figures walking down a narrow
hallway whose faces are digitally obscured by translucent bubbles that hide their
identity from us. In opposition to the unnamed characters of ecarlier works, these
figures lack even the individuality of their own appearance. From these black-and-
white images Lynch then cuts to the interior of a room where a young woman cries
as she stares at her television screen, which jumps from static to later images from
the film before finally dissolving into a wide-shot of what appears to be a television
set where actors are dressed up in full-body rabbit suits. While there is a period of
moderate stability after this nine minute, fragmented sequence, much of the film
follows the beginning’s framework, cutting across time, space, and logic in ways
that fail to provide even the destabilized coherence of Lynch’s eatlier works. Un-
like the dreamlike consciousness that pervades his initial films, which still manages
to make actions and events relatable if not understandable, the pervading voice of
Inland Empire cannot be linked to any of its characters. As viewers, we must either
accept this aspect of the film, giving up our attempts to apply any rational logic and
allowing ourselves to be immersed in its imaginative and entertaining chaos, or turn
it off.

Lynch’s use of digital technology marks an important step in his career and it
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remains unclear whether his subsequent films will follow these new patterns. Digital
filmmaking has the power to starkly defamiliarize, stylistically estranging the audience
even further from cinematic norms than Lynch already has in the past. The use of
fish-eyes lenses, the imperfect and gritty texture of the images, and the handheld
quality of nearly all of the shots challenges not only well-crafted Hollywood films,
but all of Lynch’s previous projects as well. Certainly, there are still elements of the
Kafkaesque in Inland Empire, including the animalistic, unnamed and non-psycholog-
ically motivated characters, hidden mysteries, alienated and morphing protagonists
and obscured truths. Their presentation, however, is markedly at odds with Kafka’s
model of narration. While operating according to the logic and rules of their own
internal systems, the stories of both The Trial and The Castle are extremely important
in grasping our attention. Just as in Eraserbead and Mulbolland Dr., our association
throughout the novels remains fixed on the central characters and the problems they
face. We will not access the truth behind the illusions, but we continue to follow
alongside the characters on their journeys regardless of the fact that we often lack
a full understanding of actions and events. Inland Empire asks us to question the
relationship between the film and audience, denying us even the slight modicum of
relatability and comprehension Lynch provided in his earlier films. In this sense, In-
land Empire marks an important step, the moment at which — while many techniques
and concerns remain the same — we seem to leave behind the Kafkaesque and find
ourselves in a world distinctively Lynchian.

I am indebted to Professor Mark Anderson for bis continued encouragement and helpful suggestions.
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The Rhetorical

“Beast with Two Backs”
Zeugma in Shakespeare’s Othello

Zeugma as Sign and Medium

The dramatic action in Shakespeare’s Ozhello centers on two men yoked within a
fraught relationship of power and honor, depicting the tragic degeneration of one as
the other rises to a position of complete social control. The first is Othello the Moor,
a decorated general, comfortable in his power and obsessed with the honor that comes
with his high social standing in Venetian society. Marked as a conspicuous other by
his racial difference and his age, he is dangerously insecure about his marriage to the
beautiful Desdemona. The second is Iago, Othello’s ensign, who is introduced just after
being passed over for the position of lieutenant as Othello has instead chosen Cassio,
a man of thought but not of action. We quickly learn that lago’s disappointment has
led him to an insane heartbroken rage that mutates into a disproportionately brutal
plot to destroy Othellos entire life, allowing Shakespeare to explore lago’s resulting evil
tendencies. This article’s main concern is the manner in which Iago manipulates and
destroys his surrounding social environment.

Throughout the play, Othello and Iago each employ zeugma (Greek for “yoke”), a
thetorical device most broadly defined as the syntactic use of one word or phrase to
refer to two or more words or phrases in a sentence. It is often used to semantically
relate multiple concepts that differ in figurative weight or meaning.! “Lacking time and
energy” is a simple example. At a number of important points in the play, this figure
of speech is a linguistic diagram of the small social environment in which the action
of Othello takes place, wherein the characters, social institutions, and moral imperatives
with which the playwright deals are interwoven in such a way as to generate complex
and compelling action between them. The fragile social web outlined at the start of
the play, often represented in the play as strings or ties, is gradually destabilized as
Tago “set[s] down the pegs that make this music” (2.1.198), taking revenge not only
on Othello but on the very moral community in which he had become a failure. I will
examine and track zeugma which signifies and indexes linguistic ability, manipulation,
and social control. It is at once a rhetorical diagram of and medium for the driving of
the dramatic action to its almost perfectly tragic conclusion.

Othello presents many levels of thematic linkage between disparate elements: rea-
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son and emotion, black and white, thought and action, civilized and barbaric behavior,
sanity and insanity, truth and rumor, faith and jealousy. The many appearances of zeug-
ma highlight the importance of these opposites or incompatible elements, linguistically
foregrounding the play’s tropes of monstrosity, color, race, and the anxiety of honor.
Its abundant usage calls attention to word plays, puns, and the central role of language
itself in Tago’s vengeful destruction of Othello’s Venice.

When zeugma appears in lines spoken by Othello and by Iago, it reflects each of
their mental states and abilities to command and control the surrounding social world.
Othello’s usage of this figure of speech corresponds to his strength and power as
the general with complete control over the Venetian army and the characters around
him. His loss of linguistic sophistication and adeptness with words comes only when
he has powerlessly fallen into ITago’s trap. On the other hand, zeugma as an indicator
of control powerfully highlights Tago’s ability to manipulate: he shrewdly frames situ-
ations by depicting them according to his liking, Linguistic prowess quickly becomes
one of Tago’s most essential media for evil. Most importantly, zeugma in Ozhello serves
as a rhetorical parallel to the dramatic action while simultaneously a vehicle for that
dramatic action.

Othello’s Fleeting Social Control

For Othello, personal life and public life are fundamentally integrated and
inextricable. Tago manipulates Othello’s inability to separate his planes of being, notic-
ing early on that the personal becomes professional and that a strong notion of honor
organizes all of Othello’s decisions: Othello wears his heart on his “sleeve / For daws
to peck at” (1.1.61-62). In the first act, Othello’s words and grammatical constructions
are nuanced and complex, as he is not yet stripped of his control of his words and his
wotld. “My patts, my title, and my petfect soul / Shall manifest me rightly,” he states,
indicating the requirement that he show his internal honor and clear conscience in the
way he presents himself (1.2.30-31).

In one moment eatly in the play, Othello demonstrates his linguistic control with a
concise and sweeping set of commands to Iago and Desdemona, ending in a zeugmatic
sentence (italicized):

Othello. Honest Tago,

My Desdemona must I leave to thee.

I prithee let thy wife attend on her,

And bring them after in the best advantage.

Come, Desdemona. I have but an hour

Of love, of worldly matter, and direction

To spend with thee. We must obey the time. (1.3.287-295)

Here, Othello first explains to Tago exactly what must be done with his wife and
how Iago should delegate his task, addressing him with the ironic epithet “Honest”.
He then turns to Desdemona with a strict zeugma and a broader zeugmatic construc-
tion. Most narrowly, the phrase “of worldly matter, and direction” is an example of
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zeugma, with “of” referring to “worldly matter” and “direction,” two different ideas
that express the urgency of Othello’s busy schedule. More broadly, one notices a con-
struction in which the noun “an hour” refers to the distinct concepts “love,” “worldly
matter,” and “direction,” putting each of these disparate elements into the same time
frame. The yoking that Othello accomplishes in his above language with time as the or-
ganizing agent illustrates one dimension of social life uniting Othello and Desdemona:
they are together in this free but fleeting hour. Othello’s use of time also highlights the
fleeting nature of the interaction they are allowed to have, as the Moor is busy with
his military duties. Time is not the only social element that must be obeyed, however:
honor itself justifies every one of Othello’s actions, and organizes this moment as well,
in which the busy general cannot indulge too much in enjoying time with his wife. In
his obedience of the imperatives of honor Othello remains consistent even through
his linguistic decline and eventual tragic degeneration into the monster that Iago has
crafted him to be.

They “must obey the time” in the fashion of soldiers with regimented breaks
obeying their ranked officers. The words “but an hour” anchor a prozeugma, so the
unifying concept comes at the beginning of the idea cluster, just as Othello as general
leads his fleet and presents himself as the man in charge of this present conversational
interaction. He frames himself here as the “ringleader,” rhetorically matching his status
as general, husband, and able-minded leader in all of his affairs: his evenness of mind,
his control, and his leadership are all captured in the above sentences. His control is a
fact that applies to every single one of his engagements.

When Othello sees the unsettling combination of Venetian civility and Turkish or
Moorish disorder in the liminal chaotic space of the Cyprus night, Othello exposes his
profound fear of losing control through a hypozeugma that is meant to condemn but
which reveals his vulnerability. He condemns Cassio’s drunken quarrel:

Othello.  What? In a town of war

Yet wild, the people’s hearts brimful of fear
To manage private and domestic quarrel?
“Tis monstrous. (2.3.212-216)

With these questions, Othello first reminds these men where they are (“in a town
of war”), deferring their heinous actions to a hypozeugma in which “quarrel,” coming
at the end, refers to “private” and “domestic” to first remind the men of their loca-
tion and their duty. Othello’s construction here points to a linguistic competence that
indexes his confidence in a commanding position and mental stability, which will soon
be lost. He is still in a controlling position, from which he is able to reflect on external
actions as “monstrous.” The structure of this statement reflects his intervention: he
first gives context, then shows quarrels within that context with a hypozeugma, and
then finally inserts his own authoritative opinion with his comment ““Tis monstrous.”
A zeugma within that folds back upon itself, “manage” is the controlling word, ironi-
cally reflecting the beginning of Othello’s inability to manage anything, It is, of course,
not Othello, nor Cassio, but Iago that is the only character truly able to “manage private
and domestic quarrel.”
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Though Othello initially demonstrates his adeptness with language like Iago
through the frequent use of zeugma, it is clear from the start that he has a different
manner of speaking. Whereas Iago employs “calculated” and “static images,” Othello’s
language is far more picturesque and exotic. Philip A. Smith believes this is because
Othello “is deliberately made to sound ‘foreign’, as though he were speaking an ac-
quired tongue, with none of the ease or naturalness of the native” (1958: 429). Though
a foreigner, he is a part of this single-language community and speaks its language,
English, in the play. English yokes this foreigner to the social setting around him as he
tries to prove himself in the way that his and Iago’s zeugmata yoke disparate elements.
In his own strange and beautiful English, Othello makes the effort to be understood
in the terms of this new society and to appear through his language like an honorable
holder of power.

This honor and power prove fleeting, however. Iago’s manipulation leads to a
steady undermining of Othello’s trust in those around him, leading him to more ur-
gently depend on his obsession with honor and Iago’s words. Othello falls into Iago’s
trap because his social standing, high but still marked by otherness, makes him paranoid
and dangerously jealous. Part of Tago’s plan is to fan the flames of Othello’s jealousy,
suggesting through a strategically placed handkerchief the likely possibility that Casio
has slept with Desdemona. Their conversation follows, which causes Othello to lose
his prior adeptness with English words and break into incoherent speech fragments,
falling into a trance:

Othello. What? what?

Iago. Lie—

Othello. With her?

Iago. With her, on her; what you will. (4.1.32-35)

Othello’s language in the face of lago’s deployment of this graphic zeugmatic
construction displays the degeneration of his rationality. “Lie” here is the word that
refers to two different words in Iago’s broken sentence, namely “with” and “on.” To
lie “with” Desdemona is a graceful euphemism for sex, implying relations but making
nothing explicit or clear. But to say that Cassio was lying “on” her gives Othello a blunt
graphic vision of exactly what has supposedly happened in the bedroom — similar to
a prior picture of Othello and Desdemona that Iago conveys to Brabantio. “Lie with
her!” Othello subsequently exclaims in speech fragments: “Zounds, that’s fulsome”
(4.1.37-38). The physically graphic “on” is quite effective in prompting an impassioned
jealous response in Othello and rendering him completely subordinate to Iago’s con-
trol. The yoking of the socially decorous euphemism and the blunt, graphic image
vulgarizes Othello’s conception of “fair” Desdemona, engendering a rage in him by
locking that devastating picture inside his mind. This yoke also captures the contra-
dictions that inhere in Othello himself. Though a decorated general with high social
standing and a holder of power and honor in the highest classes of Venetian society,
his race is a reminder of ancestral origins in the very barbaric societies he is currently
leading the fight against.

He so gullibly falls for Iago’s information because Iago teasingly pretends to want
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it withheld, and his words in this crucial scene at the start of the fourth act complete
the transformation of Othello that Iago secks. He had begun the play a highly respect-
ed gentleman, able to follow the appropriate modes of courtesy yet also accomplished
in battle, victorious in his conquest of both the enemy to Venetian order and his Moor-
ish past. He now degenerates into that dark outcast, no longer protected by the shields
of honor, conformity, or respect. He finally fits into the frame of his superficial and
social difference as a dark-skinned foreigner, speaking rarely in verse after this point
and frequently in incoherent sentence fragments.

His words, after Iago’s crushing zeugma, are a confused, grief-stricken ramble:
“I tremble at it. Nature would not invest herself in such shadowing passion with-
out some instruction. It is not words that shakes me thus.—Pish! Noses, ears, and
lips? Is’t possible>—ConfessP—Handkerchief 7—O devill [Falls in a trance]” (4.1.40-44).
Othello’s transformation to jealous monster, his assumption of the character of a rag-
ing pathological outsider, fueled by Iago’s “words,” is complete upon the trance that
traditionally follows those words in theatrical productions. The above zeugma seems
to have been the final straw, for afterward, Othello becomes the monster that Iago has
invented, now irreversibly caught in the snare built by a man he assumes until the very
end to be his “honest” friend. Othello’s loss of linguistic capability comes at the exact
moment that his obsession with honor and his paranoid trust in Iago cloud his sense
of truth.

Zeugma and Iago’s Revenge

Tago utters one of the first zeugmata in Ozhello to explain his disappointment at not
being chosen as the general’s second-in-command. It is a mezozeugma, hinging upon a
center point surrounded by dependent clauses:

Iago. This counter-castet,
He, in good time, must his lieutenant be,
And I—God bless the markl—his Moorship’s ancient.

The clauses in this mezozeugma are anchored by and thus entirely dependent on
the phrasal verb “must...be,” hinting at a certain inevitability with words that Iago later
makes his own as the man who defines what, in this small slice of Venice, must be. This
verb, only appearing once, ties the rest of the clauses together in their relation to the
Moor. Cassio, the “counter-caster” or the “great arithmetician” (1.1.106) is pitted first,
exposed and vulnerable as he is when we later find him drunkenly quarrelling and dis-
charged from his post. Iago saves himself for last in this sentence, while his continued
disbelief at and denial of the rejection is reinforced by the delay that his interrupting
exclamation provides. The dependence of somewhat disparate clauses on a uniting
verb form somewhere in the sentence is a rhetorical clue to what Iago seeks: complete
dependence on him by all of the characters in his immediate social world, so that he
may then use his powerful but deceptive word to bring his peers to tragedy and pull
apart the fragile web that holds his social world together. The mezozeugma here begins
an ample corpus of zeugmatic constructions and specifically prepares the audience for
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Tago’s status as powerful social architect, manipulating behind the scenes in the guise of
middleman. Soon enough, all of the action will take place under his yoke and tragedy
will be wrought by his word.

With a single concise sentence, Iago strings together an elaborate construction
that reveals much about the course of action and Iago’s own jealousy and conclusions
about the characters with which he shares a stage. With the epithet “counter-caster,”
he dismisses Cassio as a man of theory and calculated thought but not one of action.
He then exposes his new and, according to Iago, unjust appointment as the Moot’s
lieutenant. He concludes with his own sorry position as “his Moorship’s ancient” but
only after a lamentative outburst with which he interrupts himself. This slight rupture,
a curse within an expertly crafted sentence, betrays the first instance of Iago’s insanity,
revealing what will be throughout the play the monstrous mix of levelheaded articulate-
ness and strangely disproportionate violence.

Tago’s immense power comes from manipulating existing notions of honor into
actions that plunge almost all of the central characters into tragic demise. Iago is par-
ticularly effective at playing upon and bringing out the interdependence of discordant
elements and at stringing together compelling jarring combinations of concepts to
persuade others of their interrelation. When the simple-minded Roderigo acquiesces
to the word of Tago and follows it to the letter, this dim-witted vulnerable character is
the first to be drawn into Iago’s developing trap, a trap depending upon a set of expert
careful calculations.

The power of his word gains momentum during the early inciting action as
he, disguised, and the dim-witted Roderigo, exposed, disrupt Desdemona’s father’s
sleep by breaking the news of the marriage of his daughter and the Moor. During
their cries, Roderigo’s smallness of mind by contrast shines light on Iago’ cun-
ning intellect and verbal power. Following Iago’s command, Roderigo says, “T’ll
call aloud” and awaits further instructions: Roderigo is to call to Brabantio with
“timorous accent and dire yell / As when, by night and negligence, the fire / Is
spied in populous cities” (1.1.71-74). In this image, the preposition “by” anchors a
prozeugma uniting “night” and “negligence,” concepts of differing levels of figu-
rativeness but symbolically related. “Night” here calls forth a darkness that inhibits
knowledge, an ignorance preventing truth, and is recalled several times in the play.
“Negligence” signifies the inaction resulting from an individual ignorance (which
exists regardless of the time of day). “Fire” infused into this ignorant night is a
discordant image that brings about a wake-up call by color contrast to a situation
where society is suddenly disordered when blissful ignorance ends. Fire appears
brighter in the night: Tago’s image of the light of fire in the blackness of night is
an apt one for the presentation of the news that the fair Desdemona has married
the black moor.

For Tago, zeugma is a rhetorical tool that reminds the listener of the various ex-
pressions of liminality in the work, the most obvious being Othello’s awkward and
insecure suspension between highly respected heroic general and “barbaric,” “primi-
tive” Moor. The jarring combination of dark and light in the above images is echoed
in the graphic coital union of black Othello and white Desdemona that (Honest) Tago
employs to shoot heartbreak and immediate disgust into Brabantio’s heart:



26 Columbia Jonrnal of Literary Criticism

lago. Zounds, sir, y’are robbed! For shame....
Your heart is burst, you have lost half your soul.
Even now, now, very now, an old black ram

Is tupping your white ewe. (1.1.83-86)

To recall the linguistic diagram essential to Iago’s rhetorical vocabulary as we
explore the power of his words, the above could just as well have been written as the
following zeugmatic sentence: You (Brabantio) have lost your reputation and your danghter.
Once again, Tago’s concise construction intertwines ideas that on many levels “burst”
the father’s heart. Along with attacking Brabantio’s emotional system on the register of
social standing (“for shame”), Iago also brings out with urgent temporal immediacy —
“now, now, very now” — the urgent fact that his family has been torn apart. Now, Iago
conveys, Brabantio’s chaste white daughter in a society of reason and order has been
conquered by the dark barbaric primitivity of this black uncivilized foreigner from the
world where tribal passions rule and against which the very people of Venice are ironi-
cally fighting

“Your daughter / and the Moot,” lago continues in zeugma, “ate making the
beast with two backs” (1.1.112-113). In this zeugma, “are” anchors the noun phrases
“your daughter” and “the Moor” in hypozeugma. This “beast” of black and white that
Othello and Desdemona create in their moments of intimacy is a monster, an incom-
plete and mutated combination that is only partly human, emphasizing the fact that
Desdemona has been taken away from her father and contaminated by her monstrous
romance with this strange Moor. What they form when together could not be a mon-
ster without Desdemona as a part of it; the image of them together is so powerful and
unsettling to Brabantio because of the contamination that it involves. The image of
monster here as a combination of human and inhuman resonates with the abundant
allusions to the ultimate monster, the Devil, along with the “green-eyed monster” of
jealousy (3.3.166) and the “monstrous birth” of Tago’s plan (1.3.395). The monster, an
uncanny combination of disparate things that unsettles in its familiarity and extreme
otherness, is a recurring figure that Shakespeare’s zeugmata help to draw.

The “light” image returns in a zeugmatic phrase at the initial epiphanic solidifica-
tion of Tago’s plan:

Iago. T have’t! It is engendered! Hell and night
Must bring this monstrous birth to the world’s light. (1.3.394-395)

Here, “Hell” and “night” are the two disparate elements yoked in zeugma by the
phrasal verb “must bring”” They still clearly carry different symbolic implications and
allusive references. Iago here presents his epiphany, the “engendered” plan, as a “mon-
strous birth” which parallels the very monstrosity that Brabantio is forced to see in
Othello’s marriage. It is telling here that the start of the plan is expressed in zeugma
because of the yoking and putting unlikely elements together upon which the plan
thrives.

Tago certainly tries to play God (or Lucifer) in carrying out this plan he has “en-
gendred,” and he impeccably succeeds. From this moment forward, a chain of destruc-
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tion is built not just to destroy lives through manipulation of the thick web of social
status and imperatives to honor as the quiet “ringleader,” but to saturate Othello’s
own world with grief and tragedy in an irrationally disproportionate strike of ultimate
revenge. As the plan is carried out, lago’s control is unequaled and tightens as the
play builds to its climax. Failing to get the appointment that would have enhanced his
control over the military, lago becomes commander-in-chief of an equally regimented
civil society as a linguistic master and a quiet, behind-the-scenes driver of dramatic ac-
tion. He pressures Cassio into drunkenness, which results in Cassio’s loss of position,
and in this way, makes it clear to Othello how inept he is at controlling his men, erod-
ing Othello’s confidence and undermining him. Taking advantage of his own role as
trusted confidant and of the vulnerability of others, Iago advises Cassio to persuade
Desdemona to interfere and to convince Othello to restore Cassio’s original position,
further eroding Othello’s confidence and darkening his sight by jealousy upon his sight-
ing of Cassio and Desdemona together. Incorporating his own wife and employing a
fittingly woven piece of fabric as his central material pawn, Iago puts his human pawns
in just the right situations so that they are in place to destroy each other.

Zeugma and its Aftermath

lTago’s intricate scheme comes to its tragic climax in Desdemona’s bedcham-
ber. It begins with a chilling zeugma uttered by a desperately decisive Othello, in a
moment of articulateness in his madness whose coolness reminds one of lago’s own
coolness in the wake of his own heartbreak throughout the play. As he sits with a
candle in his hand, Othello says, “Put out the light, and then put out the light” (5.2.7).
The ultimate incarnation of the yoke of the extreme opposites light and dark, and the
monstrous combination of black and white, the beast with two backs, this construc-
tion plays on two different figurative associations of the word “light.” It is not exactly
a zeugma, but is semantically constructed like one: Put out the light and the light, where
semantically light means two differing ideas here, even though syntactically it does not
fit the definition of a zeugma. Here we see a union of material light and metaphorical
light as illustrated in other prior zeugmata. Putting out the fragile candlelight brings the
complete darkness in which the light of Desdemona’s life will also be put out. Com-
plete figurative darkness is what Othello’s humanity has become; he has played into the
Early Modern discourse of his difference, his African or Turkish barbarism, fulfilling
the myth of “the malignant turbaned Turk” (5.2.349) that he has up till the conflict that
lago engages in this play adeptly subverted.

The fire in the candlelight in the present dark room is a material incarnation of
Othello the monster, and of the monstrous act where darkness prevails and where
Othello’s insanity drives him to “put out” Desdemona’s life. The darkness that will fill
the room also signifies Othello’s previous plunge into “dark” ignorance, whose fire is
the wake-up call that comes only too late upon Desdemona’s death. This concludes
Othello’s experience in “civilization” and in “white” society, and is also the end of
a chaste Christian marriage. Othello’s repetition of “put out the light” also reminds
us that, despite his need for visual proof, he remains in the dark about the truth, and
kills Desdemona based on flimsy action enfleshed by Iago’s manipulative rhetoric and
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shrewd targeting of the insecure Othello’s most debilitating obsessions. The putting out
of the two lights may, finally, refer to the respective deaths about to ensue: first hers,
and then his own. As his wife is extinguished, Othello’s candle remains lit, a harbinger
of the ultimate tragic anagnorisis of Iago’s scheme that comes only when it is too late.

Iago, finishing the tragedy and closing the web, retreats into a triumph of silence,
as his words, which only ever advanced his purpose by yoking his peers together and
unthreading the precatrious web that had been the world Othello commanded, are no
longer necessary. The zeugmata that he and others use throughout Othello, as we have
seen, diagram the complexity of social life through rhetoric, simultaneously paralleling
and enabling the accomplishment of the tragic dramatic action that is Iago’s master-
work. While a diagram, zeugma is also a vehicle by which Iago uses his calculated words
to yoke characters, social imperatives, and insecurities and untie the social knots upon
which Venetian society thrives. In Ozbello, zeugma, Shakespeare’s rhetorical “beast with
two backs” is an expert expression of the liminal. As an unsettling combination of two
unlike elements that were many times light and dark, human and inhuman, zeugma
embodies the very picture of that which is monstrous, the dark and barbaric half man,
half animal into which the socipathic Iago is able to transform Othello.

! Here I will follow the Oxford English Dictionary’s definition of zeugma summatized above.
In its many appearances in Othello, zeugma can be distinguished into three classes. In 1589, the
English rhetorician George Puttenham compared zeugma to the “single supplie,” in his military
analogy a “man that serves many maisters at once, but all of one country or kinred.” Puttenham
continued this military analogy which will inflect this essay’s subsequent analysis to describe the
three classes of zeugma: prozeugma, “the Ringleader,” in which the anchoring word or phrase
appears first in the sentence, mezozeugma, “the middlemarcher,” where that word or phrase ap-
pears between clauses or in the middle of the sentence, and hypozeugma, “the Rerewarder,” in

which that word or phrase appears at the end of the sentence.
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Ideology in Language

and Practice
e, JOSEPO Meyers

his year’s political change has brought with it an overwhelming wave of self-

congratulation in the mainstream media. Especially among left-wing commen-

tators in print and online, there has been a constant expression of relief at
leaving the ideologically over-determined politics of the Bush era for a new politics of
rational decision making; one that is based not on overzealous commitments to a par-
ticular ideological agenda, but rather on a strongly efficient approach with an emphasis
on bi-partisanship and consensus building. We must, however, be suspicious of the
proclamation of this dawn of a new post-ideological era.

The very term “’ideology” is a term that is overburdened with meanings, many of
which are contradictory or at least incompatible. In popular usage, it functions to de-
scribe a normative philosophy of action in the political or economic sphere — the com-
mentariat is currently atwitter with its new project of defining precisely what Obama’s
personal ideology (“Obamaism”) is and will be. “Ideological” is at other times used
pejoratively, as a label applied to lines of argumentation and action that one wishes to
characterize as being formed dogmatically and according to irrational or otherwise sus-
pect parameters. As we enter yet another global financial crisis, when the exigencies of
economic depression generate the illusion of efficient and rational modes of interven-
tion, it is especially important that we fully interrogate what is meant by ideology.

The notion of an acceptable ideology, particularly when such negative conno-
tations corrupt its productive implementation in contemporary politics, has in 20th
century criticisms of Karl Marx’s canon found little appeal. Karl Marx’s “Theses on
Feuerbach” and “The German Ideology” are concerned with the ways in which per-
ceptions of commodity exchange, specifically the misrecognition of the origin of the
value of the commodity and the misperception of the natute of the capitalist mode of
production, are sustained in the mental activity of those immanent to that process. In
recent decades, a litany of thinkers in the post-structuralist tradition has made it more
difficult to uncritically accept Marx’s thought on the structure and function of ideology
as presented in these texts. However, there seems to be no question that the dominant
language of the global political order is thick with the language of the commodity —
from community board hearings to policy discussion of international governmental
organizations, there is no level of political or social thought that is not framed in one
way or another by a discourse on capitalism that is more or less singular in function.
Despite the dispersion of these discourses on commodity exchange and their adapta-
tion to vatious situations, it seems that they share a common grounding in thought and
action that is common to all and that therefore cannot be dismissed.
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However, in order to proceed with a critical analysis of what we will, at least for
now, call ideology, it is necessary to interrogate the theoretical ground on which we
stand. Neo-Marxist critiques of capitalism that emerged in the eatly and middle 20th
century, from structuralist Marxists to the Frankfurt School to the Situationists, often
took as their goal the constitution of a new critical space from which to undermine ide-
ology, be it in the realm of practice or of thought. Usually, however, they succeeded not
in moving outside ideology, but in re-centering it around a critical sovereign subject, a
fantastic object that emerges only with the language of nascent liberalism." In a sense,
ideology’s most incisive critics have only revealed the fluidity of its borders, which have
become so diffuse that even critical discourses are incorporated into its logic.

In this paper I explore whether it is still possible to use elements of Marx’s analysis
of ideology productively or whether they must be abandoned completely. I will argue
that though Marx’s analysis of ideology is founded on an essential division between the
material world and its representation in general consciousness, which is expressed in a
problematic theory of language and the subject, we should not be so hasty to abandon
the ideology as such. Broadening the definition of ideology — to include the forms of
thought and behavior that sustain misrecognitions of the nature of the social world by
those immanent to it — will allow us to move beyond the problematic division between
mind and world. This paper will first extract Marx’s theory of ideology from his phi-
losophy of language. It will then, using the anti-structuralist semiotics laid out by V.N.
Volosinov in Marxism and the Philosophy of Language, attempt to unsettle that framework
in order to propose a productive rejuvenation of Marx’s understanding of ideology.

Language and Ideology in Marx

“Moralty, religion, metaphysics, all the rest of ideology and their corresponding forms of consciousness
thus no longer retain the semblance of independence. They have no history, no development; but men,
developing their material production and their material intercourse, alter, along with this their real
excistence, their thinking and the products of their thinking. Life is not determined by conscionsness,
but conscionsness by life.”

Thought, in Marx’s “The German Ideology,” functions as a reflective device, the
content of which is the efflux of the material conditions of human existence. It is
an essentially passive and conservative formation that represents but cannot alter the
real events of which it is the reflection. Marx reaches this conclusion not because of
a covert collusion with the idealist tradition, but rather because of the mythic history
of the emergence of human thought that he presents in this work in lieu of a directly
psychological or philosophical explanation of his theory of mind.

In “The German Ideology” Marx presents a divide between animal and human
consciousness. Animal consciousness is developmentally (not historically) anterior to
human consciousness; it exists as the raw awareness of the immediate sensuous envi-
ronment and its limited connections with fellow members of its species that is not a
“relation” in the social sense of the word.” Human consciousness is differentiated from
animal consciousness only within the social organization of humans, the emergence of
which is coextensive with that of language. “From the start,” Marx writes, “the “spirit”
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is afflicted with the curse of being “burdened” with matter, which here makes its ap-
pearance in the form of agitated layers of air, sounds, in short, of language. Language
is as old as consciousness, language is practical consciousness that exists also for other
men...language, like consciousness, only arises from need, the necessity of intercourse
with other men.”*

Anticipating structuralist linguistics by more than half a century, we see here an ar-
gument for language as determinant of all conscious perception of the external world.
By conscious perception we mean not merely the biological processes of the senses,
but the incorporation of the objects of this sense-certainty into a framework for ac-
tion and thought grounded in social being. Marx makes the crucial additional step of
claiming that language itself emerges from the material conditions of the social world
and thereby functions as the bridge between the material world and thought. As we see
from his emphasis on the materiality of speech, Marx in “The German Ideology” and
in “Theses on Feuerbach” emphasizes his vision of all thought as buried in the soil of
the materiality of human biological existence and “the ensemble of social relations”
that emerges from human biological needs.’

It is because the semantic content of language is initially shaped around its own
practical use within the process of production that the independence of bourgeois
consciousness is perceived as not only materially but also propositionally true. For
Marx, the truth-value of consciousness emerges as a consequence of the division of
labor, which allows consciousness to “flatter itself that it is something other than con-
sciousness of existing practice, that it really represents something without representing
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something real...”® Built on the foundation of economic structure, bourgeois ethics
and spirituality also take root in the soil of a representative structure that is grounded in
the very practices they justify. As such, all capitalist apologetics and ideological effects
are essentially extended tautological formations that can only be resolved by material
changes in the relations of production. Because language and ideology for Marx are
the effluvia of a particular mode of production, they merely re-present the material
facts of that system in linguistic or polemic form, they do not add to or ensure the
maintenance of that form of production.” In these texts, therefore, Marx disavows the
productive function of re-presentation of the mode of production in the perceptions
and expressive acts of the individuals immanent to that social organization.

Despite Marx’s strictly material analysis of ideology, the somewhat undeveloped
linguistic framework that underlies this hypothesis allows for the seepage of ideal
structures into analysis based on this thought. Specifically, there is no account of the
historicity of language itself, only of the ideology that emerges from that language.
Language in general is described as emerging with human consciousness as a fully func-
tioning structure, or, rather, as the medium for and condition of thought. When Marx
writes that “language, like consciousness, only arises from the need, the necessity of
intercourse with other men,”® we sce that for him language is entirely determined and
limited by its function in the social world — no room is left for an excess of meaning;
Language is simply a medium, with no particular content, historical or otherwise: “The
element of thought itself — the element of thought’s living expression — language is of
a sensuous nature.””’

Though the content of language gradually evolves with the expanding complex-
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ity of human social life, its formal capacities as a medium for the re-presentation of
the social world are presented in Marx’s early writings as remaining constant through
human history. Marx articulates no explicit theory of the specific formal components
of language, but in order for language to function as the essential condition for the
perception of the capitalist mode of production as a rational, ahistorical formation,
the content of that language must be entirely determined by that particular mode of
production, with no residue of prior modes of thought and behavior. It is essential to
emphasize here that in order for language to function as Marx describes it, a medium
for the translation of practice into thought and for the representation of the social
order to those immanent to it, it is necessary for it to also be a formless and inert sub-
stance. A linguistic theory that gives credence to historical content within the language
itself would complicate the vision of language as a pure medium by introducing the
possibility of feedback from the effluvia of ideology onto the conditions of produc-
tion of that ideology. A given language, and the ideology for which that language is the
primary condition, must therefore act as a synchronic system circulating around a core
of the diachronic reality of material existence. Language and, by extension, thought,
are in Marx’s early work purely symptomatic of underlying material processes.

Despite Marx’s resistance throughout his work to the presentation of a stable
ontology of the human, his theory of communication and thought conveys also a very
definite and meta-stable imagination of the subject. The necessary implication of his
linguistic framework is the existence of a transhistorical structure of the subject un-
derlying its historical and socially conditioned contents. Though for Marx language is a
sensuous and natural object that re-presents social structure, it is also a unique capacity
of humans and the structural condition of their thought. Therefore, elements of this
inert substance penetrate the subject and his capacity for concept formation.

The consequences of this are undesirable in that they generate tensions within
Marx’s work that are difficult to resolve satisfactorily. Conditioning an analysis of the
social contingency of the subject and, more importantly, the consciousness of that
subject, on a non-contingent structure of thought reproduces the Cartesian mind/
body dualism that sustains the misrecognition of capitalism as an objectively rational
system — a symptom of the Enlightenment against which Marx reacts. Through this
framework class-consciousness would function such that those immanent to the real-
ization of history could only reflectively look back on it and recognize the changes tak-
ing place in the natural world through the lens of language. If one rejects this reading
of Marx as deterministically materialist, this mind/body dualism is still problematic, as
it reproduces the Enlightenment fantasy of a universal human essence underlying the
contingencies of culture or upbringing. In either case, it is clear that Marx’s linguistic
philosophy, as it stands impoverished in light of today’s standards in semiotics, de-
mands a more robust semiotic grounding that recognizes the materiality of thought
while avoiding the failings of humanism and determinism.

Volosinov and a New Marxist Semiotics

The semiotic system seen by V.N. Volosinov in his Marxism and the Philosophy of
Langnage in some respects undermines Marx’s structural perspective of language and
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provides a theory of sign exchange that is more consistent with Marx’s own material-
ism. For Volosinov, the sign is a purely exterior phenomenon that is not rooted in its
interpretation in any particular mind or its perpetuation in a particular linguistic struc-
ture. Signs exist everywhere and in different modalities of materiality: the word “axe,”
a picture of an axe, and an actual axe all exist side by side with natural phenomena and
all function as signs in the same fashion." This theoty, then, is not grounded in mental
representation through linguistic structure but in the use of objects or images for the
purpose of communication.' By “communication” Volosinov does not mean the situ-
ation of two sovereign individuals encountering each other and using the syntax of a
preformed linguistic structure to exchange concepts, as is seen in Marx’s representa-
tional structure of language. Rather, Volosinov prefers to rid this process of reified
consciousness and transhistorical structures, presenting communication as a moment
in a process of sign exchange that takes place entirely in the external world. That is,
a sign is transmitted that in turn evokes a particular effect — be it a word, action, or
emotional response — that is itself another sign that necessarily produces another sign
effect within a given milieu. There is therefore no break between the external and the
internal in the process of communication, since individual consciousnesses only exist
as collections of the signs that have been solidified in them.

Volosinov’s semiotics dissolve the boundaries of language and flatten the hier-
archies that map privileged modes of sign exchange in Marx. The limited role that
Marx assigns to communication is in part a consequence of his privileging of verbal
phenomena (the word materialized in text and speech) as the sole domain of com-
munication. For Marx, the design of the factory and the topography of the 19th cen-
tury industrialized city are not signs, they are material conditions upon which a second
strata of language and meaning (ideology) are overlaid. This hierarchy establishes a
rupture between verbal communication and other modes of communicative behavior
and eliminates non-verbal factors in the production of meaning, from physical gesture
and spoken affect to social and material context. It is precisely because Marx finds
the basis of meaning in the transubstantiation from material conditions to individual
thought rather than in a more inclusive semiotic economy that he is unwilling to theo-
rize a reverse transubstantiation from thought to world.

Volosinov’s model of sign exchange is characterized by a general stability of sign
effects, such that the participants in sign exchange can generate stable dispositions and
behaviors with regards to the responses they generate to many socially recurrent signs.
Within the continuous iteration of particular instances of semiotic exchange, there
emerges a certain set of norms of linguistic usage that is structured by a recurrent
material situation and a relatively stable social audience. The relatively static environ-
ment and social world serve to stabilize the “inner world” of the individual, as certain
customary sign responses are established that regulate the semiotic behavior of that
individual over time.'> However, these behavioral customs are not abstract rules: they
are themselves signs and contribute to contextual understanding and response genera-
tion in particular situations with greater or lesser urgency depending on the force of
the social bond that they represent.

Again, this is in contrast to Marx’s depiction of language as a substance through
which social relations are represented in the human mind, a notion that excludes the



34 Columbia Jonrnal of Literary Criticism

function of actions and objects as signs without the necessity of a mediating term be-
tween transmission and understanding. For Volosinov, all semiotic exchange is woven
into a network of signs which goes far beyond the structure of language alone: hand
gestures and other social acts of a non-verbal nature, social customs and rituals, and the
expectations of class and labor all function in conjunction with speech to produce sign
effects.” Language itself is recognized as metely a particular example of a more gen-
eral economy of affect and practice (meaning). This does not mean that sign exchange
operates on a basic relationship of cause and effect. Rather, each sign is itself a unique
concrete utterance or action that takes place in a particular and concrete context, such
that understanding is not the production of a response to a single word or act but the
ability to determine the appropriate sign or group of signs to emit in response to the
collection of signs that form each particular situation of semiotic exchange."

Volosinov therefore rejects any essential break between the social world, the indi-
vidual consciousness, and ideology: “individual consciousness is not the architect of the
ideological superstructure, but only a tenant lodging in the social edifice of ideological
signs.”" There remains for Volosinov no residue of the Cartesian mind/body dualism,
nor of an essential structure of human consciousness: the subject is fully penetrated
and constituted by the external world, its structures of thought formed by patterns of
sign exchange. That is, consciousness can only be conceived of as a social phenomenon
that takes shape in the wotld of sign exchange within a particular society.'

Reworking Marx’s language philosophy through Volosinov’s semiotics does not
allow us to maintain every aspect of Marx’s higher level analysis of ideology: we have
reached a point that necessitates a revision of certain elements of his thought. Having
seen how Volosinov’s semiotics so radically undermine Marx’s presumed structure of
consciousness, we can no longer maintain Marx’s view of ideology as a psychologi-
cal structure, nor as the shadow of material events projected into the human mind.
Rather, through Volosinov’s semiotics, ideology must be seen as the very domain of
sign exchange, existing in and through this process as a material segment of reality
actively contributing to the determination of the behavioral and perceptive sign effects
in individuals."” Volosinov broadly defines the form of all sigh exchange as inherently
ideological, such that the particular sedimentations of semiotic practices and customs
— into the subjects over time — can be seen as the initial site for the formation of ideol-
ogy. Because understanding can only be said to be the proper sign response to a given
situation, all perception of signs is oriented towards the active engagement with those
signs.'® Thus, ideology defines the pattern of sign exchange that is organized around
a particular social milieu, thereby determining a stable form of relating to and under-
standing the wotld within that social setting."”

Recognizing ideology as having material function, and not just being based in ma-
teriality, opens up new domains of analysis that would not otherwise be available to us
through Marx’s semiotics alone. If we accept Volosinov’s claim that the use of language is
strongly modulated by the division of labor and the various hierarchies that emerge within
a society organized through this principle, the careful documentation of modulations in
use and meaning can provide an insight into the structure of social interaction under capi-
talism that is more nuanced than a one-directional determination. Volosinov shows us how
difference in the uses of various signs amongst class groups generates a semantic variation
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internal to the sign itself, such that signs and the interpretive affects that they cause are
constantly being reinterpreted and used in varying iterations.”” The sign itself can therefore
be seen as the site of ideological conflict, such that its analysis can yield insights not only
into the general structure of ideology but also into particular social situations.

The question of ideology can therefore become not a question of how material so-
cial relations are perceived, but how particular modes of social communicative practice
that emerge around those relations are perpetuated. The conflict over individual words
and signs is not a conflict over their “meaning’ as linguistic value, but rather their func-
tion as signs and the particular modes of social behavior that they cause. Therefore, in
order to track the conservative function of ideology we must look to the ways that the
existing modalities of semiotic practice are sustained both at the levels of individual
habits and social norms. To revisit our initial problem, Volosinov allows us to study the
recurrence of a stable disposition towards the predominant economic order, not as a
function of perception and meaning per se, but as the reproduction of specific habits
of thought and behavior through complex and contingent social processes. Through
Volosinov it is therefore possible to study the functions of Marx’s ideology, but only
through an analysis of much more specific, even banal, social phenomena.

Conclusion

This paper has attempted to demonstrate that Marx’s linguistic framework gener-
ates irresolvable tensions with his thought on the higher levels of the structure and
function of ideology. Using the language philosophy of Volosinov, we have reframed
linguistic exchange as a particularized moment in a general economy of signs that oper-
ates not through internally coherent structures of meaning and formal coding regula-
tions, but through the gradual accumulation of social practices of communication and
behavior. Locating meaning in the sediment of human action rather than in the mind
produces a geology — instead of a theology — of thought, and necessitates a wholly dif-
ferent picture of class consciousness and revolution than that presented by Marx.

It requires clarification that the consequences of adopting a non-structural se-
miotic model are not the same as the collapsing of the distinction between base and
superstructure, a theoretical move that recognizes the active function of ideology in
determining the mode of production but that implies a qualitative distinction between
ideology and the realm of daily practice. Rather, Volosinov allows us to erase the gap
between language and practice and to recognize that thought takes place on the same
surface as the habits that sustain the capitalist mode of production. Strictly speaking
this means that, though we continue the analysis of the problem posed by ideology as
presented by Marx, in our analysis we must become post-ideological. This has drastic
effects for the analysis of concrete instances of ideological production. No longer
can we look into the explicit apologetics of capitalism for an underlying meaning or
internal contradiction, and no longer can we posit the function of externally imposed
thought structures as the source of the misrecognition of the nature of commodity
exchange. Rather, we must examine the daily lives and communicative procedures of
individuals in order to find the point of departure for concrete semiotic practices that
stabilize and sustain the dominant socioeconomic order. [eg
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The Drama of the Market

Reading Secular Epistemology in Pére Goriot

cevereeeneneneenennenenenenen Mary Grace Albanese

mid the whirring intrigues of Balzac’s Comédie Humaine, capital establishes its
A place as the focal point of society. An almost physical force, it diffuses into

nearly every aspect of human life: love, sex, knowledge, and even pity can all
be read as commodities in a vast social market. In Pere Goriot, a key text for Balzac’s
representation of 19th century France, the epistemological pursuit is tainted by the
capitalist market. Both the circulation and function of information parallel the ways
capital is exchanged and used. Knowledge is distorted into a commodity that can be
negotiated, traded, lost, or gained in a sudden windfall. Unlike the France of the An-
cien Régime, where knowledge and its circulation were structured under the auspices
of throne and altar, Restoration society witnessed the shaping and distortion of the
individual and his epistemology by the nascent capital market. While this relationship
is most foregrounded in the characterization of Rastignac and Vautrin, whose pursuits
of capital and knowledge soar to nearly mythic heights, this paper will be concerned
with the meaner, narrower negotiations of knowledge, those which circulate among
the boarders of the Maison Vauquer. The banality of such exchanges exposes the fun-
damentally boutgeois origin of the knowledge/capital relationship that pervades the
entire universe of Balzac’s Comedie Humaine.

Performing Christian narratives in the secular realm

The Maison Vaugqer serves as the text’s scaffold, comparable to a “bronze frame
around a painting...the only fit and proper frame for a tale like this.”! The pension is
thus posited as an immanent and self-contained sphere. The narrator writes “such an
assemblage should...present us, though in a small compass, with the components of
a complete social structure” The pension serves as a space in which different social
vectors intersect: the bourgeois residents here come in contact with high society (Del-
phine, Madame de Restaud), the criminal underworld (Vautrin), as well as a panoply
of social categories (artists, scientists, students). The pension, much like society, is a
site of exchange, negotiation, and sociability; it draws in all elements of society and
thereby functions as a nucleus for the Comédie Humaine. Yet the totality averred by the
Maison Vauger is a limited one, confined to bourgeois vision. Information may dis-
seminate through the house — hints of Vautrin’s nocturnal wanderings, glimpses of
Goriot’s daughters — but without a teleological structure to organize this information,
truth eludes the boarders. The pension effectively serves as a restoration-era proxy for
a pre-revolutionary universality that ordered the world into a coherent, religious sys-
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tem. Without a monarchical or spiritual anchor, society’s fragments disperse, forming
pseudo-totalities that claim a false universality.

Perhaps not surprisingly for a project with similarly totalitizing aims, the narrator
of the Comédie Humaine is quick to classify Pére Goriot, stating, “the word [drama] must
be used hete.”” The fictive, even mythical elements evoked by drama are paradoxi-
cally coupled with the narrator’s claim “this drama is not fictional, it’s not a novel. .4/
is true””* The novel is founded on a conflation of the authentic and the mimetic, the
grandiose and the banal. Rather than elevate bourgeois life, however, this mélange as-
sumes a vulgar tenor. The boarders” dramas are not “enacted in the limelight, amidst
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painted scenery’™ but are dramas “either finished or still working themselves out...

dramas which go on and on and on”’; mote naturalistic but also more degraded than
myth. What will replace the drama of religious parable, with its claims to universality,
is the capitalist drama of the bourgeoisie. The market’s usurpation of religious author-
ity is ironized throughout the text. The Chief Minister of Justice is compared to the
Pope; the omniscient Vautrin (fittingly both the leader and, it seems, accountant, of

the criminal wotld) is “anything and everything”’; Gotiot, who “[tepresents] Paternity

78 assumes the stature of Christ.

incarnate

The divine is now performed in the secular realm. Daily life — mysterious social
codes, exchanges of capital, bourgeois platitudes — assume the weight of the sacred.
Expulsion — the biblical consequence of knowledge acquisition — is well exhibited in
various secular perversions, effectively inverting Biblical allegory. One accesses para-
dise through knowledge. Ignorance, likewise, often leads to a fall, as when Goriot is
banished from his daughters’ houses for his so#ises. “I wished I could understand it
all...I didn’t know what to do,” he confesses on his deathbed. Rastignac, too, is tem-
porarily exiled from society after betraying his social stupidity to Madame de Restaud.
The innocent and ignorant Victorine is similarly “stopped by her father’s barred door,
shut inexorably against her.”"”

Ironically, Madame de Beauséant, the gatekeeper of Parisian society, becomes the
victim of a gilded ritual of expulsion. Her banishment is the price of ignorance: she has
willfully ignored the fact that her lover, Ajudo-Pinto, has become engaged. Yet, magnif-
icent as Madame de Beauséant’s fall may be, it bears the mark of reproducible custom.
This is no longer Biblical expulsion — a singular, unique event — but rather merciless
social ceremony. Governed by the collective, Genesis is now recast as spectacle: Ma-
dame de Beauséant is compared to “a gladiator who knew how to smile as he died,”"
and her guests are described as the crowd which assembles “in the square when there’s
an execution.”'” Balzac’s constant references to legendary figures — Niobe, a mistress
of Louis XIV, a goddess in the I/iad — only serve to underscore Madame de Beauséant’s
own derivative status. She is a mere echo of past heroines, and the singularity evoked
by the expulsion proves illusory.

Madame de Beaseant’s fall forms only one link in the mimetic chain of spec-
tacle. It replicates the pathetic expulsion of Mademoiselle Michonneau from the Mai-
son Vauquer. Like the 4dze/ de Beauséant, the Maison Vauquer is a small, self-enclosed
world. There is a cloistral character to the pension whose “high thick walls remind
you of a ptison house.””” Wheteas Madame de Beauséant’s paradise was “faitly lined
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the whole way with flowers,”'* the Maison Vauquer is degraded to a third degree Eden,
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with a pitiful garden of “lean and dusty fruit.”"® This is a post-tevolutionary garden,
touched — indeed abused — by man: its fruit trees are “carefully grown into geometrical
shapes™'%; the #illenls are incorrectly renamed by Madame Vauquer as #ewilles; and, like
so much of Balzac’s Paris, it demands a fee — entry is limited to “any guests able to
afford coffee.”"”

The Edens of Madame de Beauséant and Madame Vauquer are marked by knowl-
edge, but by small, mean bits of knowledge rather than any absolute truth: unlike their
biblical antecedents, there are no serpents nor apples, simply a pruned tree, aristocratic
airs and a price of admission. The greatest sin in this realm is to be without savoir faire
and it is, in part, for this reason that Mademoiselle Michonneau is barred from the
pension. Concomitant to her lack of social knowledge is her self-exposure or, rather,
her yielding of her individuality to the collective. Unlike Madame de Beauséant, who
appears so placid that “no one could possibly have read her soul,”'® Michonneau is
decipherable. She is unmasked — even more so than Vautrin — and it is this transfer of
knowledge from herself to the boarders that expels her from the Maison Vauquer:

And after a quick glance at each other, the lodgers turned as one and stared at
Madame Michonneau, cowering next to the stove, as thin, dried out, and frigid as
a mummy, her eyes cast down, as if she feared that the eyeshade she had on might
not be enough to conceal their looks. They had felt uncomfortable with her for a
long, long time but now they suddenly knew why."

Michonneau cannot conceal her inner self as Madame de Beauséant can, thus her
withdrawal only augments her exposure. Power fluctuations in both capital and epis-
temological realms conjoin to expel Michonneau. Indeed, her lack of social acumen
and subsequent absence of individual authority are intimately linked to the economic
factors which lead to her eviction; Madame Vauquer would lose money if Michonneau
were to remain. The moral transgression of Michonneau, referred to as Mademoiselle
Judas,” is ultimately secondaty to the financial value of her expulsion. The judgment
is cold and calculated. “Opening her cleat eyes in which there was no trace of tears,”!
Madame Vauquer makes a business decision. Truth has fallen in a flash of sensation.
The bourgeois version of biblical expulsion has been completed with the brevity and
clarity of a windfall.

The rapidity with which Michonneau is discovered, understood and expelled is
histrionic. As Peter Brooks has defined it in his book The Melodramatic Inagination, melo-
drama effectively replaces religious parable with its swift vacillations between height-
ened tropes of good and evil. Brooks writes that melodrama begins with “the anxiety
brought by a frightening new world in which the traditional patterns of moral order no
longer provide the necessary social glue.”” Indeed, the extreme oscillations of religious
expulsion lend themselves to the theatrical manifestations of melodrama witnessed in
Pere Goriot. Yet the expulsion is not only dramatized here: it is recast in the mold of a
capitalist society. Just as Christian narrative or melodramatic spectacle posit themselves
as absolute, almost Manichean structures, so too does the market. With its extreme
poles of profit and loss, capitalism imposes its overarching order on the world.

The Comedie Humaine proves that financial exchange can be a spectacle, not only
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entertaining, but organized and self-contained, neatly divided into five acts (or, in
Balzac’s case, nearly one hundred tomes). Theodor Adorno’s observation that “stocks

»2 underscores the dra-

rose and fell in those days like the flood of sound at the opera
matic elements of the market, in which meaning is implied by the fluctuations from
wealth to poverty. Otherwise arbitrary actions suddenly seem fated, divine, inevitable.
Consider Victorine’s sudden inheritance: “yesterday she didn’t have a penny and today
she’s worth millions,”* Vautrin gloats. It is the same rapidity with which Rastignac wins
at roulette. Ironically, the instability of melodrama gestures toward a larger organizing
structure. Such sudden ups and downs require rationalization by the existence of a
superior entity, be it the monarch, the Pope, or the market.

While it would be overly simplistic to say that knowledge corresponds directly to
wealth in Pére Goriot, it can be argued that the extreme oscillations in the flow of capital
reflect similarly melodramatic ways in which knowledge circulates. This goes beyond
a reductive clever/wealthy, ignorant/poor paradigm and reveals the very constitution
of Balzac’s world, in which human qualities are little more than commodities, limited,
exhaustible, and exchangeable. Like liquid capital, knowledge adopts myriad forms. It
may be academic or scientific”, social or personal, although the latter two will be of
greater interest to us here.

Knowledge, thus commodified, assumes a limited value to the bourgeois mentality.
After it has been traded, it is, quite literally, gone. After having “spent” their knowledge
of Vautrin’s arrest, by threatening Madame Vauquer, the boarders resume their old
rhythms at the pension. There is no profit left to be had by this particular piece of
information. As knowledge here is only valuable insofar as it can be consumed, a col-
lective amnesia sets in:

At first, satisfied to discuss Vautrin and the day’s events, they quickly yielded to the
sly, round-about temptation, chattering on about duels, prisons, criminal justice,
what laws needed amending, what jail was like. They were soon a thousand miles
away from Jacques Collin.”

The boarders forget and cast off knowledge once it no longer has an obvious material
value. Even the shift in nomenclature from “Vautrin” to “Jacques Collin” exhibits the
bourgeois inability to evaluate and retain information.

The boarders do not fundamentally understand what they are consuming, illustrat-
ing the “the failure to comprehend use-value and real consumption” that Georg Lukacs
discusses in History and Class Concionsness”” As though nothing has passed, Vautrin’s ad-
mirers stubbornly continue to adore him. Having born witness to Vautrin’s sensational

728 and later claims “there

confession, Sophie flatly says “all the same, he’s a good man,
must be a mistake.”” Madame Vauquer is similarly blind to Vautrin’s ctiminality and
insists that Michonneau “ought to be the one to go to jail instead of that poor dear
man.”* Because the value of knowledge is contingent upon its function, it is forgotten
once exhausted. Having been gained in a sudden coup, it can just as easily be lost.
Knowledge does not, therefore, slowly accrue in Balzac’s world. Rather, it is ac-
quired suddenly, often violently: “there you are, you’ve just earned yourself a neat three

thousand francs,”' Poiret tells Michonneau after she slaps Vautrin’s chest, revealing his
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prison mark. Consider the manner in which Vautrin is revealed:

It was suddenly obvious to them all just who Vautrin was, what he’d done, what
he’d been doing, what he would go on to do; they suddenly understood at a glance
his implacable ideas, his religion of self-indulgence, exactly the sort of royal sen-
sibility which tinted all his thoughts with cynicism, as well as all his actions and
supported by the strength of an organization prepared for anything.*

The entirety — past, present, and future — of a human can be understood instanta-
neously. Information can be obtained in a moment, and identity need only be validated
by the simple appearance of a symbol. There is thus no process involved; knowledge
is not gained by work or experience, but by chance. Such abrupt discoveries might, in a
more religious society, be called revelations. But this is a post-revolutionary world; there
are no sudden visions or prophets. There is only the market, rising and falling, volatile,
even demonic, in its fluctuations.

The fragmentation of consciousness in the Maison Vauquer

The bourgeois mentality is founded on ignorance and illusion; the boarders are
deluded bargainers, clinging to knowledge without understanding its value. Christophe
and Sylvie exhibit the exchange of imperfect knowledge for capital in one of its most
lucid and vulgar forms: the bribe. Consuming toast and cream, they recount how they
guard Vautrin’s secrets — to which, of course, they are not privy, freely admitting they
don’t know what markings might lay beneath his shirt — in exchange for a monthly tip.
Christophe admits “he gave me a hundred sous for the month, a way of telling me
‘keep quiet.”” Knowledge, even when fragmentary, can be sold, consumed, and like-
wise kept hidden. Sylvie is interrogated about Vautrin while at the market, in a scene
that emphasizes the transactional nature of the attainment of knowledge.

This inability to correctly read the self and society correlate with broader social
theories of class consciousness. Balzac’s system of social classification enables us to
make a relatively unproblematic transition from individual consciousness to class con-
sciousness for, in effect, the individual character 7s an entire class. Baron Nucingen rep-
resents the nonvean riche, while Gobseck stands for the Jewish money-lenders and Ma-
dame de Beauséant represents the heights of aristocratic splendor. Similarly, Madame
Vauquer and her tenants do not simply embody bourgeois characteristics but signify
an entire, mundane, prosaic, and ugly stratum of society. We might then consider their
individual ignorance as indicative of class ignorance and read their persons in a histori-
cal and sociological framework.

“The veil drawn over the nature of bourgeois society is indispensable to the bour-
geoisie itself,** writes Lukacs, and indeed, at the crux of bourgeois dissemblance, is
a Lukacsian false consciousness. Both the agents and victims of their own deceit, the
boarders exemplify a delusion most explicitly realized in Mademoiselle Michonneau,
who “always wore, over her weary eyes, a dirty old green taffeta eyeshade.” She is pro-
tected and blinded, refusing external penetration even as she limits her comprehension
of the world. The ignorance exhibited by the boarders at the Maison Vauquer is come-
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dic, but it is also bound to their material poverty. The boarders are not completely de-
void of knowledge; they simply don’t know how to operate in a capitalist market. There
is something deeper at play in the faux pas of Madame Vauquer, her mispronunciations,
romantic delusions, and poor spelling. The boarders, although aware, even hypercon-
scious, of the marketplace which they inhabit, have a limited amount of knowledge and
thus cannot effectively bargain, barter or negotiate.

The first encounter with Madame Vauquer,a character who is as ignorant as she
is infatuated with money, is her deception by the soi-disant countess. This constitutes,
in fact, a triple deception, for she is deceived on social, romantic, and financial levels,
losing at once a “friend”, a potential husband, and a good deal of money. After the
disappearance, Madame Vauquer is not only unable to find the countess but unable to
learn anything at all pertinent (“[Madame Vauquer]| could not, in all of Paris, obtain the
least information on the Countess of Ambermesnil”).” Yet the idea of the bourgeois
dupe extends beyond Madame Vauquer. All the boarders share in a collective oblivi-
ousness — whether it is an ignorance of Peére Goriot’s relations with his daughters, of
Sylvie’s and Christophe’s surreptitious theft of milk, or of Vautrin’s identity. It is no
coincidence that the first scene at the Maison Vauquer is obscured by “one of those
fogs so dense that even the most punctual, in the midst of universal darkness and mist,
lose track of time.””’

The prosaic, and essentially middle class, conflation of imperfect knowledge and
the capitalist market can similatly be read in the characters of Michonneau and Poiret.
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The relation between “a man of bourgeois virtues, although devoid of ideas™ and

73 is a particulatly Balzacian alliance in which the selling of the

an “old fleshmonger
prostitute’s body is no different than the selling of the bureaucrat’s soul. Balzac does
not even bother to form an analogy, portraying them as simply interchangeable: Poiret
struck the detective “as the male version of Michonneau, just as Michonneau seemed
the female form of Poiret.”* In the couple’s interactions with Monsieur Gondureau,
there is a dim consciousness of the value of information: the desire to bargain, to
negotiate, to maximize their capital. Yet Michonneau and Poiret do not merit the in-
formation they’ve been given: it has come to them by chance, much like a gain on the
stock market or the roulette table. Indeed, after being “sold,” Vautrin spitefully advises
Michonneau to “go collect on your lottery ticket.”*!

Despite their efforts to profit from their knowledge, the couple’s ignorance and
essentially bourgeois characteristics cause their information to depreciate. Not only
do they sell to a low bidder, but in doing so, they are expelled from the Maison Vau-
quer. Insipid notions of morality, pride, and vanity handicap their abilities to negoti-

7% claims to need to consult her

ate. Michonneau, with her “conscience to deal with,
confessor. Similarly, Poiret justifies Vautrin’s betrayal by regurgitating stale bourgeois
platitudes: “it’s just being a good citizen, helping society get rid of a criminal, no mat-
ter how virtuous he may be.”* Ultimately Michonneau’s vanity trumps her negotiating
faculties: “when he called her a ‘graveyard Venus,” Mademoiselle Michonneau had made
up her mind to betray the ex-convict.”* The bourgeois mind, acquisitive as it may be,
cannot mastet the knowledge/money transaction. Michonneau has a vague idea of
what is at stake, for she “understood that there was something about this particular
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arrest that involved more.”* She is distracted, however, by Vidocq, a “sly fox** who
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employs incomprehensible police slang to prevent her from ciphering the truth. She is
effectively barred from understanding the value of her knowledge. Their vision of the
market obscured, Poiret and Michonneau conduct an imperfect deal.

Yet Vautrin — the paragon of social knowledge — knows he is worth more, taunt-
ing Michonneau by telling her “had you warned me, you’d have gotten six thousand

francs.”¥

Detached from bourgeois passions, he sees his betrayal for what it is — a
poortly calculated financial transaction. Poiret and Michonneau, their information now
spent, are forced out of the Maison Vauquer, where the boarders, taking advantage of
their own newly acquired knowledge of Vautrin’s arrest, threatening not only to leave
the pension, but to spread their knowledge, informing potential boarders of Vautrin’s
true identity. Within a moment, one stock falls, and another rises: value passes from
Michonneau’s and Poiret’s police deal to that of the boarders’ ability to blackmail Ma-
dame Vauquer.

Imperfect comprehension of the market is concomitant to imperfect comprehen-
sion of the self and its desires. Vauquer’s unsuccessful romance with Goriot is not
only an obvious and comedic display of unawareness, but is also illustrative of the
role capitalist culture plays in limiting bourgeois consciousness. What seduces Madame
Vauquer is, of course, not Goriot himself but rather the chain of bourgeois fantasy
that he provokes:

To be married, to get rid of her boarding-house, to walk out on the arm of this
fine flower of the bourgeoisie, to become one of the neighborhood’s leading la-
dies, to go about collecting alms for the poor, to make jolly little Sunday trips to
Choisy, Soissy and Gentilly...she dreamed all the magical, golden dreams conjured
by evety petty Patisian.*

Madame Vauquer is as much excited by Goriot’s trinkets and garments as she is by his
prospetrous “peat-shaped, jutting belly [which] rippled and heaved.”® In effect, she

can only access her desire through commodities,”

and her sexuality is reified into a
veritable deluge of shirt linen, soup ladles, and snuff boxes. Madame Vauquer eventu-
ally dismisses Goriot (the novel’s beatific Christ) as an old profligate: “as she said to
herself, she began to see him as he really was.””' If Gotiot is not a respectable bout-
geois gentleman, who can be mined for services and goods, he is — to the bourgeois
mentality — only definable by the other pole of consumption: drained, exhausted, and
thus necessarily corrupt.

Ignorance is compounded by the stubborn belief in one’s ability to comprehend
totality. The middle class faith in one’s autonomy provides the groundwork for the rise
of bourgeois ideology. The self-delusion of the individual translates into the stultifica-
tion of the bourgeois relationship to the world. Both Madame Vauquer and Michon-
neau harbor illusions that they are still sexually desirable; Goriot claims to still know
the vermicelli market; life becomes static — like the “indestructible items of furniture”
found in Madame Vauquer’s salon — as the bourgeois search in vain for absolutes to an-
chor their fluid, market-driven world. This lack of dynamism and subsequent ignorance
turn the boarders into “old martied couples [with] nothing left to say to one another.”

The bourgeois is constrained by his false consciousness; he is stuck in his “mute, frozen
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dramas,”* believing them to constitute the whole of expetience.
The bourgeois limitations of self-knowledge are thus profoundly anti-individual-
istic, a paradox which Lukdcs explains:

Ideologically, we see the same contradiction in the fact that the bourgeoisie en-
dowed the individual with an unprecedented importance, but at the same time
that same individuality was annihilated by the economic conditions to which it was
subjected, by the teification created by commodity production.™

Much as the boarders would like to believe they are individuals still “in circulation,”
the middle class annihilates any means of personal distinction. The organizing structure
that guides our introduction to the pensioners is their rent, dwindling from Madame
Couture’s eighteen-hundred-franc apartment to Gotiot’s forty-five francs a month?’.
Nowhere is this effacement of the individual more apparent than in the figure of Poiret,
the retired bureaucrat, “more machine than man,”
family of fools.”” This gesture of categotization effectively resembles Balzac’s project

who belongs to “the great and large

as outlined in the preface to the Comédie Humaine, where he claims that “the differences
between a soldier and a worker, an administrator” are “as considerable as those which
distinguish the wolf, the lion, the ass, etc.”® Reduced to certain traits — name, profes-
sion, physiognomy — the individual is distilled into mere signifier. The bourgeois is un-
able to face the idea of totality, because he is himself a fragmented entity, whose desires
and consciousness have been disfigured by the capital market.

In reading the relationship between capital and knowledge, we are drawn away
from the simple marketplace and into a sphere in which selfhood is threatened, chal-
lenged, and redefined by the violent fluctuations of a new, secular society. In a post-rev-
olutionary, post-lapsarian world, transaction takes the contours of sacred rite: through
expulsion and revelation, the individual and his consciousness are re-forged by capital-
ist culture. The moral absolutes posited by Ancien Régime order devolve into mimetic
totalities, whose imperfect scope limits individual consciousness. Society, fragmented
and incomplete, searches for a teleological order in its instability, and finds only the
market. At the foundation of this society is the bourgeoisie: the Madame Vauquers, the
Poirets, and the Michonneaus, fueling the market even as they are its dupes, imagining
their narrow consciousness to be unrestricted, their homogeneity to be their individu-
ality, the market to be absolute. In a world without stable universal structures, money
trickles into the moral order, transforming the abstract into the physical, the sacred into

the prosaic.
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“The Unending Rain of Spring”

Poctic and Emotional Refinement in Heian Court Poetry

e Jatherine Lupica

uniquely Japanese awe for and interpretation of the four seasons governs the
A poetry and protagonists of Heian court literature. In an age named for “peace

and tranquility,” it is not surprising that the Heian aristocracy regarded itself
as the class of “refined feeling” as well as the class of political power." This refine-
ment manifests itself most immediately in the poetry as a concern with social graces
and skills. A literary dimension of the refinement entailed adhering to a collection of
poetic devices and following strict rules that, as Laurel Rasplica Rodd explains in the
introduction to her translation of the Kokinshi royal anthology, became the distinctly
Japanese “poetic vocabulary and standard of elegance,” a standard that would change
little over the next millennium.” However, such poetic refinement demanded a cettain
distance from and control over the often powerful emotions seasonal change aroused.
Using poetry as both an outlet for emotional expression and a means of self-control,
Heian poets elevated their passions by developing a distinct set of literary devices to
articulate them.

Two poetic works compiled in the early Heian period (900-950 AD), the Kokinshii
and Tales of Ise, offer particularly vivid examples of the Japanese seasonal imagination
and emotional response. Each work played an important role in formalizing and legiti-
mizing Japanese poetry in an era only just emerging from the Chinese domination of
Japanese high culture. The earlier work, the Kokinshi, assembles the poetry of several
Heian authors, painstakingly organized by subject and theme. It as the first of twenty-
one such collections to appear between 905 and 1433 AD, and as Rodd notes, “The
compilers were aware of the weight and importance of their task: they were charged
with returning Japanese poetry to the public arena after a period during which it had
been relegated to the bedchambers and private correspondence of aristocracy””® The
Tales of Ise, compiled later by anonymous editors and authors, returned Heian poetry
to the “private correspondence” tradition while maintaining the public formality and
emotional tenor of Kokinshi style. Readers were to believe a single protagonist, the
poet Ariwara no Nihara, had written the Tales of Ise’s many poems. The poems of the
Kokinshi, however, were identified less with their individual poets — attributions appear
only inconsistently — and more with the royal sponsorship of the anthology. In both
works, individual authorship remains subordinated to the cultural work of establishing
a national poetic tradition, and the poems evince great sensitivity about their place in
Japan’s emergent high culture.

Of all the seasons, spring most dramatically captivates the Japanese imagination
and most formidably challenges the dictates of poetic refinement. The natural imagery
of spring — flowers, growth, rain, etc. — forms a popular Heian metaphor for human
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romance. However, spring’s combination of beauty and impermanence fosters another
romance as well — that between the poet and the season. The poets of the Kokinshu and
Tales of Ise, in awe of spring’s arrival and troubled by its departure, appear in several
poems to fall in love with the season itself. Like any human love affair, the relationship
between subject and poet begins in infatuation as the poet celebrates the newness and
lushness of the season. Yet the affair becomes more emotionally complex as the poet
further contemplates the transient nature of spring; he considers leaving the season
altogether before the season can abandon him. This inevitable disappointment year
after year in turn evokes deeper fears of human mortality. The stylistic conventions of
court poetry did not, then, merely romanticize the natural scenery but asserted control
over a turbulent, enthralling season by containing it within “refined” yet powerful im-
ages. Poetry’s imposed formality offers the poet a means of handling loss — of seasons,
of love, and of life.

Fundamentally a season of change, spring incites both anticipation and remorse.
Heian poets celebrate the season’s first appearance before signs of eventual decay. A
sequence of four poems in the Kokinshii (poems 24-27) demonstrates the poet’s infatu-
ation with the growth of early spring through euphoric images of the color green:

Poem 24 Poem 25

now that spring bhas come my love’s robes stretched out
even the unchanging pine to dry colors bright as fields
is dressed in where each spring shower
fresh new foliage that is changes the velvet meadow
dyed a brighter shade of green grasses to a richer green’

In these first two poems, the color functions as a qualitative comparison, demonstrat-
ing that the hue of spring is different and superior to the same green that appears
during other seasons. In poem 24, the celebrated “brighter shade of green” adorns
an “unchanging pine,” illustrating the season’s ability to transform even the seemingly
constant. The “richer green” in poem 25 is only the result of “each spring shower,”
revealing that change is not only an admired component of early spring but a neces-
sary one.

The adoration of spring green as it continues in poems 26 and 27, however, reveals
a greater intimacy between poet and season:

Poem 26 Poem 27

the soft green threads of along slender threads
disheveled willows twisted of delicate hwisted green

Spun tant in spring translucent dewdrops
unraveling masses of blooms Strung as small fragile jewels —
rent open in abandon new willow webs in spring

These poems express less confidence in their poets’ understanding of seasonal imagery
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than do poems 24 and 25, retreating from assertive comparative adjectives to uneasy
descriptive adjectives. Green is now “soft” and “twisted” rather than “brighter” or
“richer.” The spring imagery associated with the color in poems 26 and 27 is increas-
ingly mysterious, sensual, and frail. While the image of sprawling “love’s robes” in
poem 25 is rather suggestive, the “soft green threads of disheveled willows” in poem
26 draw the reader even deeper into the tangle of lovers’ clothing, abandoning love
between humans for a romance between man and nature. The richly physical sensuality
of the poem arises from spring itself — from “masses of blooms rent open in abandon”
— rather than from any interaction between men and women.

Although the poet may regard changes in the season’s early days as positive trans-
formations, the passing of time makes later changes not only “twisted” but “delicate,”
not only disorienting but easily lost. As the poet eventually has to let the season go,
it becomes all the more challenging for him to subordinate his desire for the season’s
permanence to the task of writing about its agents of change. The tension between
permanence and loss in turn gives way to a strict code of Heian poetic devices or
stylistic tools. The Heian poet may not be able to control time or change, but he can
control how the natural world is poetically expressed. As Rodd explains, “Aesthetic
judgment” in the Kokinshii and other poems, “was based not on the degree of original-
ity or complexity, and not on the seriousness of meaning, but rather on how well the
poet handled his materials and operated within the rules.”
always tempered by the poet’s careful control over his own metaphors.

A poetic exchange in chapter 20 of the Tuales of Ise acknowledges this conven-
tion. A man strays from stylistic norms in a message to his lover and receives a tart
response:

Emotional expression is

[The man]: [His lover’s reply]:

As you may see, How very swiftly

this bough I have broken off the color seems to have changed!
Just becanse of you I can only think

is dyed with the red color there is no springtime at all

of autumnal foliage. in the city where you live.”

The narrative explains that the man chose the subject of “autumnal foliage” because he
had found it beautiful, but the woman’s response decidedly rejects such an attempt to
reinvision a traditional image of decay as a message of romance. Though likely intend-
ed to be comedic, this exchange demonstrates the typical symbolism of spring imagery.
A poet who sees romantic beauty in fall imagery, where spring imagery is expected,
fails to employ proper control over his emotional response to his subject. As Haruo
Shirane explains in his introduction to the Tales of Ise in his Traditional Japanese I iterature
anthology, Heian romantic literature was “poetry of profound feeling and resignation
to separation, disappointment, and sorrow, composed with an elegance of diction and
rhetorical subtlety that seem to overcome every form of loss ot defeat.””® The act of
poetry, Shriane suggests, requires that a writer give himself over to extreme emotion
while somehow capturing that experience within the constraints of prescribed style and
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rhetoric. This process should at least appear to transcend whatever “loss or defeat” the
poet confronted in the first place. The end of Heian poetry is not the accurate depic-
tion of nature but the triumph of art. The early splendor of spring, as expressed in
poems 23-7 of the Kokinshi, is easy to celebrate but presents no poetic challenge. Only
when seasonal change becomes an agent of loss rather than merely an agent of trans-
formation can poetry exert its command over both nature and emotion.

Particular images illustrate emotional responses to change more powerfully than
others. Rain, one of spring’s perpetual fixtures of change, is one such emotionally
saturated image. In chapter 2 of the Ta/es, a man uses rain to express his feelings for a
woman to whom he can make love but whom he can never really have as his own:

Having passed the night

neither waking nor sleeping

I have spent the day

brooding and watching the rain —
the unending rain of spring.’

Love may arrive clothed in blossoms and rich greens yet still bring with it “the unending
rain of spring” Rain here is not an agent of positive transformation as it is in Kokznshi
25, but a representation of the protagonist’s own misery. Thus the poem, employing
imagery more to capture human interiority than the natural world, goes beyond com-
municating the beauty of spring; it succeeds in capturing an incident of intense, though
short-lived, human emotion in poetically refined seasonal imagery.

The cherry blossom is another emotionally charged symbol of spring. The bloom-
ing of cherry blossoms represents the height of spring’s fullness and beauty, but the
flowers rarely remain on their branches for more than a few days. And though these
blossoms are not the only flowers blooming in Japanese spring or in Heian poetry,
they are in many ways the most adored. As Donald Keene explains in Japanese Aesthet-
ics, “the greatest attraction of the cherry blossoms is not their intrinsic beauty but
their petishability.””"” Although some poetic images emphasize the present moment, as
the use of rain in the Tales of Ise suggests, other images derive their meaning from a
larger timeframe. While rain draws the reader into the present tumult of the speaker’s
mind, cherry blossoms elicit a lament of change to come. As Heian poets connect the
perishability of the cherry blossom to the perishability of human life, they access the
image’s deeper resonance as a constant pattern of loss. In poem 57 of the Kokinshi, for
example, the cherry blossoms of spring inspire the poet to write of his own mortality
rather than the beauty of blossoms themselves:

although the cherry

blossoms dress in the shades and
scents of ages past

I who breathe and gaze upon

them year after year have changed"

Here, unexpectedly, the cherry blossom is constant and the speaker is altered. Though
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the blossoms themselves are known to fade so quickly every spring, they “dress in the
shades and / scents of ages past,” returning with the same vitality from one seasonal
appearance to the next. The poet, however, as a human observer of this phenomenon,
must continue his inevitable march towards decay and death.

Although seasonal imagery can represent elements of the human experience, the
symbols of loss in Heian poetry often serve to exaggerate the distance between the
human condition and the natural world. The “unending rain of spring” in the Tales of
Ise may accurately depict the poet’s misery, but the fading cherry blossoms of Kokinshu
57 only stress the divide between natural cycles and human aging. In chapter 97 of the
Tales of Ise, an “elderly Middle Captain” remarks, as the poet of Kokinshii 57 did, on the
cherry blossom’s relationship to mortality:

Scatter at random,

O blossoms of the cherry,
and cloud the heavens,

that you may conceal the path
old age is said to follow."*

The poet hopes to immerse himself so completely in an admiration of fading spring
that human age and loss can be obscured and thus overcome. But it is notably oxymo-
ronic of the speaker to hide human mortality behind a poetic sign of natural decay.
Even if he could “conceal the path / old age is said to follow;” no man can achieve im-
mortality simply by ignoring the reality of aging. The poet, then, conveys a sense of the
futility as much as he conveys the fantasy of commanding nature to alter its paradigm
of what is changeless and what must change.

The futility expressed in juxtaposing human impermanence with enduring sea-
sonal repetition occasionally gives way to a poet’s desire to relinquish spring entirely.
Several poems in both the Tales of Ise and the Kokinshi suggest that their poets would
rather forgo spring’s fertile splendor than have to give it up year after year. In poem 53
of the Kokinshn, Ariwara no Nihara muses:

if this world had never

known the ephemeral charms

of cherry blossoms

then our hearts in spring might match
nature’s deep tranquility”

This same poem appears in chapter 82 of the Tales of Ise in the context of a Prince and
his official on a hawking expedition that is merely a pretext “for sipping wine and com-
posing verses.”'* Neither man can enjoy his dismount from official duty or appreciate
the full bloom of springtime without mourning what is sure to be lost. Caught up in
the anticipation of loss, the conversation quickly extends beyond spring to the “ephem-
eral charms” of human life in general. In another poem later in the same chapter, the
Prince asks, “Does anything last for long / in this insubstantial world?””"* Even though
Kokinshn 53 expresses a desire to leave behind the “ephemeral charms” of spring and
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of human life, contemplation of mortality does not allow us to escape it.

The attempt to deny or forget seasonal or mortal reality is, then, really an act of
remembering it. The enormous aesthetic effort required to produce a poem seems to,
as Shirane suggested, “overcome every form of loss or defeat,”'® but overcoming does
not imply forgetting. An exchange between estranged lovers in chapter 21 of the Tales
of Ise expresses the impossibility of forgetting a love affair:

[The woman to her estranged lover|:  [His reply]:

Perhaps you believe Had I 50 much as heard
it is time to forget me — that you were planting the grass
et I wonld like of forgetfulness
to stop the ‘forgetting-grass” seed I wonld have understood
[from being planted in your heart. “Ab, she still remembers me!”™"

In these poems, the spring imagery and human subjects play dual roles: spring ex-
presses the feelings of the estranged lovers while the human context contributes to
the larger metaphor of the love affair between the Heian poet and the season itself.
Growth and loss ate connected in the image of the “forgetting-grass seed” as they were
in the “unending rain of spring.”” Just as concealing “the path old age is said to follow”
really acknowledges old age as a formidable reality in chapter 97 of the Tales, this man’s
reply in chapter 21 reveals that “planting the grass of forgetfulness” is really an act of
remembering love lost. So it is with the relationship between Heian poets and spring:
the poems of the Kokinshii and Tales of Ise refine the emotional reaction to change by
remembering and honoring such change through poetry.

In capturing the beginning of spring, the poet appears to be enamored from afar,
discussing images of growth on large sweeping scales in confident, precise language.
As soon as the poet begins to narrow the scope of his images, however, becoming
more intimately involved in the subject, his language grows more hesitant and his de-
scriptions less assertive. So as not to lose himself to spring’s allure, the poet adheres
to specific rules of poetic refinement, thereby maintaining proper distance from and
control over his seductive and often confusing seasonal lover. These rules of refine-
ment, far from arbitrary, incorporate the poet’s initial attraction and later responses by
funneling them into symbolic, emotionally charged images. The temptation to obscure
and eliminate these distressing elements of spring and to escape the romance entirely
can be powerful, but to refuse misery or mortality — even if possible — is to reject the
standards of coutt poetry. Thus the poet comes to love change as beauty rather than
fear beauty’s vulnerability to change. Spring relentlessly reminds poets and readers of
the distance between their own mortality and the ultimately immortal seasonal features.
Yet without the heavier implications of spring imagery, the feeling of the Heian court
could not be truly “refined.” The Japanese awe for and sensitivity to seasonal change
enables a struggle both stylistically rigorous and emotionally wrought, over which the
poet maintains a delicate and loving control.
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after hours:
2007=2008 series

The CJLC founded the After Hours discussion series in fall 2005 to encour-
age dialogue between students and faculty outside the classroom. Since then,
After Hours talks have become valued opportunities for students to engage
various subjects while also reflecting more broadly on the social importance of
academic inquiry, and in particular on that of the textual critic, a topic central
to each of this year’s events.

Ross Hamilton, English and Comparative Literature
October 29, 2008
“Viral Theory: Critic as Host”

Professor Hamilton specializes in compar-
ative romanticisms as well as the transition [EAESSCEEEVsCIoly'ERNese Rk IoRET-Rpzlel:]d
from natural philosophy to early modern an after hlours discussion with
science. He published Accident: A Philosoph- ~yRoss Haml}ﬁ?ﬂ ¢

ical and Literary History (University of Chi- e el / o
cago), an exploration of Aristotle’s notion

of the inessential, in 2007.

At our meeting, he delivered a fascinating
lecture on the virus as a model for liter-
ary and historical change. With especial
reference to the medieval plague and to
the modern AIDS/HIV crisis, Professor
Hamilton threaded conceptions of the vi-

ral through various literary texts. Noting Ogitolber 2§ ( | ‘
the curious fact that up to 8% of human o 3(_) 2Bl )
Hamilton 511

 —

Wednesday /Sponsorcd by

DNA consists of endogenous retroviruses

— organism scraps and fossils, the detritus
of evolutionary history — he went on to suggest revisions of everything from Benja-
min’s theory of history to our conceptions of alterity, given the sense in which we carry
the human past within us and biologically contain otherness. This phenomenon was
further likened to a kind of Althusserian interpellation, physical zed in the symptom, as
a way of gesturing away from the fixity of texts and toward a more radical mutability
of interpretation.
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Gil Anidjar, Religion
Gil Anidjar, Religion
“The Uses and Abuses of Close Reading”

A e Professor Anidjar is the author of ‘Owur Place
with Gil Anidjar in al-Andalus’: Kabbalah, Philosophy, Literature
in Arab Jewish Letters (Stanford UP, 2002);
The Jew, the Arab: A History of the Enemy
November 12, 8:30pm  (Stanford UP, 2003); and Semites: Race, Reli-
gion, Literature (Stanford UP, 2008). He also
edited Acts of Religion (Routledge), a collec-
tion of Derrida’s essays, in 2002.

Sponsored by

ClLC Our discussion began with a simple and fa-
miliar passage from the first lines of Gen-
esis. We were to spend ten minutes privately reflecting over its syntax, diction, rhythm,
and overall structure. The remainder of the hour consisted in a rigorous dialogue about
the various interpretations that might emerge from only these few sentences. Profes-
sor Anidjar used this discussion to demonstrate how this kind of close reading can be
extraordinarily helpful in illuminating a text and in dispelling the presuppositions we
often have regarding a particular work’s meaning,

Paul Strohm, English and Comparative Literature
March 25, 2009
“New Directions in Literary Criticism”

Professor Strohm specializes in medieval literature with an

England’s

emphasis on the transition from ‘medieval’ to ‘early modern.’
His books include Englands Enpty Throne: Usurpation and Tex- | ’Emptv
tual 1 egitimation, 1399-1422 (Yale, 1998), Theory and the Premod- |8 i

Between Chancer and Shakespeare (Notre Dame, 2005.)

In his lecture on current methodologies in literary criticism,
Professor Paul Strohm pointed to the fact that in academia
there is often a discontinuity between the theoretical back-
grounds of professors and those of their students. In an at-

Paul Strohm

tempt to remedy and contextualize this issue, he guided us
through an hour-long lecture and discussion on the development of literary theories
over the course of the 20th century. With an especial emphasis on his own experience
as a New Historicist, Professor Strohm provided us with a better understanding of
the kinds of theories that professors perhaps too often assume that their students are
already conversant in. He concluded by raising questions about how to better incorpo-
rate this kind of knowledge of literary history into undergraduate literature courses.

The CJL.C would like to thank the professors and students who participated in After Hours.
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fall panel

December 3, 2008
“Language, Identity, Agency”

very yeat, the journal sponsors a panel discussion featuring Columbia faculty
E and organized around a specific theme. Recent panels have been devoted to

topics such as the rise of new formalism and the role of affect in literary
study. This year, our aim was less to take on a certain subject than a mode of academic
engagement — the idea of close reading. While this approach to texts has been both
lauded and maligned over the course of the century — the pendulum swing in literary
studies from the New Criticism to the New Historicism provides one example of its

re-evaluation — it has never truly disappeared from the work of scholarship.

A guiding question for our discussion was what it means to practice such a method of
reading at the boundaries between disciplines and perhaps even beyond them. Our
speakers came prepared to rigorously read a text of their choice, one that could be
appropriated from the purview of any other discipline. The discussion of textual
interpretation evolved into a fascinating and lively look at the issues which connected
each of the speaket’s prepared remarks. As we moved from Peirce’s pragmatism, to its
influence on Ellison’s understanding of race, to Said’s reflections on intentionality, the
constraints of disciplines and methodologies were navigated with an agility and enthu-
siasm that yielded a remarkable intellectual dialogue.

Akeel Bilgrami (Philosophy) specializes in philosophy of mind, philosophy of lan-
guage, and political and moral philosophy. Politics and The Moral Psychology of Identity
(Harvard), a collection of his essays, will be published this year.

Ross Posnock (English and Comparative Literature) primarily works on 19th and 20th
century American literature, Henry James, and WE.B. Du Bois. A former Guggen-
heim Fellow, he completed Philip Roths Rude Truth: The Art of Immaturity (Princeton) in
2006.

Elizabeth Povinelli (Anthropology) focuses on the critical theory of late liberalism,
as well as the study of values, materialities, and socialities within settler groups. Her
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most recent book, entitled The Empire of Love: Toward a Theory of Intimacy, Genealogy, and
Carnality (Duke, 2006), analyzes ethical and normative claims about the governance of
love, sociality, and the body in a postcolonial context.

EP: I'm the designated first speaker, and we were asked to be informal, so I made sure
I typed up my notes. It will be fun since actually I think what we’ll each be talking about
has a certain resonance as a whole, so we’ll see. I'd first like to thank Marcus and the
Journal for inviting us to participate tonight.

I think there are too few occasions for actually modeling a certain kind of reading, and
so I want to start by just getting on the table the question of what we think we’re up
to when we are doing a close reading. Is it trying to find the intellectual concepts in a
theoretical paper? Is it trying to find the voice of a period in a historical archive? Is it
both of those things and are there different kinds of usefulnesses for close reading de-
pending on what discipline one’s in? Is there a disciplinary conceit to a project of close
reading? One on level, I have to laugh because close reading is such an old-fashioned
kind of literary method. It was the generation — the two generations maybe — when 1
went to Yale; no one would be doing that, that’s what the old people did. So I'm really
glad to be here doing a close reading of a text.

I think it would have been better had you read what I’'m going to talk about tonight;
it seems odd to do a reading of a text that you haven’t read. Then you could, I think,
better see how the reading I’'m going to do of the text I’'m doing tonight can’t help but
defile this text. Can’t help but sully it, pollute it, besmirch it and smear it with matters
that aren’t actually in it, and the closer one moves into the text, the richer the defilement
of the textis. But I fear that you won’t really see that because you haven’t really read the
text, so again, this will be a very odd exercise.

But this besmearing, or sullying, or polluting of a text, the more you try to closely read
it, is I think one of the more interesting points of the text that I’'m going to talk about
tonight. That is, it’s one of the points I think that the text I’'m reading closely is trying
to make; the more closely I read this text, the more I besmirch it, and the text I’'m going
to talk about a little bit tonight is the text by an American pragmatist of the period that
my colleague is going to be talking about later, at the end of tonight, Chatles Sand-
ers Peirce, who wrote this essay “Pragmatism” in 1905, and is itself a very weird and
unhinged text, somewhat mad in form. It was sent to a number of publishers; no one
would publish it. It has an introduction, a kind of “dear editor” beginning, and then it
has two variants internal to it. Variant one where he lays out his argument and then vari-
ant two where he lays out the same argument with a twist. So it’s like a repetition within
a text. When Pierce wrote this text, by 1905, he himself was a tad bit unhinged. It was
in the latter part of his life. He was by then, oh, I would say a terrific drug addict. He
was shooting morphine, cocaine, all sorts of stuff. He had a terrible neurological con-
dition in relation to his face. He was in extraordinary debt and he was really shunned
by the formal scholarly community. He did not have an academic appointment and
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although he tried and tried, he never got one. Peirce was an extraordinarily wild thinker;
he was kind of a wild scholar. He’s considered one of America’s most important phi-
losophers and theoreticians and logicians, and he did have some very interesting ideas.
For one thing, he really thought that his understanding of semiotics and logic would
help explain such things as how time got in the habit of going forward. And he didn’t
mean by that how different cultures think about time, like Western cultures think time
is progressive and non-Western cultures think time is cyclical, right? He literally meant,
he thought his theory of semiotics and logics would explain how time as a “natural
phenomena” got into the “habit” of going forward.

Now, pragmatism, as I said, is written in two parts and what I want to do is simply walk
through the introduction in the first part, and try and suggest to you why this essay, if
we can even call it that, is quite useful for someone like me, who thinks about social
theory, who works in social theory, who tries to understand the way in which social life
is organized, how it reproduces itself, how it is disturbed, and why and when and where.
So let me just start.

“Pragmatism” begins with a letter to the editor in which Peirce outlines what he’s up
to, and what he’s up to is defining what pragmatism means to him. William James was
a very, very famous Harvard professor who had really popularized this thing called
pragmatism, having started in psychology and then moved to philosophy. He, Peirce,
and a number of other folks, when they were young men at Harvard, started this thing
called the Metaphysical Club, and that was a really hot item at Harvard at the time, and
William James went on to have a very stellar career; Peirce did not. William James really
helped out Peirce throughout his life.

It should be noted that William James was really one of the very few people who still
supported Peirce when Peirce was in incredible poverty. Peirce was an extraordinary
asshole, and he alienated the entire world and poor James was always sitting there say-
ing he’d go to the President who he had alienated — the President of Harvard — saying
he’s really bad, we have to get him some lectures, he doesn’t have any money. And this
is important because Peirce begins pragmatism with this introduction to the editor in
which he insults James and says that there’s this new philosophy that’s going under the
name of pragmatism and most people who are known for pragmatism are fools and
second-rate thinkers and really don’t have the fundamental foundation for understand-
ing how logic works or science works. One of them, one of these buffoons, is William
James. So first he starts by insulting the only person that really at that time was helping
Peirce live, literally.

Okay, so after insulting James and saying that William James defines pragmatism as “the
doctrine that the whole meaning of a concept expresses itself in the shape of conduct
to be recommended or experience to be expected,” Peirce is saying, okay, I’'m going to
define what pragmatism is and I’'m going to show you that I am the master of pragma-
tism, I am the man. So he begins by saying, okay, what is pragmatism? So if you said,
well, I don’t know, Beth; I don’t know what you’re talking about, so what is it that you’re
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talking about? Peirce defines pragmatism in this way: he says pragmatism is a logic or
a philosophy that is not interested in truth, but is interested in the meaning of intel-
lectual concepts. So he writes, “I understand pragmatism to be a method of asserting
the meaning, not of all ideas, but only those which I call intellectual concepts.” That
is to say, of those upon the structure of which arguments concerning objective fact
might hinge. So, pragmatism, this new mode of approaching the world, is going to be
interested in the meaning of intellectual concepts. Elsewhere, he wrote, in this century
dictionary, he wrote, “pragmatism is a method of reflection having for its purpose to
render ideas clear.” So that’s what Peirce says pragmatism is.

We have to ask, and he asks in his essay, what’s an intellectual concept? Now the an-
swer to “what is an intellectual concept” is going to stretch what you probably think
“meaning” means, like the ordinary way in which you use the term. So for instance,
if someone asks you, “What is a dogr” they’re asking “What does dog mean?”” Right?
And the kind of classic dictionary answer is that a dog is a domesticated, carnivorous
mammal, related to the foxes and wolves and raised in a wide variety of breeds. I got
that online. So that’s a dog, it turns out. There’s other ways of defining a dog, but that’s
what a dog is. Or if I ask what pragmatism is, you can go online, Google it, and tell me
that pragmatism is a movement consisting of varying but associated theories, originally
developed by Charles Peirce and William James, and distinguished by the doctrine that
the meaning of an idea or proposition lies in its observable, practical consequences.”
That’s usually what you all mean when you say “What does something mean?” — a dic-
tionary answer. That’s what you think a meaning is.

This is exactly what Peirce doesn’t mean by “meaning”, and there are huge ramifica-
tions, that he is rejecting this concept, this way of approaching meaning. So what does
he mean by the meaning of intellectual concepts? The implication for understanding,
say, human social life, necessitates that we follow Peirce through a number of some-
what esoteric moves that might bore you, but hopefully by the end you’ll see what’s at
stake here. So he begins by first saying that one of the things he knows an intellectual
concept to be is general in nature. It’s general in nature, it’s future oriented — it’s in the
future tense, “would be.” And it’s beyond immediate perception.

The second thing he notes is that the intellectual concept is semiotic. Semiotics, for
Peirce, always consist of threes; his little model is triadic. And semiosis consists of
three elements. So there’s always three. His big philosophy, which is called the logic of
relatives, which he doesn’t go into in this essay very much, consists of firstness, second-
ness, and thirdness, and I’'m not going to go into this very much. Instead, I’'m going to
walk through what he does. He says, okay, so an intellectual concept is always semiotic;
that is, it’s a sign. Every intellectual concept is a sign. Okay, so if we say “What’s an
intellectual concept?” and then we find out it’s a sign, well, what’s a sign? He said, ah,
that’s easy, because I've studied this matter. A sign is whatever — it is the mode of being
of that sign. So it could be a linguistic sign or a non-linguistic sign — it doesn’t matter.
A sign is that which mediates between an object an interpretant.
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He walks through and says let’s put it this way: in every dialogical encounter, there is a
signer — someone who signs, who speaks — and then someone who interprets. So I'm
talking and you’re desperately trying to understand what I’'m saying, right? Isn’t that
right? That desperation in your mind, that what now might just be a cloud, he says, is
actually a whole cluster of interpretants, your attempt to find some sign that will make
sense of what I’'m saying, Right? So you desperately try. He says, okay, that’s what goes
on all the time in dialogical encounters. Abstract that out of human relations and we
can make a model in which there is always a sign and an interpretant. But it doesn’t have
to be human, because he talks about rivers and riverbeds, so the water flowing down
the river shapes the riverbed and the shaping of the riverbed is the interpretation of
the water flow. But in any case, there are always three kinds of signs for him. There’s
an object, which wouldn’t seem to be a sign. But he says actually there’s the object, the
real object, and the immediate object. The immediate object is one that is so glued to
the sign “pen” that we actually can’t see that real object, because the sign “pen” is so
glued inside of it. There’s the interpretant “pen” that establishes another sign in my
mind and then there’s a sign that stands for that object. So there’s the sign stands for
an object (“pen”), the object is real or immediate, and then there’s an interpretant. The
interpretant is a sign that’s created in the mind by this other sign. Do you see that at all?
So a sign creates another sign in the mind.

What’s important for Peirce as he walks through is that all signs indicate. They don’t
express meaning, “Pen” doesn’t express a meaning, for Peirce; it indicates something,
We think it’s expressing something about “penness,” but all it’s doing for Peirce in this
essay is pulling out and indicating, producing a tension; he calls it “collateral observa-
tion.” That’s all it’s doing. So he says a sign stands for an object, doesn’t express an
object, it just stands for an object. And it stands for it in such a way that it produces
another sign in another mind, it doesn’t have to be a human mind, it could be any kind
of mind. That’s a whole other thing with Peirce.

A sign not only stands for an object, but also creates and produces it. It produces it as
something that is in my world, and is in my world in a very particular way. Now, what’s
at stake here? Peirce gives us a series of four examples for what’s at stake in thinking
about the sources of meaning (in terms of the sign that only indicates rather then ex-
presses). The first one has to do with this fellow called Ralph Pepperill. There was a fel-
low, he says, called Ralph Pepperill, who bought a mare, Pee Dee Kew. And Peirce says,
never having heard of Ralph Pepperill or Pee Dee Kew, “It meant to me only that some
man bought a famous trotter,” a horse, and he really didn’t think about it so much. He’s
sitting at his club, and some guy says, “You know, Ralph Pepperill bought Pee Dee
Kew,” and Peirce was like, “Whatever.” But then he hears this same Ralph Pepperill has
avery rare edition of Plato’s dialogues, and Peirce, being a bit of a Plato reader, kind of
perks up, and now Ralph Pepperill, that sign changes an object? There’s Ralph Pepperill
the real object, a body, right? Does Ralph Pepperill have a body? Then he’s an object.
There’s the immediate Ralph Pepperill, which we’ll see is being made by all these things
that Peirce is learning. So Ralph Pepperill’s body, the real one, is just being made by all
these new networks of meaning, these new collateral observations that Peirce is mak-
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ing about Ralph Pepperill. Well, look at that! What a weird — what an interesting fellow.
He plays the ponies and he’s a philosopher. He’s one of my best friends, because I like
the ponies too, and I like philosophy, right? And what Peirce says is, at every moment
that I learn something more about Ralph Pepperill, he literally — the way these signs are
indicated — he literally comes into being. These signs are constituting him, as such, and
on the one hand they’re getting nearer to who he really is, like who is Ralph Pepperill,
and on the other hand, these signs are always layering him in a very particular way for
Peirce, and everyone else that knows Ralph Pepperill, who knows him slightly differ-
ently will have his history slightly different and so Ralph Pepperill, physically, as an ob-
ject, as a corporeal being, as substance, will be slightly different to them. There will be
a real object Ralph Pepperill; but the immediate Ralph Pepperill will be many different
Ralph Pepperills and those are the ones with whom you will be interacting,

The second example he gives is a person who’s colorblind. In particular, a guy that can’t
see vermilion, and what Peirce says is that “I couldn’t understand why; I said ‘Look at
this beautiful sunset,” he was like, “‘What beautiful sunset?”” He’s like, ““This beautiful
sunset, it’s so vermilion.” He’s like, ‘Really? It kind of looks gray to me.”” So Peirce says,
what I realized is T can teach him about colorblindness, but he will continue to live in a
different world than me. Why? Because that real world, that real object out there, can’t
be made by all the same kinds of signs by which it’s made for me, because I have red,
and green, and blue, and black, and purple, and whatever I have, and he only has three
colors. So, literally, we are now living in different worlds. And that is because signs don’t
just express a meaning; they point and differentiate and constitute.

The third example is about a fire. Again, Peirce sat in the club in New York a lot, and
someone was sitting in the club and they said, “Verily, it’s a fire. Verily, it was a terrible
fire.” And what Peirce says is that you don’t know, what was this guy referring to? Was
he reading something in the paper and saying, “Wow, that fire in Mumbai was a terrible
fire”’? Did he look out the window and see that there was a fire outside and say, “Verily,
that’s a terrible fire”? And Peirce says how would we know what that sentence meant?
We wouldn’t know what the sentence meant by pulling the sentence out of its context
and reading it and trying to understand the meaning of “Verily, it was a fierce fire.” The
only way we can understand that sentence is to put it back into its context. To make it
more existential. To make it more in the world, right? Is he reading a paper? Did he look
outside? All of this tells, Peirce tells us, is why signs only have meaning insofar as they
are part of an existential world. That is, the meaning of the world is our history and us-
ing and deploying and coming to know things through signs. None of us knows things
through signs in exactly the same way. We can’t. We can be in the same culture, we can
be in the same language, we could have grown up in the same houschold. You can
almost be a twin — you can be a twin, you can be a triplet — but because you're literally,
existentially, spatially removed, then there will always be at least a small gap between
what a pen is, mediated by a sign, for you, and what it is for someone else. And this is
what we say a pen is. When we say a pen is a thing you write with, well, that’s just most
ridiculous way of thinking about meaning. This pen is everything this kind of ink is.
For you all have no idea. We didn’t have these kind ruby pens when I was small, just to
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use. We had just those horrible ballpoint ones and they weren’t smooth. So when I use
this pen I have a whole other experience than you have. So this pen is literally different,
not because I can feel something you can’t in a physical way, but because my existential
relationship to it is different.

So, let me turn, as he does, back to the question of the sign. But how does that help us
understand what an intellectual concept is? Are we any closer to understanding what
pragmatism is? Here is where Peirce again turns to a kind of semiotic understanding of
the world. He says, okay, what’s an intellectual concept? Well, an intellectual concept is
actually an interpretant. It’s that thing that’s set up in my mind; it’s that concept that I
reflexively understand the world through. Ah, that’s an “x.”” It’s an interpretant.

Now, Peirce says there are three kinds of interpretants. So, I see a sign: I’'m going to the
bathroom in this place where I used to work at U. of Chicago in Haskell Hall, and it’s the
third floor and there’s only boys” bathrooms on the third floor and I really have to pee
and it’s like three in the morning; I was working, I was young. I thought I really have to
pee, I'm going to go down the hall and use the bathroom. I get down to the hall, I turn to
the bathroom door, and I stop. There’s a men’s bathroom. The doot’s open, you can see
the urinals, right? And I stop. And then I think, why am I stopping? Then I blush, and
then I get angry at myself, and then I have this whole argument about “Beth, you’re like
way post queer here, you don’t believe in the relationship between man and bathroom
and your body, so why are you stopping?” Okay, all of those for Peirce are interpretants.
There’s a sign, right, it establishes a kind of interpretant in another theater of conscious-
ness, but the kind of interpretant, the different grounds of the interpretant, are such
that when I blushed — and I did, even though there was nobody there — that blush is
an emotional interpretant. It’s actually me interpreting my relationship to that object,
doorframe, urinal, and the sign man. So I react, and then I think about it. That for him
is actually an intellectual practice. But, for him, the emotional is one, the energetic is two,
and the logical interpretant, when I finally say, “Wait a minute, what is the proper — or
should be the proper — relationship between me, that sign, man, those urinals, and me.
That’s an intellectual concept. The logical interpretant, the reflexive moment, is where
intellectual work is done. That’s what he thinks pragmatism should be interested in.

Now notice that that intellectual work is not happening in some abstraction. It’s not
happening by doing propositional logic. It’s not happening by abstracting meanings like
“a dog is a blah-be-de-blah.” It’s happening in our existential relation to the world. Take
for example another case, and I'll end with this. There’s a place I work in Australia, an
indigenous community that’s very poor. Extraordinarily. Think Native American com-
munities — very, very poor. The housing is a mess; it’s overcrowded; there’s no money;
there’s no anything. And a very nice, good, liberal, progressive bureaucrat was in the
community and had to go to the bathroom — another bathroom example. She was sit-
ting on this one porch of a friend of mine and said, “Can I use your bathroom?” to
this indigenous woman, a friend of mine. Margery looked at me and I looked at Mar-
gery — Margery’s the indigenous woman — and we said, “Well, maybe you want to go
to the bathroom in the community office.” And the woman, that’s a very nice woman,
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progressive bureaucrat, said, “No, it’s okay; I can use the bathroom here,” and then we
didn’t know what to say. So we said, “Oh, okay.” She went in and she experienced what
bathrooms are that don’t work. And the woman very quickly came back out of the
house, completely undone. Literally, her body was registering — in terms of emotional,
energetic, and then reflexive consciousness — and interpreting the space, this relation-
ship between object signs and her own politics. In that moment when she has to decide
who she is because she reacted like that, who’s at fault? “Am I being a bigot? Am I being
a racist? Are people who live in this house responsible for this? Is the government re-
sponsible for this? Who’s responsible for this? Why do I think there’s something to be
responsible for?”” All of that movement, which is about signs and intellectual concepts
in the world, is what we could say can be brought out of this essay from Peirce and
what we can understand the richest kind of pragmatism to be.

RP: I’'m also interested in pragmatism, and in particular its turn-of-the-century influ-
ence on the premier black intellectual of the period, W. E. B. Du Bois, and then the
diffusion of his special kind of pragmatism — not special, but his particular applica-
tion of it, to another generation of black intellectuals, particularly Ralph Ellison, one
generation later. The mediating figure is a Howard University Professor named Alain
Locke, who, like Du Bois, but later, studied and revered William James at Harvard. 1
was particulatly interested in it because it was virtually invisible in accounts of Ameri-
can literary history. I began to ask myself what was so attractive about pragmatism to
Du Bois, and it’s not the kind of thing where Du Bois says, “I study pragmatism with
William James.” Then it wouldn’t be so interesting, It’s more sort of implicit. Du Bois
does say, “God be praised that I landed in the arms of William James.” Because Du
Bois was at Harvard and was pretty lonely and William James befriended him. So, one
can extrapolate from Du Bois’s ideas the imprint of some of James’s ideas, even though
there’s never any “smoking gun.” But that makes intellectual history fun to do, because
it’s not obvious. Then the diffusion of these pragmatist ideas — my version of which
I'll define in a minute — the diffusion to the later generation sort of confirmed for me
the importance of figuring out what was so attractive about pragmatism. The basic
thing one can say about it is it’s the one tool of the turn-of-the-century, along with the
anthropology of Franz Boas, that’s virtually alone among behavioral and social sciences
in opposing the theory and practice of white supremacy. And how does pragmatism
figure into that? Well, basically, pragmatism is dismissive of the authority or skeptical
of the authority of three categories, all metaphysically canonical, all deeply prestigious
in the culture. The three categories are origin, essence, and identity.

As Professor Povinelli was suggesting at the outset — I think I was hearing this as a
quote — “meaning for Peirce expresses itself in conduct,” something like that. Now,
that’s the crucial move in pragmatism, is to shift the burden or origin or centrality of
meaning from the self to conduct. A useful example would be from Peirce in an early
essay. I think it’s on the consequences of foreign capacities, the moment where a child
is in a kitchen and accidentally brushes against a stove; or no, actually, his mother says,
“Don’t touch the stove.” The child touches the stove, cries because she’s just been
burned, and for Peirce this is the moment where the child understands what it is to have
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a self, an identity that can be burned. So what that shows is the commitment pragma-
tism has to a self that’s inferred or derived from experience. The experience being, in
Professor Povinelli’s phrase, the existential relation to the world. The child’s existential
relation to the world produces a self. She infers she has extension and the capacity to
reach out and then feel pain at her fingertips.

Now, this is important — this is a basic illustration of pragmatism’s shifting, this shifting
from origin, essence, and identity. William James, in a characteristic remark, says prag-
matist pluralism dismisses “all the great single-word answers to the world’s riddle, such
as God, the One, Reason, Law, Spirit, Matter, Nature, Polarity, the Dialectic Process,
the Idea, the Self, the Oversoul [...] THE Truth: what a perfect idol of the rationalistic
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mind!” So pragmatists don’t construe truth as having what we call correspondence to
reality. There’s nothing out there that it has to match up with. William James says truth
is “what’s good in the way of belief.” Or “what’s good for us to believe.” You see how
that changes the game? There’s nothing out there that has to be true to; it’s just a func-
tion. It can’t be anything; there are all sorts of constraints on it, but we don’t have to
get into that. But I think maybe you can already see the attraction of a philosophy that
would take the pressure off identity or put identity in a secondary role, just an infer-
ential role, for black intellectuals, for an oppressed group of people. Identity, in other
words, is the enemy, because it is the instrument of labeling and of categorizing. In
their daily lives and up until 1954 when the Supreme Court banned segregation in their
daily lives, they lived under what is informally called the Jim Crow segregation, which
is the primordial American mechanism of identity, of classification. Meaning you’re
black or you’re white, there’s no in-between and you go to the white water fountain if
you’re “white” and black water fountain if you’re “black.” Strict segregation, obviously
oppressive, humiliating, degrading,

So, the hatred of identity is a lived reality, existential reality for African-Americans,
and so that would be one reason that pragmatism would be attractive to them. Now
Ralph Ellison, who I want to talk about, is probably best known to you as the author
of a famous novel, Invisible Man, from 1952. It’s still very much read. He’s also a great
essayist, which isn’t as well known as it should be, but he produced a thick, almost
thousand-page volume of essays. And there he works out, never saying it explicitly, but
he works out what it would mean to have a pragmatist account of race, or an under-
standing of race that wasn’t rooted in identity. I hazard a guess in writing about this
that it does derive directly from the precedence of Du Bois’s study with William James
and Alain Locke. Locke was a friend of Ellison’s in the ‘40s, when Ellison left Alabama
and came to New York. He was befriended by Alain Locke and later paid tribute to
him. A characteristic of Ellison is to basically be very critical and skeptical of what in
the “70s was called black nationalism, Black Power, the celebration of black identity.
He became very despised by a lot of white leftist and Black Power leftists for refusing
to lend his name to this very powerful movement of black liberation. He thought it
was a deeply misguided understanding, He says, characteristically, in 1973, “We have so
narrowly been involved with race as against culture that we’ve reduced ourselves to an
extent that the most unreconstructed white Southerner was unable to do.” So narrowly



“Langnage, Identity, Agency” 65

involved with race as against culture. What’s culture and what’s race? How are they so
different to him?

Race is the domain of biology, of nature conceived as timeless and fixed. It produces a
fetishizing of authenticity: Are you black enough? That was a question posed to Ellison
over and over again. Why aren’t you behind black nationalist liberation movements?
Maybe you’re not black enough. In other words, a question of authenticity. What's it
like to be black? Questions like that. Culture is liberating because it doesn’t have any
interest, according to Ellison, in those questions. Culture would be the realm of ac-
tion, of conduct, of plasticity, of artifice, of stylization, sculpting one’s conduct. So
he writes an essay called “The Little Man at Chehaw Station: The American Artist and
His Audience,” a very remarkable essay. I don’t have time to go into it in great detail,
but basically it’s an effort to replace this fetish of authenticity that dominates identity
thinking, with what Ellison calls the “mystery of American identity”. The “mystery of
American identity,” which sounds like a contradiction of what I'm saying. It sounds
like since he’s using the word “identity” that in fact he’s using an identity rhetoric. But
actually — and this is where close reading is useful, because it’s a very dense essay — in
fact the phrase that he uses, “mystery of American identity,” is meant to sort of disarm
itself — or, to use Professor Povinelli’s useful word — “besmirch” itself. Ellison wants
everything to be as messy and mixed-up as possible. Identity is everything that wears
against, wars against, messy, mixed-up overlap. Identity is the affirmation of a bound-
ary, let’s say.

So, the “mystery of American identity.” In that phrase “American” is a mediating
term of a nexus, a nexus of mystery and American and identity together. He wants us
to think of them together and all of these elements are reciprocally intertwined and
they’re sort of warring against one another. So you can’t just isolate the last word in
the phrase, “identity.” “Mystery” and “American” attaches to it, but “American,” of
course, is an identity term. So the next question is, what does he mean by “American,”
and that’s really what the essay is about, and he gives a very pragmatist answer. America
doesn’t have to do with essence or origin; it doesn’t have to do with a pre-ordained giv-
en that you discover. Instead, in true pragmatist fashion, “American” is a certain form
of conduct, a certain way of doing things. The way he describes it is that Americans
are jokers. He has a very ludic sense of culture, meaning he wants to have a flexible,
improvisational relation to culture, that in other words isn’t mandated by a category,
an identity. He says Americans are jokers who play “the appropriation game.” This is
what he means by that: “On the level of culture, it’s here that the diverse elements of
our various backgrounds, our heterogeneous pasts have indeed come together, melted,
and undergone metamorphosis. It is here, if we would but recognize it, that elements
of the many available tastes, traditions, ways of life, and values that make up the total
culture have been ceaselessly appropriated and made their own. Consciously, un-self-
consciously, or imperialistically by groups and individuals to whose own backgrounds
and traditions they are historically alien. Indeed it was through this process of cul-
tural appropriation (and misappropriation) that Englishmen, Europeans, Africans, and
Asians became Americans.”
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So that’s a functionalist definition. You do a certain thing, though it has no set end.
“Everyone played the appropriation game. The Pilgrims began by appropriating the
meteorological lure of the Indians, the agriculture and military lure of the Indians, in-
cluding terminology. Africans thrown together from numerous ravaged tribes took up
the English language and the Biblical legends of the ancient Hebrews and were ‘Ameri-
canizing’ themselves long before the American Revolution. The whites took over any
elements of Afro-American culture that seemed useful, the imagery of folklore, ways
of speaking, endurance of what appeared to be hopeless hardship and singing and
dancing, including the combination of Afro-American art forms that produced the first
musical theater of national appeal, the minstrel show, and in improvising their rather
tawdry and opportunistic versions of a national mythology, movie makers, Christians
and Jews, Northerners and Southerners, ransacked and distorted for their own pur-
poses the backgrounds and images of everyone, including the American Indians. These
such pragmatic” — and there the word comes out — “opportunistic appropriations have
constituted one of the most precious of our many freedoms. Having opted for the new
and being unable to create it out of thin air or from words inscribed on documents
of state, Americans did what came naturally — they pressured the elements of the past
and present into new amalgams. They were always culturally improvising. This reminds
us that the Americanness of American culture has been a matter of Adamic wordplay,
of trying in the interest of a futuristic dream to impose unity upon an experience that
changes too rapidly for linguistic or political exactitude.” In other words, he is trying
to figure out how to understand America in a way that doesn’t define America as an
identity, as a pre-ordained category. So it’s a process of appropriation that everyone’s
playing, everyone’s involved with, interacting elements. He finds that black nationalists
— people who insist on “Black pride” and “black is beautiful” — that those people in a
curious way are insufficiently playful, that they are not part of the American pleasure
in improvisation. They have a set identity, which they’re celebrating, So for Ellison
that sort of misses the pleasure of the game, of the improvisational flexibility that it
requires.

He’s particularly taken by a fellow he runs into in Riverside Park. I'll read it since it’s
quite amusing: “T am reminded of a light-skinned, blue-eyed, Afro-American-featured
individual who could have been taken for anything, from a sun-tinged Anglo-Saxon,
an Egyptian, or a mixed-breed American Indian, to a strayed member of certain tribes
of Jews. This young man appeared one sunny Sunday afternoon on New York’s River-
side Drive near 151st Street, where he disrupted the visual peace of the promenading
throng by racing up on a shiny, new, blue Volkswagen Beetle, decked out with a gleam-
ing Rolls Royce radiator. Clad in handsome black riding boots and fawn-colored riding
breeches of English tailoring, he took the curb, wielding — with an ultra-pukka-sahib
haughtiness — a leather riding crop. A dashy dashiki (as bright and many-colored as
the coat that initiated poor Joseph’s troubles in Biblical times) flowed from his broad
shoulders down to the arrogant military flare of his breeches-tops, while six feet, six
inches or so above his heels a black Homburg hat, tilted at a jaunty angle, floated
majestically on the crest of his huge Afro-coiffed head.” So what in the world is this

guy doing?
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He says — Ellison says — he was his own work of art. He’d gotten himself, as the Har-
lem saying goes, together, and whatever sheerly ethnic identity was communicated by
his costume depended upon the observer’s ability to see order in an apparent cultural
chaos. He continues, “The man himself was hidden somewhere within this complex
identity concealed by his aesthetic gesturing. And his essence” — this is the interesting
part; he seems about to veer into an anti-pragmatist rhetoric of essence — “lay not in
the somewhat comic clashing of styles, but in the mixture, the improvised form, the
willful juxtaposition of modes.” What turns out to be his essence is his improvisational
act, his willful mixture, juxtaposition of modes. So this is part of Ellison’s pragmatist
account. “Culturally he was an American joker, if his Afro and dashiki symbolize pro-
test, his boots, camera, Volkswagen, Homburg, impose certain qualifications upon the
protest. In doing so, they play irreverently upon the symbolism of status, property and
authority, and suggested new possibilities of perfection.” So this fellow sort of gets it
for Ellison. He’s a mishmash, a chaos; he’s just playing the appropriation game, heed-
less of any template, of any model out there that he has to measure up to. Everybody
got that? There’s no platonic image, no platonic standard he has to address, no es-
sence of Americanness he has to correspond to. He contrasts this fellow to the black
nationalism of the “70s where he says, ““Today blood-magic and blood-thinking, never
really dormant in American society, are rampant among us, often leading to brutal racial
assaults, and while this goes on the challenge of arriving at an adequate definition of
American cultural identity goes unanswered.”

So I think the main point’s been established: Ellison’s pragmatistic account of Ameri-
can identity as the act of improvisation. He says those who don’t understand American
identity as improvised, as an action, “seek psychic security from within our inherited
divisions of the corporate American culture, while gazing out upon our fellows with
a mixed attitude of fear, suspicion and yearning. We repress an underlying anxiety
aroused by the awareness that we are representative not only of one but of several
overlapping and constantly shifting social categories. We assume that we know who we
are; we ground our sense of identity in affect charged symbols, but thereby avoid the
mysteries and pathologies of the democratic process.” And this democratic process de-
mands a certain psychic uncertainty, a refusal of security. So it plays havoc with identity
politics, what in those days was black nationalism. This leads to Ellison’s deep unpopu-
larity at that time, but in a way history has caught up with him, because who is — what
does the Afro-coiffed fellow in Riverside Park resemble? He’s sort of like a hip-hop
figure, a figure of sampling and chaotic mixture without any preformed priority model
guiding it. So Ellison is sort of a figure who was not of his time, but predicted a more
hybrid cosmopolitan age.

AB: Okay, so some of the themes that I focus on from Edward Said’s book Beginnings, the
first part of it, are continuous with things that Ross and Beth have been saying, and it will
be obvious to you, but I might point out exactly how. In this early work of Said’s, which
is not the work that he is most famous for (Orentalism), Said’s interested in a distinction.
The Italian philosopher Vico pointed out that there’s something about the idea of a cho-
sen people that privileges them into the sacred; but in doing so, it protects them from a
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certain kind of self-inquiry and self-questioning; It’s a sort of ambivalent privilege. The
chosen people are in the domain of the sacred, but the domain of the sacred cannot be
investigated by the kinds of things which we since Vico’s time call “genealogy,” and Vico
himself called “divination.” Because they’re set apart, they’re outside of history, they’re
outside of contingency, and there’s a sort of abiding, everlasting status that the sacred has,
and it is one of the reasons why Vico’s considered the founder of what we today call the
social or the human sciences, what Vico himself expresses by saying that the social and
the human sciences are basically secular inquiries, that they necessarily are inquiries that
are in history, that are in contingency, something precisely that a chosen people managed
to escape — but then, they aren’t the subjects of this kind of inquiry. The sacred isn’t the
subject of that kind of inquiry. That’s what makes the sacred special.

Now, Said goes on to make a distinction, which is a defining distinction in this work,
between what he calls “origins” and “beginnings,” and he says this in a much quoted
sentence of his where he explains the distinction: “as consistently as possible I use
beginning as having the more active meaning and origin the more passive one. Thus x
is the origin of y, while the beginning « leads to 4.” So here’s the contrast: origin gener-
ates passivity, beginnings are active, and he captures this distinction by saying that the
natural idiom to talk about origin is to say things like xis the origin of y, while the idiom
of beginning is the beginning « leads to 4, where “it leads to” is giving you a sense of
agency and action. Now, the reason why this is connected to the idea of the chosen is
that he wants to say that the being chosen gives you a status of passivity because you
are chosen — it’s not your choice, you are chosen. So essentially, there is no possibility
of a certain kind of creative freedom. The possibility of what he thinks of is captured
by the idea and the ideal of beginnings. Now, here’s a question, if the idea of chosen
is what is tied to origins, and it’s tied to passivity, the natural thought on offer is that
having agency, having freedom, being active, et cetera, must be, by contrast, not being
chosen, but choosing. That would be the natural contrast to me, between passivity and
active agency. So one would have thought that Said would say that there’s being chosen
and the contrast, being active, beginnings and so on, is to choose and thereby make a
beginning et cetera.

So that’s offered to him by his own conceptual vocabulary, but he refuses the offer.
So he doesn’t want to contrast being chosen with choosing to capture the distinction
between the passive and the active or the objective. Why not? Well, he says he prefers
the idea of locating agency not in invention but in intention. The subtitle of the work is
“Intention and Method,” because he thinks real agency lies not in random, unmethodi-
cal behavior (action), but via intention to act by a method generated by the intention,
and I want to try to ask what that is. What is this more methodical thing that the notion
of intention generates, which is missing in what we would have thought would be the
much more natural contrast to being chosen, which is choosing, inventing, and so on? I
think there’s something very deep that he’s struggling to say. By the way, there’s a lot of
rather sloppy writing; it’s very wonderful, charged, impressionistic writing, but it’s also
very hard to figure out what’s going on. So some of what I’'m saying is imposing an ar-
gument in the words on his pages, but, I think, not doing any violence to his thought.
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So why is it that he refuses choosing? And we should ask this as a general question.
What is it about the freedom of — in his case, the writer — but freedom generally, why
is it that it’s more tied to intention and so on, rather then invention? Here is a first
thought that I had about it. There’s a passage in which Edward talks of how it is that
the concept of creativity and inventiveness is tied to the concept of originality, but
that is a mistake, because he thinks that the concept of origins, even despite the fact
that it’s chosen, is really where originality lies. Now this seems perverse, completely
perverse. It’s passivity, you’re chosen, et cetera, that’s what all this stuff about origins
is, as opposed to beginnings. And yet, originality for him is on the side of the passive.
Now what on earth could he mean by that? My interpretative thought here is that if
you understand what it is when he stresses the importance of intention to agency and
freedom.... The curious thing about originality is that you can’t intend to be original.
That is a completely incoherent idea. So that’s the best interpretative gloss I can make
of this prima facie perverse insistence that originality’s not on the side of agency but is
on the passive side. I say this because he keeps stressing that the side of creativity is in-
tention, so we should ask, how is it possible to combine intending with originality? And
the answer is you can’t combine it, because it is incoherent to say that you can intend to
be original. Aristotle said that you can’t have pleasure as a goal. Pleasure is not a goal;
pleasure is a fallout of other goals you have when you pursued them. But you can’t say
I'm going to go and get a chunk of pleasure, like a chunk of butter.

EP: I don’t often say that.

AB: It can’t be a goal in that sense. So you can have the goal of playing cricket or doing
philosophy or meeting a friend or a lover and so on and then pleasure might fall out of
pursuing real goals. But you can’t say I'm going to leapfrog over real goals, like meet-
ing people and playing cricket or whatever and just go for pleasure, something light. I
think that originality is like that. That is, the goals we have, the intentions we have, that
we pursue, are intentions to write books or write poems, write criticism, and if others
haven’t written what you’ve written, then you happen to be original, right? But you
don’t aim for originality, it’s just a fallout of other things that you aim for and intend
to do. Now, I remember reading Rousseau’s Confessions in my early teens. Shows you
what kind of ghastly upbringing I had. And one of the things that appalled me when
I read it was what struck me as the just sort of manic egotism of its beginnings. “I’'m
going to say something that nobody’s ever said before and I’'m going to” — it’s just an
announcement of the intention to be original, in the pages that follow it. I realized that
I was put off by the egotism; really what I must have been put off by was the incoher-
ence of the idea that you could intend to be original in a book that you are embarking
on. That’s really the source of discomfort, not so much the egotism but the fact thatit’s
nonsense to even so much as think you can do what Rousseau was setting out to do.

So that’s one point and I want to make one other point about this, which I think is a
deeper point. That is, in what sense is the notion of intention more tied to the idea of
our agency then just the idea of inventiveness, and so on? My philosophical conviction
is, and I think this was there and Edward was struggling to say this, is that agency is
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really tied to normativity and vice versa. I think philosophy doesn’t get harder but also
doesn’t get deeper than the relationship between normativity and agency. Here’s what I
mean: What is normativity opposed to? What it’s opposed to is basically causality, right?
Because things cause other things, but that’s not something — and that’s what gives you
determinism. Determinism in ancient Greece was defined in terms of fate and what
gods determined in human behavior, but after the late seventeenth century, the idea of
determinism moved away from the influence of gods or God — because God was sort
of exiled out of this world and this world was governed by causality instead. Determin-
ism then consisted of the fact that all events are caused — the principle of universal
causality. Intentions are supposed to be, in some sense, an interruption of the causal
order, the causal nexus. So human action is a product of intentions but not of, as it
were, impersonal causes. That’s the instinct. That’s the theoretical instinct we have.

Now, I want to ask the question: What is it about an intention that makes it special? I
mean, after all, one could say that intentions cause actions. So why is it just one kind of
cause? Acids cause blue litmus to turn red; intentions cause human behavior, so it’s all
causality. It’s a very natural thought. In fact, philosophers like David Hume and all have
had that thought, that it was all part of a causal framework. So what is distinctive about
intentions, which is so essential to Edward Said’s idea of being creative, having agency
and being a free agent, and so on? My thought is that if you introduce a notion that is
essential to agency and see it as a contrasted causality, you might get to see the point.

See the thing with intentions is, as Wittgenstein pointed out in his material work, is that
they generate a certain kind of normativity. The very idea of intention gives rise to the
idea that some action is in accord with the intention or fails to be in accord with the inten-
tion. So if I intend to take my umbrella, if it’s raining, and I take my father’s walking stick
instead — this actually happened to me once —I've failed to act on my intention, and failure
is a normative idea. So suppose it happens that dipping blue litmus in acids fails to cause
it to turn red. You don’t want to say, “You stupid litmus.” You don’t think of it as mak-
ing a mistake of that kind, whereas I might say to myself “You stupid, you didn’t take the
umbrella, et cetera.” It’s not that kind of mistake. So the idea of a mistake is to introduce
the idea of norms and here’s the reason therefore why it’s essential to agency. Suppose you
have the idea of a relationship in which & causes 4, and think of this as a serious cause, the
kind of cause that natural science studies, or even social science (a ludicrous idea — I can
hardly stand to say those two words; they stick in my throat). But take the intention rela-
tion: @ intends 4. Now; if it turns out that there is a counterexample to this generality, and
acid just doesn’t...then prima facie — unless you can save the phenomenon, as Hume said,
by coming up with an auxiliary hypothesis to save it — this is refuted. That’s just how things
go. This kind of generality, @ causes b, prima facie at least, is refuted — you can save it by
various means and people often do that, and Hume thought one does it much more often
than other philosophers, like Popper and all, said one does. But the idea is that if there’s
a “failure” — 'm using the word “failure” in quotation marks because it’s not the proper
usage here — if it fails, if the generality fails, then the generality’s simply wrong,

But suppose I fail to live up to an intention of mine. It isn’t as if this is refuted. It
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doesn’t cease to be true that « intends 4. Rather, one just tries to do better next time,
right? And the idea of trying to do better is just a normative idea. That is, mental states
like intentions are basically commitment states. Youre committed to doing certain
things when you have an intention, and if you fail, you don’t say, “Oh, well, it’s refuted
that I have the intention.” You just say, “T’ll try better next time.” So it’s a normative
ideal and it’s in this that agency inheres. That’s what the kind of freedom that Edward
Said is after consists in. It’s that he doesn’t want it to be just random doings on our
part, but to try and capture the fact that we praise ourselves, we blame ourselves, we try
and do better, and these are the struggles that are essential to the idea of freedom and
agency and you don’t get it unless you introduce the vocabulary of intention, and the
idea of invention and so on is a relatively shallow idea of freedom.

EP: This is a great conversation I think. I'll try to pick up a bit on what’s been said.
What’s different between Peirce and James and, I think, Ralph Ellison, and the way
Peirce would think about intention is that Peirce is more interested in the way in which
ideas become fixed, and the way in which we come to be unable to open the relationship
between identity, essence, et cetera. So habit becomes so important to him, the fact that
T actually can’t sample, that I find there are places that I'm disturbed and yet I can’t create
something new out of that disturbance. James believes pragmatism’s about conduct, and
in some ways Peirce and James are both interested in conduct, but for Peirce the intel-
lectual concept is a habit, and the question becomes that of how we disrupt our habits.
What are the contexts in which habits of mind are disrupted? The bathroom example
is a moment in which habits of mind, which are actually habits of bodies, and habits
of being together, habits of us as worldlings, are potentially unorganized and therefore
some other intellectual concept can come about. So it’s really interesting. That’s just fab-
ulous, you know, the a causes b, the failures of a different type, then a intends b. Again,
the weird thing about certain kinds of pragmatism, is seeing causation as itself a kind
of interpretation, a kind of intending that might not pull off, because there can’t be — as
Akeel was saying — there can’t be causation that refers ultimately to an essential world, a
world that’s removed from this play of signs. Now, whether that’s a right or wrong way
of thinking, it certainly is a quite interesting one. So on the one hand we have Peirce’s
very open, existential world, and on the other hand a very habitualized world. Why are
we continually re-enclosed in our habits that we understand as normativity?

AB: But one of the things I should address to both of you is that when you stress the
besmirching in the existential and the messing with identity, and the messing up of iden-
tities that in the book, though he used slightly different vocabularies — we’re gravitating
towards the same pragmatist unsettling of notions of identity and so on. But here’s a
question, which I think is worth exploring, and it may just force a certain sophistication
on the kind of African-American responses which take on pragmatism as an instrument
by which to, as it were, bypass or finesse identity politics. It’s completely possible within
pragmatism to say that there’s more than the mere messing up or besmirching of essenc-
es and identities; even without essences and so on, identities may exist. This is a pragma-
tist thought, but it’s a slightly different pragmatist thought than the one that generates
the messing up and besmirching, Context can blur into history in ways that lend us very
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complex, messed up identities. I have one, in fact: 'm tons of different things, and so
is everybody else. That’s the point of what pragmatism does to notions of essence and
identity. But contexts can last a long time; they don’t have to be momentary. They could
last for years. In a certain context, some of the mess that I am might loom much larger
then other parts of the mess, right? Since everybody’s obsessed with the subject, I can
give you that example, if somebody has Islamic identity, it’s true that somebody might
be a Muslim and a father and an Indian and a mess of other things, right? But under
some context, the feeling of humiliation, colonial subjugation, a seemingly interminable
damned war, or whatever it might be, some aspect of your identity — Islam, for example
— might loom much larger, be much more the focus and last as long as the context lasts.
This is a pragmatist thought because it entirely resides in the contextuality, right?

EP: Right.

AB: So I think something needs to be said to assure this other aspect of anti-essen-
tialism and identity politics. I’'m curious to know how much fails to get besmirched or
how much transcends the besmirching to come up with something that the pragmatist
should accept. Just a thought.

RP: I think what came to mind was in the public domain black people didn’t have any
identity. They were invisible; they had never held office after Reconstruction and so the
identity, the ironclad identity rule, in a way could conform to what Professor Bilgrami
just said in the sense of alternative identities. For Ellison, it was being part of Western
culture, as he once said, which meant when he went to the library in Alabama, when
he went to Tuskegee, he would dig out to read Gertrude Stein and T. S. Eliot and Fzra
Pound and not “brothers,” fellow black writers. He was creating an identity with a liter-
ary tradition that meant something,

AB: Right, but my question is when Malcolm X wouldn’t do that, right, it’s not as if he
was necessarily — if I’'m reading the contextuality stuff right — it’s not as if he was in
some way falling afoul of pragmatism. That’s all.

EP: No, he’s not falling afoul of pragmatism, and when I began with the besmirching,
the point actually wasn’t a Jamesian point so much as a point about two other things.
One: by necessity, the closer we get to any sign activity — a pen, a word on a page — the
more we find that it is absolutely a thicket of its existential historicity. Two: to come
to the matter of the fixity of identity and the contextual nature of besmirched identity
in this sense, despite this individual experience, we nevertheless share a certain way of
communicating with each other. Literally, every sign on this page, every word, is abso-
lutely, the closer I get, different for me than for you, including the space between the
words, right? The “and,” the “the,” the everything. Yet at the same time, you and I can
read this book together and talk about it, and ditto with essences and identities. What it
is to be a woman or a queer or whatever it is is absolutely different here then it would
be somewhere out there and it has to do with the same kind of historicity of what that
word is. It is only in certain contexts, and it’s all in the background. I don’t even notice
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most of this, right? Usually I just read these words on the page. 'm not thinking, oh,
wow, “which.” What a deep, existential history it had. No. ’'m reading along and I'm
not thinking “Oh, my way of being a woman or whatever is different than your way.”
No, we just get along, right? Because it’s in the background. But there are certain con-
texts and — silly examples, but the war’s another example — in which suddenly we’re
confronted with the stitched, multipart character of our being and we find that one or
another aspect of its essences, but now these essences of a different sort, are made into
an object, a problem, that we can’t just go about the world and ignore. It really becomes
foregrounded and it’s absolutely a pragmatist thought in a Peircean sense.

RP: That’s the difference.

EP: You can go on for years.

AB: Ross’s very interesting interpretation probably has a response to this, but what
I’'m saying is whatever that response is would add a kind of sophistication to the anti-
identity politics of Ellison, which I think it would be worth trying to figure out. I think
it’s damned hard.

RP: Would that mean a politics rather than just an act of aggregation?

AB: No, no, a cultural stance maybe, it may not be —

RP: What stance?

AB: A cultural stance, so it may not be a politics, it’s true, but politics means mobilizing
and so on. I would like Ross to be right, and I think Ross is right, but I’'m just not smart
enough right now to be able to figure out how it is that one could reconcile this. It’s
not falling afoul of pragmatism, once you sophisticate it a little bit, to say that identity
might still emerge despite the mess and the besmirching,

RP: Because it would be in response to historical contingencies and —

AB: And contextuality.

RP: Yes, right, absolutely.

AB: And so once you add that element into pragmatism, then if you get a notion of
identity, it won’t fall afoul of pragmatism because pragmatism is now rich, a notion

brought in context.

At this point, the main panel discussion was followed by an andience question-and-answer session.
o>
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