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1 MimēsisMimēsis

Plato and the poet

 

 

 

 

Plato and modern Platonic variations: Rousseau, Wordsworth, Arnold, Nietzsche, Pater, Huxley,
Brecht, Benjamin, Marcuse, Derrida, Deleuze, Baudrillard, Plath, Kristeva

Plato is one of the great fountainheads of the Western intellectual tradition and is considered by
many to be its greatest philosopher. His Republic is the most famous book of philosophy and the
founding text of Western political thought. With his teacher Socrates, Plato is the great champion of
philosophy as the way to wisdom and as a way of life. Nobody wishing to develop a broad
understanding, or a broad critique, of the history of Western thought can avoid serious attention to Plato.
Three thinkers of recent times who have sought to develop such a critique and who have also been major
influences on literary studies and theory are Friedrich Nietzsche, Martin Heidegger and Jacques Derrida.
All of them engaged intensively with Plato in their work, seeing the Western intellectual tradition as
significantly Plato’s legacy. But Plato was also a founder of literary theory in his own right; his views on
literature and the arts intimately related to the rest of his philosophy, with the Republic, once again, being
the most famous source of his ideas. In addition, Plato as visionary thinker and as literary artist has had a
greater influence on literary writers than any other philosopher. To mention just a few names, from
among those that feature in this book, he was a source of inspiration to writers as diverse as Sir Philip
Sidney, Percy Bysshe Shelley, Matthew Arnold and Oscar Wilde. In order to examine Plato’s ideas about
literature we will be concentrating on his dialogues Ion, Republic and Phaedrus.

Plato (c. 427–347 BC) was born to a prominent Athenian family and lived in the city-state of
Athens. He composed dialogues, a new genre he invented as the instrument of his dialogical or
dialectical method (dialektikē). The dialogues feature the character of Socrates interrogating
interlocutors who hold unexamined beliefs (doxa) on subjects such as the nature of poetic inspiration,
wisdom, knowledge, truth, virtue, reason, the emotions or pleasure, and then attempting to advance a
better definition or encouraging them to do so. Plato’s Socrates is fictive and bears a tenuous relation to
the historical Socrates, certainly as Plato begins to develop his own ideas. The prose of the dialogues is



exquisite and, to many, Plato is not only the first major theorist of literature, he is also a supreme stylist
of the ancient Greek language. Creator of the dialogue as a genre, superb stylist and poet in his youth,
Plato is both a great philosopher and a great literary artist. Perhaps he was the original “Critic as Artist”,
to use Oscar Wilde’s memorable phrase.

Longinus, in the first century AD, analyses Plato’s texts as literature, for example in terms of the
metaphors Plato uses. In his On the Sublime, which became a crucial document for the late-eighteenth-
century and early-nineteenth-century movement of Romanticism and its own notion of the sublime,
Longinus views Plato as a sublime (i.e. “high”, “lofty”) writer and a literary genius. Longinus is writing
in a tradition within which Plato was being read as literature rather than philosophy, and being criticized
for his literary qualities. Longinus defends Plato against previous critics who “pull Plato to pieces, on the
ground that he is often carried away by a sort of Bacchic possession in his writing into harsh and
intemperate metaphor and allegorical bombast” (Longinus 1995, 265(; for his critics, Plato’s is “the
language of a poet who is far from sober” (267). Ironically, these harsh critics’ figurative language of
possession and intoxication is borrowed from Plato, who uses it himself against poets, as will become
clear shortly. Against such critics, Longinus claims that Plato uses metaphors and other literary tropes
“still more divinely” than other magnificent writers (263). Giving many examples of Plato’s use of
figurative language, he praises his style for its “natural grandeur” and “sublimity” (265). (See On the
Sublime [32.5–8].) Longinus concludes that Plato is one of a few “writers of genius”, “greatness” and
“true excellence” (277–8).

Plato himself saw things differently. He uses his dialogues to establish a new opposition between
poetry (“poetry” is the closest equivalent to “literature” in the classical world) and the way of life and
path to knowledge of which he is the spokesman: philosophia, literally the love of wisdom, or the pursuit
of wisdom through reason or the intellect. Poetry preoccupied Plato. He didn’t compose an ars poetica,
but he returns to the question of poetry in several dialogues. For the Athenians of Plato’s time, the pre-
eminent literary figure was Homer, and the pre-eminent works were his epic poems, the Iliad and the
Odyssey. They were composed without the aid of writing and were performed orally by rhapsodes, who
were professional storytellers. Poetry, especially Homer, was central to Athenian life and education.
Homer was admired by everyone, including Plato, and was viewed as a great authority on all manner of
subjects. Second in importance, after Homer and epic poetry, was tragic poetry (drama): the tragedies of
Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides. The performance of tragedy was very popular, attracting large
audiences. So what constituted literature in Plato’s time was epic and tragic poetry; and poetry’s role, its
function, was that of a great authority, a source of wisdom for life, playing a central role in the education
of children.

The argument between poetry and philosophy is most famously staged in the Republic, where Plato
is shockingly negative in his assessment of poets and poetry. Why would he want to attack such an



important cultural institution?

In Plato’s time, not all was well with Athenian democracy, the great invention of which Aeschylus
was so proud a few decades earlier. (See, for example, Aeschylus’s tragedy, Persians, juxtaposing
Persian despotism and Athenian democracy.) Plato was born and spent his formative years during the
Peloponnesian War (431–404 BC), a savage war between the Greek city-states of Athens and Sparta, and
the other Greek city-states under their respective influence. Probably brought on by the circumstances of
war, certainly worsened by them, a devastating plague in Athens claimed the great statesman Pericles’s
life in 429 BC. Plato witnessed the defeat of Athens, the crisis of Athenian democracy and its oscillation
between ochlocracy and populist leaders on the one hand, oligarchic coups on the other. The political
persecution and execution, by a democratic government, of Socrates, Plato’s teacher, in 399 BC –
depicted by Plato in the Apology, Crito and Phaedo – was a sign of the times. So was Plato’s turn away
from politics, his expected path given his family background, towards philosophy. To understand the
strength of Plato’s criticism of poetry, it is important to bear in mind that Plato was writing after the
ancient Greek equivalent of World War I or World War II.

Plato lived in traumatic times and his response to them was to question everything and to search for
new foundations. He saw the authority of poetry in Athenian culture as resting on shaky grounds. Poetry
was an important old rival to be confronted: a survivor from the golden age of Athenian democracy, the
Pentecontaetia (50 years) between the defeat of the second Persian invasion by a broad alliance of Greek
city-states in 479 BC and the beginning of the Peloponnesian War. But in the light of the traumatic
history he had lived through, Plato had serious doubts as to the role that poetry should play in a well-
ordered and secure city-state.

Plato’s literary theory: Ion, Republic, PhaedrusIon, Republic, Phaedrus

We will begin our reading of Plato’s dialogues with Ion, an early dialogue written in approximately
390 BC. Ion outlines the theory of poetry as inspiration – it is a dialogue especially important to Sidney
as well as to Shelley and the Romantics. Plato brings onto the stage Ion, a rhapsode specializing in the
performance of Homer. Ion has just won first prize in an important Pan-Hellenic competition of
rhapsodes. Socrates questions him to discover his thoughts on Homer and on the art of poetry. Ion’s
initial answers suggest an unthinking man, obsessed with Homer to the exclusion of other poetry: “when
someone converses about any another poet I … can’t make any worthwhile contribution at all, but just
doze off – whereas when anyone mentions Homer, I am awake in a flash” [532b–c] (Plato 2005). But Ion
soon presents Socrates with a puzzle and becomes a puzzle himself: “on Homer I am the finest speaker
of mankind … and everybody else agrees what a good speaker I am – but not on the other poets. Now



then, see what that amounts to!” [533c].

To solve this enigma Socrates outlines for Ion a theory of poetry as divine possession, which recasts
Ion as unreflecting but inspired, possessed by Homer rather than mastering him. To build his hypothesis
Plato uses literary tropes, beginning with the simile of the poetic Muse as divine magnet. Socrates tells
Ion: “What moves you is a divine power”, like a magnetic stone that moves iron rings; this stone “not
only attracts” those rings, it also “confers on them a power”, so that they in turn can “attract other rings”
– and there is “sometimes quite a long chain”. In the same way, “the Muse herself makes” the poets
“inspired”, and then through those who are inspired a chain of other enthusiasts is “strung out”. Good
epic poets are not masters of their subject, “but in a state of inspiration and possession” [533d–e
throughout]. This passage allows for a multiplicity of interpretations. A contemporary of Plato might
think that Plato is a conventionally pious man who reaffirms the moral authority of Homer. Are not the
poets inspired by the gods themselves? Yet to many philosophers and critics it has seemed very clear that
the purpose of this dialogue is to contrast the poet’s possession with true mastery and true knowledge as
pursued by the philosophical intellect.

Plato then shifts his frame of reference. Socrates now puts it to Ion that poets are “out of their
senses” and “possessed” by “Bacchic frenzy” – possessed by the god of wine, Dionysus, also called
Bacchus [534a]. Dionysus, though a son of Zeus, is not one of the ruling twelve Olympian gods, but his
power and the visionary intensity and potential destructiveness of Bacchic possession were definitively
depicted in Euripides’s Bacchae (or Bacchanals), first perfomed posthumously in 405 BC. In the
Bacchae, Pentheus, king of Thebes, receives reports of the “wondrous deeds” of the bacchante women,
the female devotees of the god, led by Pentheus’s mother, Agave: they made water, milk and wine gush
“forth unstinted” out of the earth while (fairly flagrant in its erotic connotation) “dripped the while/Sweet
streams of honey from their ivy-staves” (Euripides 1988a, 59, 61). But Pentheus opposes Dionysus. To
show his power Dionysus uses the bacchante women against Pentheus: in deep possession the bacchante
women dismember him, and Agave tears off her own son’s head. Out of the honey-making of the
terrifying bacchante women, Plato develops a gentler simile of the poet as bee in a pastoral idyll.
Socrates tells Ion of poets in “gardens and glades of the Muses”, “gathering” their songs “from honey-
springs” and “flying through the air like bees”, bearing songs to us as bees carry pollen; a poet is an airy
thing, “a light thing … winged and holy, and cannot compose before he gets inspiration and loses control
of his senses and his reason has deserted him” [534b] (Plato 2005).

Perhaps it is tempting to read this passage as a lyrical defence of artistic inspiration enthralling the
reader with its beauty. However, its links to the Bacchae cannot be ignored. The gentle bee-poet is one
whose productions depend on the flight from reason and the ordinary senses into inspiration, in a way
that is in continuity with the delirium of the Bacchic women; and if the bee is a symbol of gentle, social
and industrious nature, in the context of Bacchic excess we might recall that bees can show another



nature, swarming and suicidally stinging. Sylvia Plath’s bee poems in Ariel evoke this other nature of the
bee as a metaphor for a (female) desire to escape social conventionality, in poems with more than a hint
of a primitive nature cult. Plath’s bees are not the sedulous workers of pastoral idyll or of the perfectly
ordered society that Plato envisions in the Republic, but “a box of maniacs” (“The Arrival of the Bee
Box”, Plath 2010b, 63) who will swarm and attack a male “scapegoat” (“Stings”, Plath 2010a, 66). Or if
the hive is imagined as a well-ordered society, a honey engine full of “unmiraculous women,/honey
drudges” – just as the poet feels herself to have become in her proper social role as wife and mother –
she searches the hive for a transfigured identity, her true identity as poetess: “I/Have a self to recover, a
queen” (“Stings”, 65–66). The poem ends with the Bacchic flight of the queen beyond the social “wax
house”, the hive, “More terrible than she ever was, red/Scar in the sky, red comet/from the engine that
killed her–/The mausoleum, the wax house” (67). This little flight of my own at least serves to introduce
Plato’s fundamental political anxiety in regard to poetry: that it is dangerous to social order. No doubt
Plato would have felt that Sylvia Plath’s powerful poetry was a case in point.

We might see Ion as a first attempt to master poetry and stand outside its chain of possession. Ion
can be viewed as the birthplace of the literary critic and of literary theory, in that it offers the outline of a
first poetics, poetry mastered as a whole by the intellect, a pursuit of which Plato sees his contemporary
poets, performers and audience as incapable. Let us make Plato’s anxieties about poetry and art a bit
more concrete. Ion, the featherbrained rhapsode, seems incapable of rational reflection on those subjects
closest to him, the poetry of Homer and his profession as rhapsode. Very well, he is a creature of
inspiration. But why is this such a cause for concern? Ion himself seems inoffensive enough. But
inspiration is very closely allied to something that is a major concern for philosophy and which poetry
(art more generally) holds as one of its highest values: emotion and passion. Inspiration is a state of
heightened emotion, producing poetry of heightened emotion. The rhapsode, entranced channeller of the
muse, brings to life the words of the poet with the fullest emotional power he or she can achieve. The
more pathetic, the more terrible, the more thrilling, the more appalling, the better we like it. The more
vivid and transporting the evocations of battle, lust, cruelty, pride, humiliation, the more spine tingling,
the more heart stopping, the more hair raising, the more we like it, the more our eyes widen, our cheeks
flush, our throats parch. Excitement, passion is what we desire. To feel, to be aroused, to be moved is
what we constantly desire. And we know as well as Plato that the value of emotion and passion exists
independently of rationality and ethics and that they are very often enemies. We know well from our
experience of literature and the arts, and other modern-day entertainments or infotainments, that we are
often not too concerned about the ethical aspect of what we are being presented with. Or we are aware
that we are indulging something rather objectionable in ourselves and that we really shouldn’t be
watching or reading or clicking, but we watch and read on, we click on. Indeed even when the moral,
rational and emotional are properly connected (see Aristotle on tragedy, Chapter 2), the emotions have a
value, a pleasure, independent of the ethical.



Ion himself, well qualified for his job, is a creature of strong emotion, as he intimates to Socrates:
“I’ll tell you in all frankness. When I say something piteous, my eyes fill with tears. When it’s something
frightening or terrible, my hair stands on end with fear” [535c]. He likes Homer the best of all the poets,
yet so unreflective is he that he cannot say why. It seems pretty clear to us: Homer is the most exciting to
him. Glancing through Homer’s epics we can see what Ion saw in them: tales of passion to the point of
madness, insane pride, blood feud, nations plunged into years of war because of personal jealousy or
slight, the thrill of battle, the glory of slaughter, trickery and cunning, unbounded passions for bodies,
riches, honour, fame. Do we start to see Plato’s point? Emotion, passion is of the body, of the body’s
desire for suffusion, tension, pleasure, connecting with the most primitive and fearsome part of our
nature, independent of and often dramatically opposed to reason and sound ethics. Poetry and art are the
unashamed champions of emotion, passion, feeling, seeking to provoke it at every turn, and valued and
sought out to the degree that they do so. They seem a legitimate concern for a thinker about to develop
his vision of the rational polis and individual.

Ion has characterized poetry as the product of irrational inspiration and not of practical or rational
knowledge. We must remember the central importance of poetry in the Greece of Plato’s time as an
authority on all aspects of life and behaviour, and its place at the heart of Greek education. The dialogue
can be seen as an initial move by Plato to undermine the authority of Homer (and poetry generally). Plato
had serious doubts about the appropriateness of Bronze Age heroes, of warriors and adventurers like
Odysseus and Achilles, and the activities of Zeus and the other gods in Homer’s epics and elsewhere in
popular poetry, being held up as examples of virtue in classical urban Athens. Of course, that something
is the result of divine inspiration does not undermine its authority, quite the opposite: the divine is a
source of authority. But what we see Plato attempting to effect is exactly a change of the source of
authority, from tradition, the divine, the prophetic and inspired to knowledge grounded in rational and
critical thought about matters as they present themselves here and now to reasonable people. Philosophy
is to be the new source of authority on values and how to live one’s life. Indeed philosophy, before it
starts philosophizing, is already an ethics, already an alternative value system to what Socrates and Plato
saw prevailing in Athens. For the virtues required for rational philosophical dialogue in search of the
truth – calm, control of emotion, non-assertiveness (not seeking to dominate for egotistical or dogmatic
reasons), tolerance of others and their views, impartiality, honesty, etc. – are not merely intellectual
virtues, they are general moral and political virtues, at least for a society like Athens. And the opposites
of these intellectual virtues – egotism, dogmatism, lack of respect for others, partiality, uncontrolled
passion, emotion, bodily pleasure and materialism, rhetorical and logical trickery, etc. – are the stuff of
our complaints about our societies’ moral, political and economic life just as they were for Socrates and
Plato nearly 2,500 years ago. Socrates and Plato add the argument that only the pursuit of intellectual
virtues leads to a truly fulfilling life, aligning the pursuits of knowledge, virtue and happiness. Socrates
and Plato are thus able to put forward an extremely powerful claim for the authority of philosophy as the
rational pursuit of truth that is also the practice of personal and political virtue and, in itself, the way of



life that brings true human happiness.

In the Republic (c. 375 BC), written during Plato’s middle period, Plato imagines an ideal polis, city-
state. However, the dialogue is a striking mixture of the utopian and the dystopian, at least for those of us
who think of literature and the arts as an integral part of the good life. On the one hand, Plato is
exhilaratingly visionary. For example, he dares to think that women might have the intellectual and
moral potential to be among the rulers of the ideal city, that there would be philosopher-queens as well as
philosopher-kings, even though Plato’s own society refused women even citizenship. (On the equality of
women see Plato 1992b [449a–471e].) On the other hand, the Republic, one of the most famous and
influential books ever written, contains perhaps the most famous attack on literature and the arts, with
Plato’s pronouncements aimed squarely at the great artists of the age: Homer, Hesiod and the tragedians.

Socrates, Plato’s mouthpiece in the Republic, claims that poetry does not have knowledge, that it is
full of bad example, that poetry and the other arts, with their power to provoke emotion and passion, to
whip up feeling, and their tendency to innovation and novelty, are forces that are highly dangerous to the
just city and the well-ordered and truly happy individual. Finally the claim is made that poetry and visual
art are (metaphysically) lost in the realm of illusion and becoming that is this world, in contrast to the
spiritual realm of the Forms. All those who have argued down the centuries for the danger of literature
and art, their tendency to irrationality and immorality, to licentiousness, their tendency to turn heads and
disorder personalities, their threat to public order, have Plato as their great forebear. Yet in Plato’s ideal
city poetry and art will continue to play a central role, as they had done. But they must be unfailingly
controlled in order to support and inculcate the virtues of calm, order, stability. It is notable just how
much importance Plato attaches to literature and the arts, as Socrates says:

those in charge must cling to education and see that it isn’t corrupted without their
noticing it, guarding it against everything. Above all, they must guard as carefully as they
can against any innovation in music and poetry … [I]t is in music and poetry that our
guardians [the philosopher-kings] must build their bulwark.

[424b–d]

Socrates also proposes censoring the existing literary canon, particularly the following kinds of
passages: gods or heroes being violent towards members of their families; gods “warring, fighting, or
plotting against one other” [378c]; gods being anything but good and responsible for good things; gods
represented as shape-shifting; gods misleading humans; death presented in a negative light; heroes
weeping, wailing and mourning the death of loved ones; gods or heroes who are “lovers of laughter”
[388e]; gods and heroes being disobedient or lacking self-discipline; heroes being mercenary “money-
lovers” [390d]; immoral people being happy and moral people unhappy; passages stimulating pain or



even pleasure in the audience. Socrates gets his interlocutor to admit that excessive pleasure “drives one
mad just as much as pain does” [402e]. According to Socrates, such passages are both untrue and
morally corrupting.

Censorship along these lines is in fact a demolition of Homer and the tragedians – not a single work
remains standing. Here are four famous and much-loved passages from the Iliad and the Odyssey
featuring Achilles, which need to be cut according to Plato’s proposals:

● Achilles’s address to the leader of the Greek army, Agamemnon: “Wine-bibber, with the eyes of a
dog and the heart of a deer” [389e].

●  When Hector kills Achilles’s friend Patroclus, Achilles, unhinged by grief, pours ashes over his
head.

●  Achilles kills Hector and then drags his body around, mutilating it. Old King Priam, Hector’s
father, is “[r]olling around in dung” in grief [388b].

● In the Iliad, Achilles chooses to fight and die young over a long life, marriage and children; but in
the Odyssey – and this is the passage that offends Plato – Achilles, now a ghost in the underworld,
famously declares: “I would rather labor on earth in service to another … Than be a king over all the
dead” [386c]. In other words, he would rather be a living slave than a dead hero.

Given the extent of censorship that Socrates proposes, it is unsurprising that, later on in the
Republic, Socrates calls for a ban on Homer and Greek tragedy in the ideal polis. A new art of true and
morally improving stories is announced, where the intellect of the poet would develop moral goodness in
the form of “a fine and good character” [400e]. To understand Plato’s language, it is important to sketch
his theory of mimesis (mimēsis) and its relation to the ideal world of Forms. Framing Plato’s assessment
of literature in the Republic are his highly influential theories as to the nature of the self and the nature of
reality. According to Plato, the self – or the “soul” – has three parts: the rational, which is the superior
part; the desiring or appetitive, which is the inferior part; and the spirited, which allies itself with the
rational part when it is not corrupted by dangerous literature and bad education (see Plato 1992b [434d–
442d]). These parts of the soul correspond to the three social classes of his city: the philosopher-kings
(rationality), the workers or commercial class (lower desires and appetites) and the warrior class (the
spirited and honour-loving part of the soul).

It can be argued that Plato fears this world, distrusts the evidence of the senses and perceives
people’s desires as dangerous and destructive; at least this is Nietzsche’s view in Twilight of the Idols. As
a result, Plato postulates an ideal world of Forms, which he considers more real than this world – the true
reality – and which can only be properly accessed by our rational part. Our world is an inferior copy of



the ideal world of Forms – an appearance – while literature is an inferior copy of our world, and
therefore an inferior copy of an inferior copy, twice removed from the truth. Literature, according to
Plato, is mimesis (representation, imitation), but it represents or imitates appearance, not reality.

To make this hypothesis more vivid – and the path from appearance to reality more desirable – Plato
devises his famous allegory of the cave (see Plato 1992b [514a–522b]). Imagine, says Socrates, prisoners
in a cave, chained, forced to watch a perpetual shadow-theatre performed by puppeteers. The prisoners
would take this shadow-theatre as the only reality and, if an escaped prisoner came back to tell them of
the world outside the cave and of the sun, they would doubt him and try to kill him (as the Athenians
killed Socrates). One possible interpretation of this allegory is that we are these prisoners, literature is
our shadow-theatre, poets are puppeteers, while the escaped prisoner is the philosopher (though sophists,
popular educators, demagogues, etc. are also viewed as puppeteers).

Whereas in Ion the poet was divinely inspired, in the Republic he is a conjuror, a trickster, a sorcerer
who deceives and harms. This view is built on the opposition of the rational part and the desiring part of
the soul. As Socrates says, the poet “arouses, nourishes, and strengthens” the desiring part, “and so
destroys the rational part”, just as one “destroys the better sort of citizen when he strengthens the vicious
ones and surrenders the city to them” [605b]. Not only does mimesis “produce work that is far from the
truth”, but it also “consorts with a part of us that is far from reason” and nothing “sound nor true” can
emerge from this relationship; instead mimesis is “an inferior thing that consorts with another inferior
thing to produce an inferior offspring” [603a–b]. As Jessica Moss points out, virtue in the Republic is “a
harmonious ordering of the soul, in which there are no conflicts or tensions”; for Plato “such a state is
stable and uniform” (Moss 2007, 434). If this is the true reality or the ideal Form of virtue, the gods and
heroes of Homer and the tragedians, by contrast, are models of “vice” (Moss 2007, 443). These “varied”
and “contradictory” characters appear excellent but are “in reality … vicious” since “true human
excellence lies in stability and uniformity of soul” (Moss 2007, 430). But apart from their
changeableness – Zeus is always changing shape – they have very questionable values: cunning, lust for
honour, pride, stubbornness, furious passion. Homer and the tragedians copy “appearances of human
affairs, and of human excellence”, but these appearances “differ drastically from the reality” (Moss 2007,
443), i.e. the true reality of the ideal world of Forms.

In the Republic the supreme entity in the world of Forms is the Good, the coincidence of truth and
goodness that is the divine principle of Reason, origin and sustainer of all things in their essential
goodness and order. The band of elite intellectuals whose life-long labours in learning and dialectic will
finally afford them this mystic and inspired vision are of course the guardians, the philosopher-kings.
Philosophy, having cleared away the old gods, knowledge and values, and the poetry embedding them, is
now invested with divine sanction. Plato then argues for something which seems rationally unassailable
to him: philosophy must reluctantly return from the spiritual heights to fulfil its duty to bring the good



life to all the people so far as their natures allow. Indeed it is the only hope for the good life for the city.
The philosopher-kings must come down from the acropolis to assume the political power that Socrates
and Plato had turned their backs on.

In the meantime, while Socrates pursues the relation of literature to the desiring part, he makes the
following paradoxical observation about the pleasure of mimesis: when Homer or the tragedians
represent the hero “sorrowing”, “lamenting” and “beating his breast, … we enjoy it” – “even the best of
us”; we “give ourselves up” and “sympathize”, and “enjoy and praise” exactly what we would consider
“unworthy and shameful” in real life [605c–e]. In other words, we can experience with pleasure in art
what we would recoil from in life. This intuition will later become a cornerstone of Aristotle’s Poetics.
But if he touches on the idea of what would later be called aesthetic distance, Socrates’s anxiety is still
the lack of distance between life and art, and the likelihood of heightened emotions on stage spilling out
into the audience and beyond the theatre. Once “the pitying part” is “nourished and strengthened” by
poetry, it “won’t be easily checked when we ourselves suffer”; and poetry has “the very same effect” on
“sex, anger, and all the desires, pleasures, and pains”: it “nurtures and waters” what “ought to wither and
be ruled” [606b–d]. Yet if Socrates remains steadfast in his criticism of poetry he is not going to
foreclose dialogue: “we’ll allow” those who are “lovers of poetry” to defend it and try to “show that it
not only gives pleasure but is beneficial” [607d–e]. Plato’s student, Aristotle, adopts Plato’s insight, but
draws an antithetical conclusion from it, as we will discuss in Chapter 2.

That Plato’s work inspired Aristotle, but to very different conclusions, is exemplary of Plato’s
legacy and points to Plato’s fruitfulness and polyvocity. His dialogues are part of an ongoing and never-
completed investigation. The very genre of “dialogue” that Plato invented is open-ended, dynamic and
full of tensions. As Barthes would say, Plato’s dialogues are texts, not works. While the character of
Socrates is generally considered Plato’s voice, Socrates is changing from dialogue to dialogue, displays
contradictions within dialogues and voices ideas undermined by the plot. Nor are Plato’s dialogues
necessarily practising what Socrates sometimes seems to be preaching. For example, and this is just one
of Plato’s many “paradoxes”, the Republic advocates the cool use of reason, only to close with a visually
stunning and emotionally uplifting literary representation of life after death, the myth of Er [x. 614b ff.]
(Plato 1992b). This is one of many myths, or allegorical stories, in Plato; and at the heart of the Republic,
the allegory of the cave is an inspiring poetic vision, not a piece of philosophical analysis.

Plato’s attitude towards literature and passion expressed in Republic is the one he is most famous
for, but in the Symposium he can be seen to develop a more positive attitude to literature, inspiration and
passion, particularly the erotic. Interestingly, these two dialogues were written in roughly the same
period. At the drinking party of Symposium, Socrates and company amuse themselves by attempting to
define love. Love is described as the child of Lack and Invention, lack providing the spur to invention.
Love, the erotic, is the origin of all creativity. The word for creativity is “poetry” (poiēsis), meaning



originally “making” [205e] (Plato 1951). All making – craft, law-making, philosophy or literature – is
driven by lack that draws us ever onward. Regarding sexual love, Socrates describes the lover’s progress
from love of another person towards the spirit of love itself: the Form of the beautiful, which is the spirit
of all that is good and desirable. In addition, this spiritual love, because the most valued, purifies us of
the lower expressions of eros, gross passions such as pride, greed, lust, etc. This connection of refined
love with visionary inspiration, and the control of lower passion, has been of extraordinary importance,
and the ideas are to be found in many writers, for example Shakespeare, Dante, T. S. Eliot. Similar views
about love, passion and inspiration are developed in the Phaedrus in relation to rhetoric.

Elizabeth Asmis insists on “the tensions and variations” in Plato’s literary theory: “Trying out
various approaches in different dialogues, Plato enters into a dialogue with himself” (Asmis 1992, 339).
Plato’s dialogues seem to us surprisingly polyvocal and open to a variety of interpretations. However,
Plato himself may wish to assert that there is a limit to this polyvocity, that interpretations cannot go
beyond the meaning that he intends and that he is the repository of his meaning, if we judge by
Socrates’s myth about writing in Plato’s middle dialogue Phaedrus (c. 370 BC). This myth was famously
read by Derrida in “Plato’s Pharmacy”. Derrida uses Plato to critique Plato – as Nietzsche used Plato to
critique Plato before him – thereby demonstrating the polyvocity of Plato. What Derrida finds in the
Phaedrus is the emergence, for the first time, of the figure of the author as the father and source of
meaning of his work. The Phaedrus, Derrida argues, establishes a

schema that assigns the origin and power of speech … to the paternal position … [T]he
“speaking subject” is the father of his speech … Logos [in Greek, word, speech, account,
reason] is a son, then, a son that would be destroyed in his very presence without the present
attendance of his father.

(Derrida 1981b, 76–7)

The birth of the author as father of his work goes hand in hand with an attack on the written word.
In the Phaedrus Plato invents a myth by reassembling Greek and Egyptian mythological elements;
Socrates tells the story of Ammon, Egyptian father of the gods, and Theuth, inventor of writing. Theuth
goes to Ammon, saying: “O King, … I have discovered a potion [a pharmakon in the original] for
memory and for wisdom” [274e] (Plato 1995). This pharmakon is writing. The term pharmakon, as
Derrida points out, signifies both medicine and poison; it is ambiguous, and Plato attempts to exorcise
the ambiguity of writing, as pharmakon, by offering an account of it which is clear and unambiguous –
an account which is, paradoxically, itself written. (We will return to Derrida’s “Plato’s Pharmacy” to
discuss it in detail in the final section of this chapter.) Ammon contradicts Theuth on the value of his gift,
stating about writing: “Your invention will enable [your students] to hear many things without being



properly taught, and they will imagine that they have come to know much while for the most part they
will know nothing” [275a–b]. Socrates spells out the meaning of his myth: “those who think they can
leave written instructions for an art, as well as those who accept them, thinking that writing can yield
results that are clear and certain, must be quite naive” [275c]. This is because writing, unlike speech and
dialogue and Socrates’s dialectical method, is separated from the body of its father and is, as a
consequence, barren and dead [277a]. With writing, says Socrates, “if you question anything that has
been said because you want to learn more, [writing] continues to signify just that very same thing
forever. … And when it is faulted and attacked unfairly, it always needs its father’s support” [275d–e].

In other words, the meaning of a text is independent of the signs used by the author, and pre-exists
the text in the interiority of the author’s mind: only what is “written in the soul concerning what is just,
noble, and good can be clear, perfect, and worth serious attention” [278a]. Speech has a living
relationship with its father, but writing doesn’t. According to Plato, then, his thought cannot be
adequately understood when read. The history of literary theory shows that, on the contrary, once Plato’s
thought was separated from its father, it started an intense and fruitful life. The second section of this
chapter will sketch important moments in Plato’s modern afterlife since Romanticism. However, we will
be returning to Plato throughout this book, to discuss his transformations in the work of Aristotle in
Chapter 2, Plotinus and Sir Philip Sidney in Chapter 3, etc.

Modern Platonic variations

Jean-Jacques Rousseau, announcing Romanticism, reads Plato as his precursor. Peter Gay argues
that, “[l]ike his favorite philosopher, Plato, Rousseau sought to discover and produce the moral man who
would make the moral society, and a moral society that would foster the moral man” (Gay 1996b, 535).
The founding assumption of Rousseau’s philosophy is that man is born good, but is corrupted by society.
The purpose of education ought to be to prevent or undo this corruption and return man to his natural
state. In the opening pages of Émile, Rousseau concedes that “[i]n popular estimation” Plato “stands for
all that is fanciful and unreal”, but defends Plato as a reformer who “sought to purge man’s heart”; he
praises the Republic as “the finest treatise on education ever written” (Rousseau 1993, 8–9).

William Wordsworth, in his 1800 Preface to Lyrical Ballads, famously states that “good poetry is
the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings” (Wordsworth 2012, 508). While Wordsworth doesn’t
name Plato, he follows Plato’s Ion in describing the poet as an inspired creature and in stressing the role
of feeling rather than reasoning for the poet as well as for his audience; as with Plato, for Wordsworth the
poet imparts pleasure. Wordsworth here resonates with Coleridge (who contributed ideas to the Preface)
and Shelley. Though Wordsworth probably didn’t read Plato at Cambridge, he certainly would have done
so after meeting Coleridge in 1795. Wordsworth, however, breaks with Plato, at least with those views



that Plato expresses about poets in the Republic, in order to address the situation of the poet in his own
time and place. Caught between the emotionally hollow and formulaic elevated speech that counted as
good poetry in England at the beginning of the nineteenth century, on the one hand, and the cheap thrills
that urban men seek to counter the monotony of their working life, on the other, the poet uses the power
of his imagination to generate the kinds of insight that reveal “the primary laws of our nature”
(Wordsworth 2012, 507). What exists in nature and in the “common” “rustic” man, the poet re-creates
and synthesizes in the poetic imagination for the benefit of modern urban man (507). We can imagine
Wordsworth saying to Plato: Yes, Plato, the poet is inspired; yes, he feels deeply and has vivid
sensations; yes, his greatest faculty is his imagination. But let me tell you, Plato, that inspiration,
imagination and emotion can bring enlightenment and can have moral purpose. There is also a telling
contrast between their visions of ideal reality. For Plato we feel the Forms transcend this world, for
Wordsworth the “motion and … spirit … [that] rolls through all things” is of this world, immanent
(Wordsworth 1998, 59). This sense of things aligns him with the following figure.

Friedrich Nietzsche, whose influence on contemporary literary theory cannot be overestimated,
returns to Plato compulsively in most of his works. He had begun his career as a brilliant young classics
professor, and understands almost all European philosophy as belonging to an idealist and rationalist
tradition inaugurated by Plato. However, where others saw the dawn of Western civilization, Nietzsche
saw the beginning of European decadence. For Nietzsche Plato’s work is an epochal break with the life-
affirming Homeric world and pre-Socratic thought, and is the inauguration and symptom of a new era of
decline lasting over two millennia. Nietzsche gives himself the impossible task of extricating Western
thought from Platonism and the “Platonism for ‘the people’” of Christianity (Nietzsche 1973, 14).

Nietzsche’s revolution of Western thought and culture, his transvaluation of all values, involves
wholesale demolition of all things Platonic. (Earlier anti-Platonists would include William of Ockham,
Niccolò Machiavelli, Thomas Hobbes, David Hume and others.) There is no immutable and eternal
world of Forms. The apparent world – this world – is all there is. Life is flux and becoming and
suffering. Plato is a coward running away from life itself, his idealism devaluing life itself. Nietzsche
turns to the earlier, Homeric and pre-classical world for alternative values. (See especially Nietzsche
[1887] 1989, 28–31 and editor’s note 2 on 29.) Yet Nietzsche also finds in Plato himself inspiration to
critique Plato, as well as to critique the Western civilization that Plato has been so important to. For
example, he finds and appropriates “a new kind of agon”: the critical, agonistic and iconoclastic spirit
that makes Socrates and Plato such enemies of doxa (unexamined belief) and dogmatism (Nietzsche
[1889] 1968, see especially “The Problem of Socrates” on 29–34). Whatever their differences, Nietzsche
shares with Socrates and Plato the spirit of his radical opposition to his time. Matthew Arnold had also
recently advocated the critical spirit of Plato’s Socrates – or at least his own version of it – in Culture and
Anarchy (1869). Arnold argued that his contemporary Victorians suffered from a dangerous excess of
moral feeling. To counterbalance this, he turned to Plato to find the ideal of a reflective and examined life



(see Chapter 5).

Walter Pater’s last book, Plato and Platonism (1893), reads Plato’s Republic in the context of
nineteenth-century “aestheticism”. Pater, trained as a classicist, had been a seminal figure for the late-
Victorian Aesthetic Movement since the publication of his first book, The Renaissance (1873). In the last
chapter of Plato and Platonism, “Plato’s Aesthetic”, Pater presents Plato as a certain kind of aesthete.
Plato’s attention to aesthetic form – his love and appreciation of the beauty of form – “anticipates the
modern notion that art as such has no end but its own perfection, – ‘art for art’s sake’” (Pater 1909, 268).
For Pater Plato’s attention to music in the Republic resonates with aestheticism’s idea that literature,
indeed all the arts, should aspire to the state of music, in that music is the most formal (the least
representative) art form. Pater boldly argues that formal-aesthetic qualities such as “harmony …
symmetry, aesthetic fitness, tone” form the basis for Plato’s conception of virtue; and that Plato
understands philosophy itself as “the sympathetic appreciation of a kind of music in the very nature of
things” (268). At this point Plato’s transformation into an aesthetic critic – into Pater – is complete.

Pater’s Plato, like Pater himself, believes that literature affects its readers morally, not through its
content (logoi) but through its form (lexis): “its qualities, concision, simplicity, rhythm, or, contrariwise,
abundance, variety, discord” (Pater 1909, 271). However, unlike Pater, Plato endorses the former
qualities and rejects the latter. Plato’s aesthetic was “austere” (271), “dry” (283), “manly” (280), ascetic,
“self-denying” (274) – cutting, simplifying, correcting, controlling Plato’s own “fluent and luxuriant”
(283) nature, and to be imposed (in Republic) on the flower of Athenian youth for the sake of social
order and discipline. This is then Pater’s oxymoron of Plato’s ascetic aestheticism, a “fervently aesthetic
community” of “very fervent … ascetics” (271): “We are to become – like little pieces in a machine! you
may complain. – No, like performers rather … in a perfect musical exercise” (273). Pater argues that
what is valuable in ascetic-aesthetic literature is its allusiveness: it “solicits a certain effort from the
reader or spectator”, requires “great attentiveness” and addresses the reader “as a scholar, formed, mature
and manly” (280). Pindar would be exemplary here: “With those fine, sharp-cut gems or chasings of his,
so sparely set, how much he leaves for a well-drilled intelligence to supply in the way of connecting
thought” (283).

Pater might call the art Plato endorses a centripetal classicism, the art he rejects a centrifugal
romanticism – a distinction Pater first outlined in his 1876 essay “Romanticism”, later included in his
Appreciations (1889). Pater resurrects the perspective of the founders of the ideal polis vividly, if
ironically: “We are here to escape from, to resist, a certain vicious centrifugal tendency in life” (Pater
1909, 273). But Pater argues that, if we were to ban the centrifugal, we would ban writers such as Homer
and Shakespeare, whose “genius” is “like a mirror turning all about’” (274). We would be effectively
banning “fluidity” and multiplicity: the transfigurative power of the imagination; the “myriad-minded”
poet “able by his genius … to become all things … in turn, and able to transform us too into all things”



(276). Fluidity and multiplicity are the very values Pater is implicitly advocating here and explicitly in
his earlier work (see also Chapter 5).

Aldous Huxley, in Brave New World (1932), revisits the Republic to describe a possible future
world, the World State, where literature and the emotions are chillingly abolished and where everyone is
vacuously contented. Huxley’s hero is John the Savage, who was brought up on Shakespeare in the
Savage Reservation and who has an intense emotional life. When John leaves the Reservation and is
brought to live in mainstream society, his interactions with these new people are unsuccessful, his intense
emotional life descends into violence, and he hangs himself to escape – a bleak view of literature as
having no place in the totally engineered society. In “‘Everybody is happy now’” Margaret Atwood
discusses Brave New World within the context of the genre of “utopia/dystopia” and its ancestry in
Plato’s Republic. Atwood herself made a notable contribution to the genre with her science-fiction novel
on a totalitarian society, The Handmaid’s Tale (1985).

Plato, but particularly Plato’s Socrates, as the champion of undogmatic thinking and the enemy of
doxa – the power of arbitrary authority – inspired many, both on the right and on the left, who see
themselves opposed to the existing order of things, from the anti-democratic Nietzsche to the German
Marxists of the early twentieth century (Brecht, Benjamin, Marcuse). Bertolt Brecht – playwright, theatre
director and theoretician – outlines his theory of the theatre in “A Short Organum for the Theatre”
(1949). Brecht follows Plato in distrusting emotion in literature and rejecting the audience’s emotional
identification with the hero in theatre. Brecht instead theorizes – and attempts to create in his own theatre
– what he calls the “alienation effect” or estrangement (Brecht 1964, 180). In other words, Brecht aims
to break the audience’s passive emotional identification with the hero in order to enable an active critical
and thinking attitude. Pericles Lewis argues that Brecht’s theatre followed Plato in that it “appealed to
reason rather than feeling”, in spite of the two thinkers’ obvious political differences: while “Plato’s
critique of theater had a conservative element to it”, Brecht’s theatre was politically radical (Lewis 2007,
193) (See also Chapter 7).

Benjamin had already developed a comparable perspective in an essay written in 1936, “The Work
of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction”. Benjamin, a major influence on contemporary literary
theory, argues that the work of art has been traditionally endowed with an almost sacred “aura” that
invited in the audience an attitude of “contemplative immersion” (Benjamin 1992c, 231): passive
contemplation, emotional identification and loss of the spectator’s self in the artistic object. Benjamin, in
his commitment to a critically detached and politically active audience, opposes “aura” and aims for
what he calls “distraction” (231) and “heightened presence of mind” (232). The emancipation of the
audience from art’s aura or “cult value” (218) “permits the audience to take the position of a critic” (222)
and fuse “visual and emotional enjoyment with the orientation of the expert” (227). Benjamin insists that
this is an emancipation of art itself, and argues for the revolutionary potential inherent, especially, in the



new medium of film. For Benjamin, a German Jew, what is at stake in Germany in 1936 is nothing less
than to imagine an art and an audience capable of resisting the rise of Nazism. He is aware that film, in
spite of its revolutionary potential, can be used to resurrect aura and “cult value”. Alluding to the use of
film in Nazi propaganda deifying Hitler, he writes of the “violation of the masses, whom Fascism, with
its Führer cult, forces to their knees” (234). Benjamin would commit suicide in 1940 to escape capture
by the Nazis (see Chapter 7).

Herbert Marcuse left Germany in 1933, emigrated to the United States in 1934 and taught in
American universities; his students at Brandeis included Angela Davis, activist in the civil rights
movement and one of the pioneers of black feminism. Marcuse’s One-Dimensional Man (1964), though
deeply pessimistic about the future, coincided with the civil rights movement that ended racial
segregation in the United States, and became the bible of the 1960s student movements in the US and
Europe. In One-Dimensional Man Marcuse argues that Plato inaugurates critical and dialectical thinking.
He values the “transcendent, negative, oppositional elements” of Plato’s concept of reason (Marcuse
1991, 97). Postulating an ideal world allows us to step outside our society and look at it critically. Plato
allows us to distinguish between what is and what ought to be – “between the ‘is’ and the ‘ought’,
between essence and appearance” – an indispensable distinction if we want to change the world (97).

Marcuse develops his reading of Plato in Chapter 5, “Negative Thinking: The Defeated Language of
Protest”, basing it on Plato’s Socrates as the enemy of doxa. Marcuse writes:

the Socratic discourse is political discourse inasmuch as it contradicts the established
political institutions. The search for the correct definition, for the “concept” of virtue,
justice, piety, and knowledge becomes a subversive undertaking, for the concept intends a
new polis.

(134)

Marcuse here outlines Plato’s potential – what Plato ought to be. He argues that Plato’s dialectical
thinking is rooted in his historical experience; it “reflects the experience of a world antagonistic in itself
– a world afflicted with want and negativity” (125). However, Plato does not acknowledge this. On the
contrary, his thought “leaves history behind, unmastered, and elevates truth safely above the historical
reality” (129) and, importantly, dissociates itself from “material practice”, i.e. political action for change
(134). Marcuse sees his own work of historicizing and politicizing Plato as the completion and fulfilment
of Plato’s thinking: his work is the moment when “the ontological tension between essence and
appearance, between ‘is’ and ‘ought’ becomes historical tension” (141) and political activism. (Marcuse
owes much to G. W. F. Hegel’s appropriation of Plato’s dialectical method [see Chapter 4] and, of
course, to Karl Marx’s historicization and politicization of Hegel’s dialectic [see Chapter 5].)



Since the late 1960s the poststructuralists (Chapter 11), following Nietzsche and Heidegger and
with the same grand scope of critiquing all of Western history and culture, returned to Plato’s work as the
founding moment of Western metaphysics. Thinking in a post-Saussurean context, the post-stucturalists’
central concept was “difference” (as opposed to identity). For Saussure there are no positive terms in
language; there are only differences (Chapter 7). The meaning (or signified) of any term is arrived at
negatively, through this term’s relations to other terms in chains of signifiers. The post-structuralists
mobilized “difference” to critique Plato’s tradition-defining emphasis on identity. They simultaneously
mobilized Plato to critique the limitations of Saussure’s static or synchronic concept of “difference”. For
example, Derrida’s concept of pharmakon or Gilles Deleuze’s “simulacrum” – both derived from Plato –
(re-)inject movement and Nietzschean “becoming” into difference. (Plato also has a lot to say about
difference in the Sophist [Plato 1993].)

In “Plato’s Pharmacy” (1968; 1972), concentrating on Phaedrus, Derrida argues that Plato’s work
“sets up the whole of Western metaphysics in its conceptuality” (Derrida 1981b, 76). Derrida defines
Western metaphysics as a system of binary oppositions: presence/absence; essence/appearance;
true/false; good/evil; inside/outside. Within each opposition, the former term is valued, the latter
devalued and desired to be excluded. Each one of these terms “must be simply external to the other”
term in each opposition (103); the valued term is understood as an “inside” completely insulated from an
“outside” inhabited by its opposite. Derrida therefore argues that the opposition inside/outside is “the
matrix of all possible opposition” (103).

However, while Plato is working to establish these oppositions, in Phaedrus his own concept of
pharmakon is working to undo them, to cross the “border” (108) between opposing terms and in this
sense to “deconstruct”, to undermine from within, his system, against his own intentions. The
pharmakon – philtre, recipe, drug, medicine, remedy, poison – “introduces itself into the body of the
discourse with all its ambivalence” (70) and generates a “passage among opposing values” (98). The
passage from remedy to poison crosses the frontier between good and evil. One might describe the
pharmakon (and writing as pharmakon) as “non-presence”, “non-truth” (68), “nonessence” (70).
However, this doesn’t mean at all that they belong to the latter terms of the oppositions described above.
Rather, the irreducible polysemy and ambiguity of the pharmakon and of writing, difference, “precedes”
these oppositions: it is the very spectre that these oppositions attempt to exorcise yet is also their very
condition of possibility – the “original medium” within which they are produced (99). (Derrida is here
coming very close to Plato’s Timaeus and its concept of the chora [chōra or khōra] as he briefly
acknowledges [159–60]. We will return to this concept in the discussion of Kristeva in this chapter.)

Derrida discerns two simultaneous movements in Plato: a movement to establish the “exteriority of
writing” in relation to the author’s intentions; and a movement displaying writing’s “ability to affect or
infect what lies deepest inside” (110), so that “[t]he outside is already within” (109). However, what does



Derrida mean by “writing” and what kind of literature would qualify as writing in the spirit of “writing”?
This would be an art of mimesis as “play”: “writing or play … hav[e] no essence” but “introduce]
difference as the condition for the presence of essence” (157). If literature has a reality effect, this sense
of reality is generated by the play of “differences”, relations and “intervals” (163). It is against and out of
this background that the real emerges. Against those who see literature as the “full intuition of truth”,
Derrida advocates the principle of sumplokē; (in ancient Greek, intertwining, combination,
interimplication) (166). Literature and philosophy generate their reality and truth out of polysemy,
polyphony and intertextual play. Derrida announces the “necessity of the multiplicity of genres and
ideas, of relation and difference” (167). Against a literature (and a practice of reading) faithful to the
father-author’s intention, this literature (and this reading) would be “parricidal” (164), in that it would
have no kernel of hidden meaning which, once grasped by the reader, would put an end to the movement
of différance (Derrida’s neologism condensing difference and deferral – see Chapter 11). Derrida’s own
reading of Plato avoids such an interpretation of Plato to capture the movements of Plato’s text and the
way in which it exceeds the intended meaning of the father-author. But reading Derrida’s text alongside
Phaedrus also captures Derrida’s unacknowledged debt to it, given the themes (touched above) of
Phaedrus: philosophy’s relation to rhetoric, inspiration and stories. The idea of “play” is one that is
developed during the course of the dialogue in relation to philosophy, with Socrates remarking towards
the end, “Well, then: our playful amusement regarding discourse is complete” [278b] (Plato 1995).

The poststructuralist philosopher Gilles Deleuze confronts Plato in “Plato and the Simulacrum”
(1969; first version “Reversing Platonism” 1967). Deleuze, whose Nietzsche and Philosophy was
published in 1962, here returns to Nietzsche’s engagement with Plato and asks: what does Nietzsche
mean when he defines the aim of his philosophy as “to reverse Platonism” (Deleuze 1990b, 253)?
Deleuze focuses on Plato’s distinction between the icon and the simulacrum in the Sophist [236b, 264c]
(Plato 1993) and other texts. To continue our earlier discussion of the Republic, the icon would be the
true representation of the immutable and eternal world of Forms to which philosophy aspires, while the
simulacrum would be the false and morally corrupting representation of the ever-changing world of
appearance (this world) that is the literature of Homer for Plato.

Deleuze argues that the “motivation” or the “project” of Platonism (Deleuze 1990b, 253) is this: the
“construction of a model” – the ideal world of Forms – according to which the philosopher’s claims to
knowledge and truth can be judged in relation to the pretensions of rival claimants: the poet, the sophist,
etc. (255). So Deleuze reverses Platonism in arguing that, rather than being a primary ontological reality,
the ideal world of Forms is a Nietzschean idol, a myth, constructed to legitimize Plato’s ambition for
philosophy as the path to truth, to the “well-founded” icons “guaranteed by resemblance” (256) to True
Reality, and to delegitimize the claims of poets as unfounded simulacra resembling nothing. However, as
with Nietzsche and Derrida, Deleuze finds in Plato the means for the reversal of Platonism: Deleuze
claims that in the Sophist Plato “discovers … that the simulacrum is not simply a false copy, but that it



places in question the very notations of copy and model … Was it not Plato himself who pointed out the
direction for the reversal of Platonism?” (256).

Deleuze’s task is to imagine and redefine the simulacrum once it has been freed from the logic of
resemblance – and it is a highly significant reversal that he turns to literature for help. Modern literature,
in its radical multi-perspectivism, is a simulacrum: “It is not at all a question of different points of view
on one story supposedly the same” and functioning as the common centre of concentric circles; rather it
is “a question of different and divergent stories, as if an absolutely distinct landscape corresponded to
each point of view” (Deleuze 1990b, 260). This doesn’t mean at all, according to Deleuze, that
perspectives, in this de-centred system, are isolated and non-communicating: “Between these basic
series, a sort of internal resonance is produced; and this resonance induces a forced movement, which
goes beyond the series themselves” (261). (The movement is “forced” in the sense that it has no author
or father but is co-authored by differential relations between the series.) This is, in effect, a quick sketch
of Deleuze’s radical-democratic philosophical project of valorizing de-centralized multiplicities of selves
and social groups in perpetual motion without beginning or end – Deleuze’s version of a philosophy of
“difference” (262). Highly Nietzschean in spirit, Deleuze like Nietzsche valorizes “becoming” rather
than immutable and eternal Being – Deleuze calls the simulacrum “Proteus” (shape-shifting god as well
as reference to James Joyce’s Ulysses). “Becoming” follows no model, has no end and fulfils no end
(such as Ulysses’s return to Ithaca in the Odyssey): Deleuze describes the movement of the simulacrum
as wandering: “chaodyssey (chao-errance)” (264). If copying a model is the definition of morality
according to Plato (interpreted by Nietzsche), Deleuze (interpreting Nietzsche) describes the
simulacrum’s practice of tracing paths without a model as “aesthetic existence” (257).

Plato describes the philosopher’s Odyssey or nostos (journey home) through the allegory of the
cave in the Republic: the philosopher will reject the aesthetic existence of the puppet theatre inside the
cave, will leave the cave and ascend towards the sun. Against Plato, Deleuze affirms a different role for
the philosopher, consisting of aesthetic wandering, quoting Nietzsche: “behind each cave another that
opens still more deeply” (263), each cave a mask behind a mask behind a mask. Quoting from the first
version of Derrida’s “Plato’s Pharmacy” Deleuze describes the simulacrum’s rejection of the Sun as
“against the father” (257). (Luce Irigaray, in Speculum of the Other Woman [1974], will read Plato’s cave
as a world of proximity to the maternal body, see Chapter 12).

In Deleuze’s Odyssey, the philosopher’s aesthetic wandering is only one among many divergent
wanderings, involving those who, for Plato, were the “others” of the philosopher, such as the poet. An
Odyssey rewritten along these lines would tell the story not only of the wandering of Odysseus but
would include the wanderings and crossing paths of Penelope, Circe, Cyclops Polyphemus, the Sirens,
the suitors, the maids: “At least two divergent series are internalized in the simulacrum … There is no
longer any privileged point of view … The non-hierarchized work is a condensation of coexistences and



a simultaneity of events” (262). Joyce’s Ulysses, Derek Walcott’s Omeros and Margaret Atwood’s
Penelopiad are Deleuzean simulacra. Deleuze’s concept of the simulacrum captures the “critical edge”
of “modernity” and “modern” philosophy and literature (including Kafka and Beckett, both authors
discussed by Deleuze and his collaborator, Félix Guattari) (265) – see Chapter 11. He announces
hopefully that “Modernity is defined by the power of the simulacrum” (265). This power or force
(puissance), simply stated, is “belief in the future” (265).

Deleuze’s radical redefinition or creative misundertanding of Plato’s simulacrum is in turn radically
redefined by the poststructuralist sociologist Jean Baudrillard. In Symbolic Exchange and Death (1976)
and especially in Simulacra and Simulation (1981) and subsequent work, Baudrillard develops his theory
– or perhaps science fiction – of the end of modernity and the coming of a new age: the “precession of
simulacra” (Baudrillard 1994, 1), simulation and hyper-reality. This theory became a constant reference
point in the gigantic interdisciplinary debate on postmodernism and postmodernity of the 1980s and
1990s (see Chapter 9).

Baudrillard follows Deleuze’s definition of the simulacrum as a copy without an original, a
representation that does not correspond to an external reality. Simulation “has no relation to any reality
whatsoever: it is its own pure simulacrum” (Baudrillard 1994, 6); “truth, reference, objective cause have
ceased to exist” (3). However, whereas Deleuze embraced simulation as the critical edge of modernity,
embodied in modern art and its valorization of multiplicity and becoming, Baudrillard claims that
modernity is over and that the “system” (16) or “power” (pouvoir) now works through simulation, which
is becoming an instrument of social control and “deterrence” (22). Baudrillard focuses on the explosion
of mass media and of new information, communication and virtual-reality technologies, and the ensuing
saturation – overtaking, precession – of “real life” by excessive flows of representations or simulacra. He
claims that simulacra, rather than mirroring reality, prepackage reality into formulaic and restrictive
simulation models that attempt to control our lives, as part of a generalized “strategy of deterrence” (7).
This is a spreading form of “imperialism” where “present-day simulators try to make the real” -each and
every one of us – “coincide with their simulation models” (2). Furthermore, simulacra hide their own
status – they “dissimulate that there is nothing” (6) – and masquerade as true mirrors of reality. In
Baudrillard’s terms, simulacra, having liquidated reality, have to resurrect it artificially by pursuing a
“strategy of the real, of the neoreal and the hyperreal” (7) as the necessary complement of their strategy
of deterrence. In Plato’s and Deleuze’s terms Baudrillard’s simulacra are icons as regards their purpose,
in that they pretend to correspond with a pre-existing reality to mask their exercise of power.

What ought to be the role of theory and literature today, according to Baudrillard, and what is the
status of his own work? While Baudrillard condemns contemporary representations as simulacra (copies
without an original) masquerading as icons (true copies), he simultaneously suggests the possibility of a
more pure form of simulation: a simulation that presents itself, avowedly and self-consciously, as



simulation. Baudrillard’s excessive style – the crass generalizations, the paranoid scenarios, the science-
fiction imagery, the comically hyperbolic pessimism, the contradictions, the sense of clowning or
buffoonery, the use of irony – undercuts the scientificity, objectivity and reliability of his analysis in
order to lay claim to this purer form of simulation. In this sense, Baudrillard’s theorization of
contemporary culture presents itself as fiction rather than truth.

To turn now to Baudrillard’s theorization of literature, on the one hand he suggests the liquidation of
literature and art more generally. The contemporary explosion of representations, the ubiquity of images
of (previously challenging and experimental) art has caused a loss of its modern autonomy, critical edge,
outsider status and avant-garde role. This argument is made by Baudrillard at length in The Transparency
of Evil (1990). At the same time, Baudrillard’s textual and rhetorical strategies as they perform a more
pure simulation – or hypersimulation – are borrowed from the literary avant-gardes. Baudrillard seems to
position himself as the inheritor of an avant-garde line of modern literature, creating absurdist worlds
parallel to our own and mining this line’s critical potential. The line includes Alfred Jarry – famous for
his play, Ubu Roi (1896) and his pseudo-science of “pataphysics” – followed by surrealists and post-
surrealists and the Theatre of the Absurd: Jorge Luis Borges, Raymond Queneau, Eugène Ionesco, Jean
Genet, Boris Vian. Baudrillard pointed to his debt to Jarry many times, and it is significant that he opens
Simulacra and Simulations with a discussion of a Borges story; the story is not named but seems to be
Borges’s 1946 short story “On Exactitude in Science”.

We will conclude this chapter with Julia Kristeva’s use of Plato’s chora, a cornerstone of her literary
theory in Revolution in Poetic Language (1974) and particularly of her influential concept of the
semiotic. Plato developed his aporetic or catachrestic concept of chora (chō ra or khōra) in his late
cosmo-logical dialogue Timaeus. Heidegger discusses the chora in his 1953 Introduction to Metaphysics
(Heidegger 2000, 69–70). Irigaray engages with it in “Plato’s Hystera” in Speculum of the Other Woman.
Derrida returns to it in his 1993 essay “Khora”. Judith Butler turns to chora, Irigaray and Kristeva in
Bodies that Matter (1993, 35–55).

Plato outlines the idea of chora in the Timaeus [48–52] (Plato 1977). In earlier dialogues Plato
distinguished between an “intelligible and unchanging model” and a “visible and changing copy of it”
[48]. Here Socrates’s interlocutor, Timaeus, posits a third term that is “difficult and obscure” and calls it
chora: it is the “receptacle and … nurse of all becoming” and “provides a position for everything that
comes to be” [49]. Timaeus compares the chora to “a kind of neutral plastic material” and suggests that
we “compare the receptacle to the mother” [50]. The model is intelligible and the copy accessible to the
senses; the chora, on the other hand, is neither accessible to the senses nor intelligible properly speaking:
it is “puzzling” and “very hard to grasp” [51] and is “apprehended … by a sort of spurious reasoning …
we look at it indeed in a kind of dream” [52]. “Chora” is itself a spurious – aporetic or catachrestic – sort
of concept.



Kristeva brings Plato’s chora into dialogue with the work of psychoanalyst Melanie Klein on the
pre-Oedipal, in order to theorize the avant-garde literary practices of Stéphane Mallarmé, Virginia Woolf,
Joyce and others. Kristeva transposes Plato’s chora and the dreamlike reasoning associated with it onto
the unconscious signifying processes mediated by the intensely ambivalent pre-Oedipal relation to the
mother theorized by Klein. These signifying processes – Kristeva calls them the semiotic – summon and
orchestrate the material properties of language in rhythm and rhyme, alliteration and assonance, playing
out and signifying the fluctuation of affects (from love to hate and back again) towards the “bad mother”
and the “good mother” of unconscious psychic reality. Kristeva argues that “only certain literary texts of
the avant-garde … manage to cover the infinity of the process, that is, reach the semiotic chora”
(Kristeva 1984, 88) (see also Chapter 6).

Conclusion

●  Plato did not write a single poetics but developed his thinking on poetry and authorship
dialectically throughout his dialogues. Our discussion of Ion, Republic and Phaedrus shows the tensions
and contradictions in Plato’s literary theorizing.

●  Plato is a major founder of literary theory, but despite expressing at points in his writing, most
famously in the Republic, firm (and very critical) ideas about literature, he is in fact a highly polyvocal
thinker. His dialogues have invited an astounding variety of interpretations, appropriations and creative
misunderstandings – conservative and radical, idealist, materialist, rationalist, etc. Thinkers and writers –
whether they critiqued violently or embraced enthusiastically – have returned to Plato to privilege
different Platonic dialogues or ideas, and have refashioned Plato to fit their own original purposes and
what they perceived as the needs of their time.

● Plato’s literary theory introduces terms and debates of crucial and ongoing importance: mimesis,
inspiration, the emotions and reason, truth and virtue, doxa and the critical spirit, dialogue and the
dialectical method.

● As discussed in this chapter, Longinus, Rousseau, Wordsworth, Arnold, Nietzsche, Pater, Huxley,
Brecht, Benjamin, Marcuse, Derrida, Deleuze, Baudrillard and Kristeva read Plato very differently. Most
of these thinkers are discussed in more detail in subsequent chapters.

Further reading

Any of the texts discussed in this chapter would be useful further reading. You might



begin with Plato’s Ion, Republic, Symposium and Phaedrus; Asmis 1992 and Moss 2007
provide useful interpretations; Nietzsche 1968, Derrida 1981b and Kristeva 1984 are
especially important for contemporary literary studies.



6 Freud and psychoanalytic criticism
The self in fragments

 

 

 

 

Freud, Woolf, Klein, Lawrence, Lacan, Bloom, Gilbert and Gubar, Brooks, Kristeva, Felman, Žižek,
Rose, Ellmann

Sigmund Freud was born in Freiberg in 1856, a Jew within the multiethnic Austro-Hungarian
Empire. His middle-class family moved to Vienna when he was three years old. His constantly revised
writings – spanning from the late 1880s to the late 1930s – are a window into 50 years of Viennese and
more broadly European history. Sharply increased industrial competition and imperialist competition for
colonies since the 1870s (see Brantlinger 1988) were followed by World War I; the disintegration of the
Austro-Hungarian Empire and founding of Austria; the rise of Nazism and official anti-Semitism in
Germany; and the annexation of Austria by Nazi Germany in 1938. Freud was then forced to move to
London, where he died in 1939 after a long illness, a few days following the invasion of Poland and the
official beginning of World War II. Freud’s exile was compounded, Richard Wollheim argues, by his
estrangement both from Vienna – for which “he had always expressed intense dislike” – and from
Judaism and Zionism (Wollheim 1973, 217).

The self in psychoanalysis

The previous chapter outlined modernity in its relation to multiplicity and “becoming”. We focused
on Marx, George Eliot, Baudelaire, Arnold, Pater, Nietzsche, Mallarmé and Wilde, sketching their
aesthetic, critical and philosophical responses to a period of rapid change and fragmentation within
society and within the sense of the self. Arnold, for example, envisaged “culture” in opposition to these
tendencies and claimed our “best self” to be one and immutable; Pater, Nietzsche, Mallarmé and Wilde,
on the other hand, celebrated the flux and multiplicity of the self and became important precursors of,



and influences on, twentieth-century modernism. Freud, Wilde’s contemporary, is a major thinker of
European modernity and a transitional figure whose long writing life spans the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries.

During the fifty years of Freud’s writing career, European literature significantly displayed a post-
Romantic turn to subjectivism, psychic reality and fantasy, for example in Aestheticism and the late-
Victorian gothic. Freud, who had a very good classical and literary education, returned as far back as
Sophocles in order to read literature as supporting his discoveries. Harold Bloom, on the other hand,
reads Freud as an inheritor of literary Romanticism in his essay “Freud and the Sublime”. Bloom’s
literary genealogy facilitates Freud’s comparison with his contemporary literature and criticism. In
relation to our theme of the multiplicity of the self, Freud’s ideas are strongly resonant with those of
Pater, Wilde and Nietzsche (whom Freud was familiar with, finding some of his ideas very compelling):
the self is not one but multiple, fragmented, decentred and at war with itself. Wilde writes of “passions
that war against themselves” (Wilde 1961, 90), while Bloom summarizes Freud’s vision as one of “civil
war in the psyche” (Bloom 1994, 181). Freud’s ideas also resonate with fin-de-siècle Victorian gothic
fiction, particularly Robert Louis Stevenson’s Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde (1886). Wilde’s The Picture of
Dorian Gray (1891) is another tale of split identity. However, Freud’s influence is not yet felt in these
novels.

In the twentieth century, the modernists are very much aware of Freud. They implicitly or explicitly
engage with and respond to him as a major interlocutor. Though Virginia Woolf’s attitude to Freud was
ambiguous and critical, Woolf and her husband, Leonard Woolf, used their publishing house, Hogarth
Press, to make Freud available in English, translated by Lytton Strachey’s brother, James, and his wife,
Alix. D. H. Lawrence contested Freud with his own theories of the unconscious, developed in intriguing
texts such as Fantasia of the Unconscious (1921–2) and Psychoanalysis and the Unconscious (1923)
(Lawrence 2004). W H. Auden’s fine poem, “In Memory of Sigmund Freud” (1939), responding to
Freud’s death, presents Freud as “serv[ing] enlightenment” (Auden 1979, 94): he is a self-examining
benefactor of humanity “doing us some good”, though he “knew it was never enough” (91). Auden, who
was well-versed in Freud, attempts to capture his profound influence: “If often he was wrong and at
times absurd,/ To us he is no more a person/ Now but a whole climate of opinion/ Under whom we
conduct our differing lives:/ … / He quietly surrounds all our habits of growth” (93). Canonical
twentieth-century criticism such as Virginia Woolf’s Three Guineas (1938) and Walter Benjamin’s
“Theses on the Philosophy of History” (1940), both desperately contemplating the coming war, do not so
much as mention Freud yet could not have been written without him. The “fragments” in the subtitle of
this chapter points both to European aggression and war and to ideas of the fragmented self; the two
were connected by Freud following World War I in Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920), where he
develops his new concept of the death instinct.



Where the Romantics Coleridge and Shelley turned to Plotinus and Neo-platonist idealism to
support their belief in the unifying role of the imagination (discussed in Chapter 4), Freud posits a radical
decentring of consciousness – that is, a demotion of consciousness from its traditional position as the
highest part of the human self – and splitting of the self. If we position Freud’s ideas within the context
of modern European thought, it can be argued that the self was already split with Descartes, between the
thinking self and the self as thought. In Émile Benveniste’s more recent, linguistically inflected version
there is a split between the “subject of enunciation” (the speaking self) and the “subject of the statement”
(the spoken self) (see Benveniste 1971). In The Unnamable Samuel Beckett captures this self-alienation
of the self with characteristic brilliance: “I, say I” (Beckett 1979, 267). The two “I”s of Beckett’s formula
are not the same and can never coincide: “I, say I. Unbelieving”. However, since Descartes and before
Nietzsche and Freud, modern thought had kept the “self together by assuming the centrality of
consciousness and related ideas, such as the power and clarity of reason, the availability of the self to
introspection and free will.

In “The Mirror Stage” the French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan (1901–81) stresses the irreducible
“dehiscence” of the self as envisioned by Freud (Lacan 1977b, 4). He captures Freud’s revolution in
thought and philosophical importance as lying in this decentring of consciousness in favour of Freud’s
most important idea: the Unconscious. Freud brings centre-stage those parts of the self that remain
forever inaccessible to reason, primitive drives and instincts, automatisms beyond one’s conscious
control. Everything that Plato feared in human nature and wished to check with the rule of Reason is
claimed to have been in the driving seat all along. In brief, we come face to face with the self as a
dangerous and threatening other. Emily Dickinson’s poem, “One need not be a Chamber – to be
Haunted–” (c. 1863), stages this intuition using gothic props: “Far safer through an Abbey gallop,/ The
stones a’chase-/ Than Unarmed, one’s a’self encounter-/ In lonesome Place–” (Dickinson 1975, 333).
Dickinson here shares in a vision or nightmare more widely intuited by nineteenth-century literature.

I will now sketch the development of the psychoanalytic understanding of the human self.
Displacing consciousness, the centrality of sexuality – defined very broadly and scandalously, at the
time, well beyond normative genital heterosexual and reproductive sex – and sexual energy (libido) is
one of Freud’s lasting contributions. However, sexuality is accompanied by resistance and repression, as
the “pleasure principle” (the human pursuit of pleasure) clashes with the “reality principle” (the
internalized limitations of external reality, including social reality and social commands) within the
psyche. Wollheim points out that the ideas of sexuality, resistance and repression emerged
simultaneously in Freud’s early thought. In trying to understand resistance and repression – what does
repression repress? – Freud was reluctantly led to acknowledge the force of sexuality (Wollheim 1973,
32–40). The Unconscious is born out of repression; without repression there would be no Unconscious.
Freud’s understanding of the war between pleasure and its repression resonates with the final chapter of
Stevenson’s The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde:



the worst of my faults was a certain gaiety of disposition … such as I found it hard to
reconcile with my imperious desire to … wear a more than commonly grave countenance
before the public … It was thus rather the exacting nature of my aspirations that … made me
what I was.

(Stevenson 2002, 55)

Intriguingly, Stevenson suggests that a character less repressed than Dr Jekyll would not have been
forced to unleash Mr Hyde, and that excessive repression is dangerous.

Freud’s last phase, initiated by the transitional essay “The Uncanny” (1919) and the influential and
controversial Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920), tells a more complex story. In Beyond the Pleasure
Principle and The Ego and the Id (1923) Freud develops a new hypothesis triggered by his experience of
World War I and war-traumatized veterans. No longer serving only the pleasure principle and sexual
aims and objects, instinct is now divided against itself. There are now two basic instincts warring against
each other. There is “eros”: love, life, preservation, “Eros, the preserver of life” (Freud 1991b, 327); and
“thanatos”: death, hate, loss, a “death instinct” unleashing aggression and destruction, a desire to return
to inorganic matter, to purge excitations, stimuli and intensity, such that “we shall be compelled to say
that ‘the aim of all life is death’” (Freud 1991b, 311). Freud’s “second topography” of the psyche,
developed in The Ego and the Id, divides the psyche into the “id” (the instinctual terrain of both eros and
thanatos); the social commands of the “super-ego”; and the “ego”, as a fragile mediation between the
instinctual forces of the id and the social imperatives of the super-ego, or as an armour defending the
psyche against both.

Late Victorian gothic novels, such as Jekyll and Hyde and The Picture of Dorian Gray, echo Freud’s
exploration of violent, evil, demonic parts of the self. D. H. Lawrence’s modernist novels, The Rainbow
(1915) and Women in Love (1920), can be read as studies of the relation between eros and thanatos.
Chapter VI of The Rainbow, “Anna Victrix”, on the honeymoon and early days in the marriage of Anna
and Will Brangwen, is a minutely detailed psychic weather report of currents of love turning into hate
and back into love, attraction turning into repulsion and back again, gentleness turning into rage and
destruction. Love turns into an “unknown battle” or “some endless contest”: “So it went on continually,
the recurrence of love and conflict between them” (Lawrence 1949, 167–8). In Women in Love the coal-
mine owner Gerald Crich can be read as a personification of the death instinct at work in modern
industrial civilization. At the beginning of Chapter 9, “Coal-Dust”, he is seen mistreating a “red Arab
mare”, a symbol of nature, next to a rail track as there passes a speeding train, a conventional symbol of
modern life and industry (Lawrence 1960, 122). In Chapter 30, “Snowed-up”, a “sudden desire leapt” in
Gerald’s “heart to kill” his lover Gudrun (518). But his attempt to strangle her is interrupted by the



surfacing of a deeper desire for his own self-annihilation, which Lawrence associates with the “dead
mechanical monotony and meaninglessness” (522), the “million wheels and cogs and axles” (525), of
modern Western civilization. “[U]consciously climbing” the Alps, “[a]lways higher, always higher”
(532), but in meaningless mechanical motion without end, symbolizing Lawrence’s questioning of the
modern ideology of progress, Gerald effectively kills himself when he falls asleep in the snow. In 1938,
Virginia Woolf will examine the desire for war and destruction with great urgency in Three Guineas, as
World War II, the second global conflict of the century, fast approaches.

Freud’s new hypothesis of the death instinct as a power “beyond the pleasure principle” is supported
by his seminal idea of the “compulsion to repeat” traumatic experiences, which makes its first
appearance in “The Uncanny” and is discussed extensively in later works. The “compulsion to repeat” is
foundational in contemporary trauma theory (see Chapter 1 of J. Brooks Bouson’s Quiet As It’s Kept
[2000]). Unable to properly experience a traumatic loss at the time it happened, and unable to remember,
represent and symbolize it “properly”, we repeat the painful experience compulsively, stuck in
unconscious repetition and the “return of the repressed”. For example, in Toni Morrison’s Beloved Sethe
kills her daughter, Beloved, to save her from slavery, but Beloved returns. Her return, after her death and
the transgenerational trauma of slavery, is the return of the repressed exactly because “proper”
symbolization had been impossible at the time. Sethe then enters into the process of telling her story; she
avoids the repetition of Beloved’s killing, and Beloved is seemingly exorcized. However, the novel
suggests that the representation of trauma is bound to be “improper”, experimental in form, and only
partially successful as it knocks against the limits of representation.

Freud’s last phase has been especially important to contemporary psycho-analytic literary critics, as
have been the slightly earlier essay “Mourning and Melancholia” (1917) and case history “Wolf Man”
(1918). In “Wolf Man” Freud’s minor concept of “nachtrachlichkeit”, usually translated as “deferred
action” (or “afterwardsness”), has been especially fruitful, as discussed by Lacan and especially as
developed by Jean-Bertrand Pontalis and Jean Laplanche more fully in The Language of Psycho-Analysis
(1967). Traumatic events, exceeding the self’s powers of comprehension and representation, are not
properly experienced when they happen. However, they find an indirect and partial expression in the
future, when they are involuntarily reactivated through repetition compulsion; or they might be more
fully recognized and experienced if and when they are more fully symbolized. In instances of “deferred
action”, time moves in loops rather than forwards, in the sense that the self experiencing the traumatic
event is in-between the two selves separated by such temporal distance and cannot be exactly located in
time. For an interesting use of “deferred action” in literary criticism, see Jean Wyatt’s “Love’s Time and
the Reader” (2008) on Toni Morrison’s novel, Love.

In “Mourning and Melancholia” Freud describes melancholia as mourning for a lost object of love
that is without end or issue. In melancholia the “ego wants to incorporate this object into itself” (Freud



1991d, 258): the self introjects the lost loved one and identifies with him or her. Freud defines the three
preconditions of melancholia as “loss of the object”, “ambivalence” – love and hate – towards the object,
and conversion of the object into a part of the self (267). The melancholic, unable to accept the loss,
keeps the lost other alive by incorporating him or her as part of the self, while the melancholic’s violent
self-reproaches are really disguised reproaches against the lost object. To return to the theme of this
chapter, not only is the self multiple and fragmented, but it includes “external” fragments: incorporated
others (as well as social norms, etc.). In Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway (1925) the tête-à-tête between Clarissa
Dalloway and Peter Walsh – conveyed through dialogue as well as their interwoven internal monologues
– shows that an introjected version of Peter is part of Clarissa’s self and vice versa (Woolf 1996, 45ff.).
Julia Kristeva develops the connection between melancholia and literary production in Black Sun:
Depression and Melancholia (1987). Her close textual reading of Gérard de Nerval’s poetry shows the
intricate connection between his poetic form and his melancholia, and suggests how his poetic activity is
the momentary cure or lifting of his melancholia.

As well as including “external” fragments, the self, as viewed by psychoanalysis, also projects parts
of itself onto “external” reality and onto others. Kristeva’s concept of “abjection” develops Freud’s
concept of projection, cross-fertilized with the work of the psychoanalyst Melanie Klein (1882–1960). In
Kristeva’s Powers of Horror (1980), the very boundary between self and other, inside and outside, is
fundamentally an imprecise and fragile construction. As infants we emerge out of an intense and
affectively ambivalent dyadic relation with the mother, where self and other are not distinctly
differentiated; and while the process of our socialization consists exactly in our symbolic differentiation
from others, this original fluidity of relation between self and other remains with us. Melanie Klein “will
make of this area her privileged field of observation”, though “it is Freud indeed who blazes the trail”
(Kristeva 1982, 60). In Anti-Oedipus (1970), Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari had already combined
Freud and Klein and described this world of “partial objects” – Deleuze and Guattari’s modification of
Melanie Klein’s “part-objects”, referring for example to breastfeeding and the relation between the
mother’s breast and the infant’s mouth – rather than complete and independent persons, and “inclusive”
rather than “exclusive differentiations” between self and others (Deleuze and Guattari’s terms). Deleuze
and Guattari drew on D. H. Lawrence, Samuel Beckett and other writers as allies in their project of
describing these primary processes; we will be discussing them extensively in Chapter 11.

To return to Kristeva’s Powers of Horror, “abjection” is the opposite of melancholic incorporation;
it is the projection of unacceptable parts of the self onto others, who function as scapegoats, phobic
objects, objects of horror. However, Kristeva insists that the process of abjection is never fully
completed; it remains discernible to the self that the horror is coming from within it, and as a result the
distinction subject/object (or self/other) cannot be maintained. Due to this “non-separation of
subject/object” (Kristeva 1982, 58) or the “frail identity of the speaking subject” (67), Kristeva
concludes that the “abject is not an ob-ject” (1), “the ab-ject is … an impossible ob-ject” (154) because it



can never be adequately constituted as split off from the self. According to Kristeva, who develops a
distinctively feminist argument, the exemplary abject in most societies is women and particularly
mothers. The “unsettled separation” (78) between men and women and the fear and abjection of women
disguise men’s projections onto women of their own horrifying mortality, “[i]ncompleteness and
dependency” (88). However, the “[f]ragile threshold” or “impossible demarcation” between men and
women, and men’s “repulsion in relation to” women “in order to autonomize” themselves, bring about
men’s separation from their own bodies and the misrecognition of “man’s particularity” as both “mortal
and speaking” (85, 82, 88). Implicitly, Kristeva assumes that there is no difference between men and
women, and that gender difference is a tool in the ongoing attempt to abject women (70ff.). As to
literature and psychoanalysis, their roles are similar and highly important in Kristeva’s view: to disclose
the process of abjection and the horrors underlying it. Literature is “an unveiling of the abject … an
undoer of narcissism and of all imaginary identity as well, sexual included” (208). Language makes
distinctions and separates, but “the writer … is to be not only the one who separates … but also the one
who touches … even taking the place of the feminine” (161). Finally, literature is “rooted … on the
fragile border … where identities (subject/object, etc.) do not exist or only barely so” (205), while
psychoanalysis witnesses acts of expulsion or “bursting out”, “our dancing on a volcano” exploding
(210). Appropriately, Kristeva is using a language of pregnancy and childbirth to describe the role of
both literature and psychoanalysis. Her close readings of Louis-Ferdinand Céline’s texts conclude that he
“locates the ultimate of abjection – and thus the supreme and sole interest of literature” in “giving birth”
(155).

We have seen that psychoanalytic thought greatly complicates the topography of the self and treats
the boundary between self and other as permeable. Having opened and rendered unanswerable the
question “where am I?” – the question of the topos (location), topology and topography of the self – the
psycho-analytic concept of “nachtrachlichkeit” also problematizes the temporality of the self. To turn
now to another aspect of the self, gender, Kristeva’s Powers of Horror is one of many important texts
posing the question of the relation of subjectivity and gender in psychoanalysis. Psychoanalysis has a
prominent position in contemporary gender theory and vice versa. Most feminist critics would agree that,
in contemporary societies, there are still two (unequally valued) gender norms, even though the content
of these norms might vary greatly in different social contexts. However, psychoanalytic feminist theorists
insist that assuming one’s gender is (like Lacan’s entry into the symbolic order to be discussed later in
this chapter) simultaneously both inevitable and a never-completed process. As a result, one is never
fully normalized, and the possibility for minor and major gender variations and deviations is ever open,
though always under the threat of social censure. Similarly, in relation to sexual orientation,
heterosexuality is still the norm. However, there is a gap between the social norm and the great variety of
paths taken by human sexuality that Freud did so much to explore. As a result, distinctions between
men/women and heterosexuality/homosexuality are far too simplistic and crude to capture the self.



Freud’s work on the development of sexuality and gender is usually divided into two phases: before
and after the mid 1920s. The context for this break is the 1920s grand debate on gender within
psychoanalysis. Its contributors included Karen Horney, Ernest Jones and Melanie Klein; this was the
context in which Virginia Woolf wrote Orlando (1928). Joan Riviere’s contribution to this debate
“Womanliness as a Masquerade” (1929) was discussed by Judith Butler in her important Gender Trouble
(1990), exemplifying the continuing contemporary relevance of this debate. Freud himself seemed to
equivocate throughout his work as to whether gender is biologically and anatomically determined or
socially constructed (as is mostly thought today). On the one hand, the development of gender
encounters many vicissitudes, and often never arrives at a socially acceptable form; on the other hand,
until the mid 1920s Freud tells a simple universal story whose core is the “Oedipus complex” and
“castration anxiety”, which goes like this. In early infancy, during the short-lived and insignificant pre-
Oedipal phase, boys and girls are indistinguishable (they are both boys, as it were) and both take the
mother as their love-object. In the Oedipal phase, the girl notices her lack of male (external) genitalia,
considers it a catastrophic loss, and suffers from what Freud terms “penis envy”. The boy loves his
mother and wants to kill his father to take his place, but he perceives the girl’s lack of a penis as
castration, fears retribution from the father in this form and suffers from “castration anxiety”. In the
meantime, the girl now loves her father and perceives her mother as rival. She hopes that her love for the
father will give her the penis she lacks, in the form of a penis substitute, a baby. Feminists have pointed
out that Freud’s account only makes sense in societies where women are subordinate to men and where,
therefore, lacking a penis is a sign of powerlessness. The overvaluation of the penis in Freud’s account
makes sense in the context of the social privilege enjoyed by men. (One might of course also point out
that this primordial scenario rather seems to depend on large Victorian families where it would be
unusual for there not to be both girls and boys.)

Freud’s case history “Dora” (1901; 1905) has been especially relevant to feminist contentions that
Freud skewed his account of development in favour of the acceptable norms of the day. Freud finds in
Dora’s account her early love for her father, her love for Herr K. and the reactivation of her love for her
father in order to counter her love for Herr K., in keeping with his understanding of the normal path of
development, and amidst Dora’s vociferous denials. Finally Dora, a highly intelligent girl by Freud’s
account, ends her analysis abruptly. In a footnote in the postscript, written 20 years later, Freud is
belatedly forced or willing to consider an additional factor, Dora’s love for Herr K.’s wife, Frau K.: “I
failed to discover in time and to inform the patient that her homosexual (gynaecophilic) love for Frau K.
was the strongest unconscious current of her mental life” (Freud 1977, 162; see also Gyler 2010, 27).

Responding to the 1920s psychoanalytic debate on gender (Klein, Horney, Riviere, Jones) Freud’s
“Female Sexuality” (1931), while continuing to outline a “normal” path of development, also conveys
his new understanding of female sexuality as overflowing on all sides his earlier description of normative
adult female sexuality as heterosexual, genital, reproductive, and lacking in relation to male sexuality



(Freud 2001b, 230). Freud now posits the great intensity and ambivalence of women’s early love for
their mother and the lifelong importance of the pre-Oedipal phase for women. Klein indeed insists on the
lasting importance of the pre-Oedipal phase (dominated by the relation to the mother) for both men and
women. Freud now also acknowledges the variety of paths and increased complexity of the process of
genderization for women in relation to men. Even in “normal” development women are required to
change primary erogenous zone, gender and sexual orientation in the transition from the pre-Oedipal to
the Oedipal (from the clitoris to the vagina, from masculinity to femininity and from desire for the
mother to desire for the father). He reiterates that these processes are little understood and remain
obscure.

However, Freud continues to hold that woman suffers from penis envy and a sense of inferiority due
to “the fact of her castration” (Freud 2001b, 230), her “organic inferiority” (233) and absence of a
“proper penis” or “proper genital” (235). Horney argues that Freud’s views are based on “the little boy’s
fantasy of the woman and repudiation of the pre-oedipal mother, and that this fantasy has its roots in
men’s envy and fear of women”; in other words, their primary “dread of infantile dependency and the
denial of helplessness” (Gyler 2010, 34). Klein redefines vaginal eroticism in positive terms, as
receptivity. Riviere defines conventional femininity as a reaction formation against a primary aggression
shared by men and women, but also as a manifestation of women’s “fear of retribution for masculine
identifications” (Gyler 2010, 24).

The feminist reception of Freud, and his value, has oscillated between those who see Freud as a
mystifying supporter of patriarchy (the subjection of women by men) and those who wish to emphasize
the way in which Freud’s work helps us to understand the nature of patriarchy. Juliet Mitchell, in
particular, defended and rehabilitated Freud in Psychoanalysis and Feminism (1974). Whatever our view,
the feminist engagement with Freud has been intensive and highly productive.

Jacqueline Rose, Julia Kristeva and, more recently, Louise Gyler have explored the potential
Melanie Klein’s account of subjectivity holds for contemporary gender theory, while rejecting her
“biologistic and heterosexist” assumptions (Gyler 2010, 40). Kleinian subjectivity, up to a point, follows
Freud from Beyond the Pleasure Principle: Klein emphasizes the role of aggression, negativity and the
death instinct in the psychic life of both men and women. But Klein rejects the distinction between pre-
Oedipal and Oedipal in favour of what she calls the “paranoid-schizoid position” and the “depressive
position”. While these positions initially follow each other, they keep recurring in later life, so that the
self oscillates between them. In the paranoid-schizoid position, “fear and terror dominate subjective
experience, and the predominant defence is splitting” into good and bad part-objects. For Klein the
“good breast” and the “bad breast” are the “prototypical part-objects” (Gyler 2010, 44). While the
infant’s love for the mother is projected onto the “good breast” (as an endless flow of milk), the infant’s
destructive impulses towards the mother (perhaps due to its helplessness and the mother’s less than



infinite availability of milk) give rise to terrifying fantasies in relation to the mother, who is conceived as
a bad breast, omnipotent, persecuting and life-threatening. But the infant’s “hatred against parts of the
self” is also projected onto the mother, through “projective identification” (Klein’s concept, in Gyler
2010, 46). So Klein posits the infant’s “envy of the mother’s breast” (Klein quoted in Gyler 2010, 51), a
mother-centred vision rather than Freud’s father-centred “penis envy”. For Klein the infant’s inner world
is “conflicted”, “consumed with loving and hating, anxiety, loss, guilt and reparation” – both good breast
and bad breast – in its relation to the mother (Gyler 2010, 48). In the depressive position, it is now
perceived that the “good breast” and the “bad breast” are both aspects of one’s relation to the same
person, the mother, who emerges as a complete person, separate from the infant.

For Kristeva, Klein fruitfully combines Freud’s (and later Lacan’s) acknowledgement of negativity
with a mother-centred – as opposed to Freud’s father-centred – perspective: “Kleinian negativity, which
… guides the drive to intelligence by way of fantasy, chooses the mother as its target” (Kristeva quoted
in Gyler 2010, 55). Klein’s and Kristeva’s emphasis on the relation to the mother and the pre-Oedipal
phase – a phase that precedes gender difference – lends itself to a perspective endorsing the evanescence
of gender. Klein and Kristeva are fruitful in thinking about gender difference as a mirage on the surface
of our common passionate psychic relation to the mother. Symbolization, thought and creativity are
traced back to this psychic relation and the role of fantasy in psychic life.

Psychoanalytic literary criticism

In Literary Freud (2007), Perry Meisel recounts the fascinating history of Freud’s reception by
writers and literary critics. How do we understand today the relation between psychoanalysis and
literature? Certainly not as one where psychoanalysis is applied to literature in order to speak its truth.
Psychoanalysing authors and characters is currently considered particularly disreputable. Instead the
attention of psychoanalytic criticism turns to the textuality of literature, as well as to the textuality of
psychoanalysis itself. Psychoanalytic criticism sets outs to avoid an earlier assumption of a “relation of
master to slave” with literature (Shoshana Felman quoted in Ellmann 1994b, 10); it attempts to divest
itself of authoritarian claims to definitive readings and modestly assumes the incompleteness of
interpretation.

Maud Ellmann’s introduction to her landmark anthology, Psychoanalytic Literary Criticism (1994),
repudiates earlier psychoanalytic criticism which concentrated on psychoanalysing author or characters,
including texts by Freud. Ellmann stresses the contemporary consensus that psychoanalysis and
literature, critic and literary text, are not in an unequal, unreciprocal, fixed relation of subject and object.
On the contrary, the relation between psychoanalysis and literature is one of mutual and never-completed
elucidation. Language and interpretation are fundamental to psychoanalysis, but language for Ellmann



and others with a contemporary interest in psychoanalytic criticism is understood – within a
poststructuralist, post-Lacanian frame – as endless substitution and tropes (metaphor, metonymy,
synecdoche, etc.). For example, the texts by Julia Kristeva and Jacqueline Rose, anthologized in
Psychoanalytic Literary Criticism, display these new assumptions, demonstrate their potential, but also
test their limits from a psychoanalytic point of view. Rose, in particular, embraces metaphor but rejects a
naïve endorsement of endless substitution as unliveable psychosis.

Within the poststructuralist, post-Lacanian frame, one of the significant shifts in contemporary
psychoanalytic criticism is an opposition between older psychoanalytic criticism – assuming a fixed
relation between signifier and signified, and fixing the text’smeaning – and poststructuralist, post-
Lacanian psychoanalytic criticism – supporting the sliding of the signified (the deferral of meaning and
of interpretation) advocated by Lacan and thinkers such as Kristeva. Sue Vice also endorses this
opposition between old and post-Lacanian psychoanalytic criticism in her anthology, Psychoanalytic
Criticism: A Reader (1996). For example, in this anthology contemporary criticism is represented by
Shoshana Felman’s reading of Henry James’s The Turn of the Screw (Felman 1996), while older
psychoanalytic criticism is represented by Edmund Wilson’s reading of the same text (Wilson 1996).

As Harold Bloom and others have pointed out, in “Freud and Literature” (1940) the American critic
Lionel Trilling anticipates Lacan in understanding language as essentially figurative or tropic and in
describing psychoanalysis itself as a “science of tropes” (Trilling 1970, 64; Bloom 1994, 176). However,
Lacan’s understanding of science – and of psychoanalysis as a science – is idiosyncratic: science neither
possesses the Truth nor is opposed to literature and myth. (See Felman’s account of Lacan in Felman
1994, 98–100.) Lacan, though not a literary critic, often seems to privilege literature over psychoanalytic
investigation and to treat psychoanalysis as literature: “we can talk adequately about the libido only in a
mythic manner” (Lacan quoted in Felman 1994, 95). Shoshana Felman’s Lacanian reading of
Sophocles’s Oedipus at Colonus in “Beyond Oedipus” presents Oedipus as an exemplary narrator or
author figure: as an itinerant, wandering, errant and “erring” story-teller (94). Literature transmutes
repressed desires and aspects of reality into narrative “symbolisation” (86), into the metonymic chain of
symbolic substitutions. Similarly, Felman understands psychoanalysis itself on this model of literature:
as “erring” and “self-expropriation” without end, and not as a body of knowledge possessing the Truth
(85, 94). Lacanian psychoanalytic criticism thus joins the nineteenth-century theorists of becoming
(Pater, Nietzsche, Wilde, see Chapter 5).

Lacan, in Felman’s account, favours myth or narrative as metaphorical approximation, rather than
claiming for his theorizing a relation of correspondence (and adequation) with reality. However, is the
assumption of an interpretive position of mastery and the closing of meaning ever fully avoided, even by
those programmatically announcing the openness of their interpretations and the relation of equality – in
mutual and open-ended elucidation – between psychoanalysis and literature? Barbara Johnson’s “The



Frame of Reference” raises this question in relation to Lacan’s reading of Edgar Allan Poe’s short story,
“The Purloined Letter”, and Jacques Derrida’s reading of Lacan’s reading of Poe. Derrida accuses
Lacan’s interpretation of ignoring the intertextual contexts of Poe’s story and reducing the story into a
single meaning – particularly into Lacan’s idea of lack at the heart of being – against Lacan’s
programmatic commitment to open-ended and deferred interpretation. In the veiling and unveiling of the
purloined letter, “What is veiled/unveiled in this case is a hole, a nonbeing (non-étant); the truth of being
(l’être), as nonbeing[,] … veiled/unveiled castration” (Derrida quoted in Johnson 1996, 87). But Johnson
argues that, in making this accusation, Derrida himself reduces Lacan’s text into a “single unequivocal
meaning” against Derrida’s own similar commitment to following the complex and contradictory
movement of a text rather than fixing its meaning:

To cut out a text’s frame of reference as though it did not exist and to reduce a complex
textual functioning to a single meaning are serious blots indeed in the annals of literary
criticism. Therefore it is all the more noticeable that Derrida’s own reading of Lacan’s text
repeats precisely the crimes of which he accuses it.

(Johnson 1996, 88)

Johnson concludes that “the author of any critique is himself framed by his own frame of the other”
(97). However, having reiterated the “impossibility of any ultimate analytical metalanguage” (100),
Johnson does not reject the moment of critique and the temporary assumption of mastery and closing of
meaning that it involves. Rather, she inserts it within a wider movement, that of the “eternal oscillation
between unequivocal undecidability and ambiguous certainty” (100).

***

In this chapter we have discussed the psychoanalytic theorization of the self, moving on to address
the relation between psychoanalysis and literature as understood by psychoanalytic criticism. We will
now turn to psychoanalytic theorizations of representation and fiction. What Lacan has called the
“fictional direction” of the self in psychoanalysis emerges in Freud’s work around the question of fantasy
(Lacan 1977b, 2). In a 21 September 1897 letter to his colleague Fliess, Freud intimates that the
childhood trauma of seduction by the father surfacing in the psychoanalysis of his patients might well be
a fantasy in most instances. One of the reasons Freud gives to Fliess is that “there are no indications of
reality in the unconscious, so that one cannot distinguish the truth and fiction that is cathected with
affect” (Freud 1995, 112). In his “Wolf Man” case history Freud also gradually comes to a similar
conclusion. Childhood scenes uncovered by analysis are fantasies: these scenes “are not reproductions of
real occurrences” but rather “products of the imagination, which find their instigation in mature life” and
“serve as some kind of symbolic representation of real wishes and interests” (Freud 1979, 282). In other



words, the reality of a traumatic event might well be a psychic reality only, a fiction rather than the
memory of fact. The “primal scene” is primarily a representation of the analysand’s desire.

Psychoanalysis offers the promise of finally hearing the psychic truth long repressed. But the
representation of psychic reality has to voice what is repressed, while also evading the forces of
repression. In Freud’s The Interpretation of Dreams (originally published in 1900 and often revised
subsequently), Chapter VI, “The Dream-Work”, describes the essentially substitutive – tropic,
metaphoric, transferential – nature of representation in dreams. Freud starts with a medieval model of
signs: he distinguishes between the dream’s “manifest content” and its “latent content”: this is a “shell
and kernel” or depth model (Chapter 3). However, he soon develops a modern model whose basic
concepts are displacement, condensation and overdetermination. One element in the manifest content of
the dream might point to several elements in the latent content, and, conversely, one element of the latent
content might manifest itself in several elements of the manifest content of the dream. Freud writes:

Not only are the elements of a dream determined by the dream-thoughts many times
over, but the individual dream-thoughts are represented in the dream by several elements.
Associative paths lead from one element of the dream to several dream-thoughts, and from
one dream-thought to several elements of the dream.

(Freud 2001a, 284)

In the language of his contemporary, the originator of structuralism, Ferdinand de Saussure, Freud
develops a model where one signifier has many signifieds and one signified many signifiers (see Chapter
7). The one-to-one relation between signifier and signified is broken in favour of open-ended substitution
and continuing slippage or, in the terminology of Lacan, “sliding”.

Lacan moves Freud’s thought further along in a direction where it questions the idea of unconscious
material pre-existing its representation, and therefore problematizes the very idea of truth, understood as
correspondence with a pre-existing reality. For Lacan the unconscious is already representation. The
unconscious is not a content, but the very processes of displacement, condensation and
overdetermination described by Freud. Lacan’s comment on the “fictional direction” of the self quoted
above is made in the context of his essay on the imaginary, as part of an evolving Lacanian distinction
between three orders: the imaginary, the symbolic and the real. We will now discuss this model of three
interconnected orders or interlocking circles. (The model is complicated in Lacan’s last work, with the
introduction of the concept of the Sinthome and a fourth interlocking order, “the symptom”. See Chapter
10 of Rabaté 2001).

Lacan outlines the imaginary in his early essay, “The Mirror Stage as Formative of the Function of



the I as Revealed in Psychoanalytic Experience” (1949; an early version was delivered in 1936 and
published in English translation in 1937). Lacan’s starting point is a rereading of Freud that stresses the
irremediable fragmentation and aggression of the self: Lacan outlines the “dehiscence at the heart of the
organism” (Lacan 1977b, 4) and “lay[s] bare the aggressivity” (7). However, most of us misrecognize
this condition. More importantly we set out to overcome it and to aim for an imaginary coherence, unity
and autonomy, but with real and “formative effects” (3). In particular the “agency of the ego” transforms
the self “in a fictional direction” of fixity and oneness which is just as “irreducible” as the primary
fragmentation (2). In the “mirror stage” – which we never leave behind – through “identification”, the
subject “assumes an … imago [image, representation, likeness, statue]” of “permanence”; the subject
“projects himself” onto a “statue” which is nothing but the defensive “armour of an alienating identity”
(2, 4). This imago might be one’s reflection in the mirror or the figure of the mother or any significant
figure. In this sense, the self is an other: our identity is based on misrecognition – méconnaissance (6) –
and psychic alienation.

Lacan accuses the Western philosophical tradition of taking part in this misrecognition – its very
own particular imago is “consciousness” (the centrality of which we discussed above). He engages
particularly with existentialism, the dominant philosophical paradigm in France at the time of writing;
the central text of French existentialism, Jean-Paul Sartre’s Being and Nothingness was published in
1943. On the one hand, Lacan endorses and shares existentialism’s “negativity” (Lacan 1977b, 6),
recognition of the mutual constitution of self and other – inherited from Hegel, another of Lacan’s major
interlocutors at this point – and theorization of “the look” (or “the gaze”). On the other hand, Lacan
claims to expose existentialism’s misrecognitions: the centrality of the “perception-consciousness
system”; “self-sufficiency of consciousness”; its “illusion of autonomy” (6). Instead of privileging
consciousness, Lacan proposes that we start from the role of the imaginary: the fictionality of the self,
and the “méconnaissance that characterizes the ego” (6). Lacan’s imaginary soon makes an impact on
existentialist texts such as Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex (1949) and Frantz Fanon’s Black Skin,
White Masks (1952) (see Moi 1998, 80).

In “The Agency of the Letter in the Unconscious or Reason since Freud” (1957), Lacan
concentrates on the symbolic, in response to his encounter with structuralism, particularly Saussure,
Roman Jakobson and Claude Lévi-Strauss. In this essay Lacan returns to earlier themes and to Freud’s
Interpretation of Dreams in order to move beyond Freud, aided by structuralism, and beyond
structuralism itself. In particular, Lacan here reiterates his earlier position that “the truth discovered by
Freud” is that of “the self’s radical ex-centricity to itself” or the “radical heteronomy … gaping within
man” (Lacan 1977c, 171–2). However, while Freud discovers that “the unconscious is the discourse of
the Other” (172), his work suffers from a misrecognition, a “méconnaissance of the constitutive role of
the signifier” (162) and of “the signifying mechanisms” in the unconscious (165). Both Saussure and
Freud (as discussed above) have left behind the model of language where the signifier “represent[s] the



signified” (150) – where there is a one-to-one correspondence between signifier and signified. For
Saussure a signifier acquires a signified out of its differential relations with other signifiers within
syntagmatic and paradigmatic (or associative) chains of signifiers. Lacan emphasizes the way in which
the space constituted by syntagmatic and paradigmatic chains of signifiers is multidimensional and
polyvocal (rather than linear and univocal). For Lacan – in common with emerging poststructuralist
thought and going beyond Saussure – the differential nature of signification means not only the primacy
of the signifier over the signified but, importantly, the non-arrival of the signified: “an incessant sliding
of the signified under the signifier” (154). In Freud’s terminology, this is the incessant sliding of
displacement and condensation: for Lacan “the letter [the signifier] … produces all the effects of truth”
(158) rather than mirroring/masking a pre-existing truth. (That the signifier has no signified, that the
letter has no content, that its “essence” is to circulate: this is how Lacan reads Edgar Allan Poe’s short
story, “The Purloined Letter”, discussed above; see Lacan 1973.) For example, the signifiers “men” and
“women” are purely differential but produce the effect of seemingly pre-existing men and women who
“will be henceforth two countries” (152).

Lacan therefore rejects Freud’s and Saussure’s scientism in favour of those moments in Freud when
he acknowledges that psychoanalysis is interminable. For example, in The Interpretation of Dreams
Freud points to an uninterpretable kernel within the dream, figuring it as a navel connecting the dream to
the unknown:

There is often a passage in even the most thoroughly interpreted dream which has to be
left obscure; this is because we become aware during the work of interpretation that at that
point there is a tangle of dream-thoughts which cannot be unravelled and which moreover
adds nothing to our knowledge of the content of the dream. This is the dream’s navel, the
spot where it reaches down into the unknown.

(Freud 2001a, 525)

Lacan first outlines the relation between the real, the imaginary and the symbolic in a 1953 lecture
(Lacan 1982) and continues to develop the real throughout his work, giving it increasing importance
after 1972. The real is clearly a polysemous concept condensing a number of registers. Following
Freud’s metaphor of the navel connecting the dream to the unknown, the real can be understood as
located in the navel of dreams (and other works of the unconscious). In The Four Fundamental Concepts
of Psychoanalysis (1973), Lacan turns to Freud’s Beyond the Pleasure Principle and “repetition
compulsion” to describe the real “as trauma” (Lacan 1979, 53; see especially Chapter 5, “Tuché and
Automaton”). The concept of the real is especially relevant in contemporary criticism, in large part due
to its importance for the Slovenian critic Slavoj Žižek, Lacan’s most prominent disciple. In view of



Žižek’s own contemporary importance, my discussion of the real will focus on Žižek’s account of it in
Looking Awry (1991).

In Looking Awry Žižek returns to Lacan’s big themes. There is an “irreducible fissure” in man
(Žižek 1991, 36). We are unknowingly dominated by the real of the death drive: “in the real of our
desire, we are all murderers” (16). Žižek, like Lacan before him, sees himself as a Socrates-like figure
confronting us with unpalatable truths and exposing the “utter nullity of our narcissistic pretensions”
(64). However, the Socratic parallel can only be partial since Socrates claimed he knew nothing, let alone
that he had grasped the truth of the real. Here Lacan and Žižek are caught in the paradox of having to
occupy a position of mastery they have denounced, as Derrida’s critique of Lacan (discussed above)
points out. Unlike Lacan, Žižek is a post-Marxist who seems to resurrect the Marxist distinction between
ideology as doxa and Marxist science as truth possessed by the Marxist critic – and this combined with
Lacanian psychoanalysis.

Lacan and Žižek distinguish between the real and reality, and posit an oppositional and antagonistic
relation between the two. The symbolic order produces reality: i.e. reality effects that appear “found”
(Žižek 1991, 32–3), natural, already there rather than produced by us. (See Roland Barthes’s similar
analysis in Mythologies.) This semblance of the settled sense of reality – of normality – is constituted
symbolically by us (or rather by our society’s dominant forces) and cemented through our habitual
automatisms of routine symbolization, though we misrecognize this. The real is the interruption of
normality and of the reality of the status quo, when the “symbolic cobweb” is “torn aside by an intrusion
of the real” (Žižek 1991, 17). The real is “lack, a hole in the midst of the symbolic order” (40); it is a
limit to symbolization, a “meaningless leftover that cannot be integrated into the symbolic universe”
(31). It is the moment when “trauma erupts” (17) and interrupts reality; the return of the dead when they
cannot be symbolized and cannot find their place in the symbolic order. (See Beloved’s return in Toni
Morrison’s Beloved.) Žižek continues that when the real erupts, objects dissolve and we become aware
of “the pulsing of the presymbolic substance in its abhorrent vitality” (14), fleetingly, momentarily
perceptible. Reality then loses its solidity and we become aware that normality is a façade or production.
In a modern philosophical register, the real is radical or “pure contingency” (39); in an ancient Greek
philosophical and tragic register the real is tuchē (pure chance): the fragility of luck.

Lacan had earlier delineated the symbolic in terms of the “incessant sliding of the signified under
the signifier” (discussed above). This open and unfinished aspect of the symbolic is precisely the point
where it connects with the real, allowing our “encounter with the ‘impossible’ real” (Žižek 1991, 58).
The real for Lacan and Žižek is thus a safeguard against any form of dogmatism, a safety valve blocking
any dominant view of reality from claiming finality and completion, including presumably Lacan’s and
Žižek’s own views. Lacan and Žižek insist on the “irreducible gap separating the real from the modes of
its symbolization” (Žižek 1991, 36), the barrier separating reality from the real.



To give some examples of literature in which such ideas are being explored, the Victorian gothic
arguably attempts to render the amorphous, nonsymbolizable real. Hence Bram Stoker’s Dracula or
Stevenson’s Hyde are figures mixing incompatible elements and crossing symbolic differentiations and
oppositions. Dracula, for example, interrupts the symbolic order in that he combines in his person
stereotypical masculine and feminine characteristics. In Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse, Mrs Ramsay
can be read as crossing the boundary between the real and the symbolic. On the one hand, she is busy
knitting the symbolic cobweb of familial and social cohesion in her roles as mother and hostess,
highlighted by her stocking knitting. On the other hand, she perceives herself as a hole in this symbolic
cobweb, as a “wedge-shaped core of darkness” (Woolf 1964, 72).

Modernist “stream of consciousness” can be described, in Lacanian terms, as symbolic “sliding”.
Famously, Freud abandoned an initial interest in hypnotism to develop the “talking cure” of
psychoanalysis and its method of “free association” (Freud’s terms). The modernists experimented with
the “stream of consciousness” technique aiming for enhanced psychic realism and trying to capture the
mind’s incessant sliding between observations, memories and desires – present, past and future. In
Lacanian terms, they attempted to capture the symbolic sliding between multiple, heterogeneous
signifying chains; the stereoscopic and multidimensional nature of psychic reality. Modernist
experiments with “stream of consciousness” were influenced by Freud as well as by Aestheticism, the
French philosopher Henri Bergson and the American philosopher William James. However, this literary
project arguably goes further back. For example, in George Eliot’s Adam Bede (1859), while Adam is
walking, he is simultaneously observing the “objects around him”; thinking of his projects; having a
“consciousness of wellbeing”; experiencing an “intense feeling” for Hetty, etc.: “But after feeling had
welled up and poured itself out in this way, busy thought would come back with a greater vigour; and
this morning it was intent on schemes by which the roads might be improved” (Eliot 1996, 392).
Surrealism was the first modernist school to be programmatically committed to Freud and “free
association”, with André Breton directly inspired by Freud. Breton’s first Surrealist Manifesto defined
surrealism as: “Psychic automatism in its pure state, by which one proposes to express … the actual
functioning of thought” (Breton 1972, 26). The surrealists translated “free association” into a method of
“automatic writing”, with limited success. Among the modernists, the paradoxical project of letting the
unconscious speak beyond the author’s conscious control – one of the origins of Roland Barthes’s later
critique of authorial intention – is encapsulated in D. H. Lawrence’s “Never trust the artist. Trust the
tale” (Lawrence 2003, 14). However, Lawrence’s statement hugely downplays the role of extensive
revisions, and therefore conscious design, in his writing.

Returning to Kristeva, and her appropriation of Lacan’s schema of the imaginary, the symbolic and
the real, Kristeva recasts this trio of concepts into a distinction between what she calls the semiotic and
the symbolic in her early work, Revolution in Poetic Language (1974), which concentrates on the radical
innovations of modernist writers. The semiotic, emerging in an early, pre-Oedipal phase of proximity



with the maternal body, is a process that calls forth and mobilizes the material properties of language,
such as sound and rhythm, in alliteration, assonance, rhyme, etc. The symbolic refers, denotes, makes
propositions and judgements, takes up positions, leads to the “emergence of subject and object” as
distinct and separate from each other, and is constrained by sociopolitical orders and structures (Kristeva
1984, 86). Kristeva calls the space of the semiotic chora, borrowing a polysemous term from Plato’s
Timaeus, whose many connotations include “womb” and “mothering” (see Chapter 1). (In the Timaeus
the chora is: “receptacle”; “the nurse of all becoming”; “a kind of neutral plastic material”; “invisible
and formless, all embracing”; “space, which is eternal and indestructible”, inaccessible to the senses,
“invisible and formless” but “intelligible”; it “provides a position for everything that comes to be” [Plato
1977, 49–52].) For Kristeva the semiotic is an open-ended process of signification, and “only certain
literary texts of the avant-garde (Mallarmé, Joyce) manage to convey the infinity of the process”
(Kristeva 1984, 88). In relation to Lacan, Kristeva’s semiotic, often read as Lacan’s imaginary, can also
be read as the sliding of the signified under the play of signifiers that Lacan identified as an aspect of the
symbolic itself – the symbolic in Lacan seems to oscillate between conventional signification/doxa and
its undoing.

Kristeva’s argument is that what is at stake is not to choose the semiotic against the symbolic, but to
think and practice their interaction. While a purely semiotic writing might collapse into non-sense, the
releasing of the semiotic into the symbolic and their co-existence is a source of aesthetic and even social
renewal in literature. Jacqueline Rose’s critique of écriture feminine (women’s writing, as theorized by
Hélène Cixous, Luce Irigaray and other French feminists, see Chapter 12) in “‘Daddy’” (1991) is in this
spirit: Rose cautions against a “feminist celebration of the breakdown or fragmentation of language” and
“the psychic and political cost of that desire for fragmentation” (Rose 1994, 241, 249), in favour of a less
anarchic version of feminism. (Rose doesn’t name anyone. In relation to Freud, see especially the first
section of Irigaray’s Speculum of the Other Woman [1974], “The Blind Spot of an Old Dream of
Symmetry”.)

A good example of the application of Kristeva’s ideas to the novel would be Makiko Minow-
Pinkney’s 1987 reading of Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway, focusing on the relation between the semiotic and the
symbolic in this novel, while also highlighting both Kristeva’s Bakhtinian lineage and especially her
feminist concerns. Minow-Pinkney argues that Woolf’s “semiotic” use of free indirect discourse makes
the voice “unindentifiable” – impossible to attribute either to the narrator or to one of the characters –
and “suspends the location of the subject” (Minow-Pinkney 1996, 167). She draws the feminist
conclusion that this works as a “denial of the unified subject which … is necessarily ‘masculine’” (168).
Another “semiotic” technique in this novel, working in the same direction, is the undermining of simple
linearity by “simultaneity” (170); yet another is the extensive use of present participles in order to
“loosen the binding function of syntax” (166). However, Minow-Pinkney reiterates the Kristevan point
that Woolf combines use of the semiotic and the symbolic. Woolf does not set out to overcome the



symbolic but to “minimize” its control and allow the semiotic “as much autonomy as possible” (168).

***

In this chapter we discussed psychoanalytic ideas of the self, of the relation between psychoanalysis
and literature and of the nature of representation and fiction. We will turn now to the question of reading
and interpretation in psychoanalytic literary criticism. Harold Bloom, in his influential and controversial
The Anxiety of Influence (1973), advanced the theory that poetry and criticism, at their very best, work
through creative misreading or “poetic misprision” (Bloom 1997, 7). (He rejected the distinction between
poetic and critical activity, as Pater, Wilde and others did before him.) Bloom’s psychoanalytic history of
poetry avoids the Freudian concept of sublimation (investment of sexual energy in higher aims) and
creatively misreads, instead, the Freudian concepts of anxiety and the Oedipus complex. The “strong” –
the original – new poet (and critic) is a “son” in existential rebellion against his “father” and against life
itself. He refuses to give up on infantile ideas, such as immortality and the omnipotence of thought:
“poems arise out of the illusion of freedom” (96). However, his emergence as a strong poet involves, not
inspiration and god-like creativity ex nihilo, but “anxiety”, the anxious misreading of a “father” poet that
Bloom calls the anxiety of influence: “Poetry is the anxiety of influence, is misprision … Poetry is a
misunderstanding, misinterpretation” (95); “Every poem is a misinterpretation of a parent poem. A poem
is not an overcoming of anxiety, but is that anxiety” (94). The new poet is caught in an Oedipal, father-
and-son struggle with a strong precursor poet, which takes the form of a creative “misprision” of the
precursor. The measure of the new poet’s success is his ability to misread the precursor’s work – to
symbolically and creatively disfigure and kill the father. Bloom suggests that his theory is proven by the
experience of strong critics like himself: “How do we understand an anxiety? By ourselves being
anxious. Every deep reader [of poetry] … asks, ‘Who wrote my poem?’” (96). Bloom’s theory seems to
be a translation, in psychoanalytic terms, and a misreading of T. S. Eliot’s criticism, especially “Tradition
and the Individual Talent” (Chapter 8), though Bloom is silent about this intertext, both in the first and in
the second (1997) edition of The Anxiety of Influence. Paradoxically, the conservative critic Eliot is
forward directed to the strong poet’s (and critic’s) reinterpretation, not as erring in relation to the
tradition, but as a better interpretation for his times. Bloom’s “misprision” is backward directed,
portraying the lack of independence of an essentially weak son who feels he is fundamentally wrong and
inferior, and submits to his feelings of guilt in relation to the father.

In their groundbreaking The Mad Woman in the Attic (1979), Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar’s
feminist critique of Bloom is that his theory of literary history unintentionally makes visible the
“patriarchal poetics (and attendant anxieties) which underlie our culture’s chief literary movements”
(Gilbert and Gubar 2000, 48). However, Bloom’s story of conflict between fathers and sons is not suited
to understanding the history of women’s literary production. Women writers – producing in a social and
literary context in which authorship had been considered unfeminine and antithetical to women’s nature



– have suffered from the absence or scarcity of female precursors desperately needed to authorize and
“legitimize” their writing, and to “prov[e] by example that a revolt against patriarchal literary authority is
possible” (49–50). The problem of the scarcity of women writers was compounded by their exclusion
from the literary canon and the absence of a resistant counter-canon of women writers. All these factors
contributed to a very different, socially induced experience for women writers; not an anxiety of
influence, but an “anxiety of authorship”: that “the act of writing will isolate or destroy her” (49).

While Gilbert and Gubar position their theory of the history of women’s literary production in
relation to – in Oedipal struggle with? – Bloom, their obvious precursor is Virginia Woolf’s A Room of
One’s Own (1928). In A Room of One’s Own Woolf’s history of women’s writing conveys a sense of the
impediments that for much of literary history have worked to silence women and suggests the need for
literary mothers. Woolf discusses the “lack of tradition” in women’s writing (Woolf 2004, 28) and the
importance of “thinking in common” (76) and “think[ing] back through our mothers” (88); a great
woman writer is “an inheritor as well as an originator” (126).

Gilbert and Gubar wrote at a time when the inclusion of texts by women in the canon, the (re-
)construction of a counter-canon of women’s writing and the salvaging of forgotten texts were high
priorities for feminist literary critics. For example, Cora Kaplan’s 1977 Women’s Press edition of Aurora
Leigh (Aurora Leigh and Other Poems) salvaged Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s epic from oblivion. See
also Elaine Showalter’s A Literature of Their Own (1977). These remain important feminist tasks, in
response to the anxiety of authorship felt by women and other marginalized groups.

Particularly relevant to the contemporary psychoanalytic understanding of reading and
interpretation is the psychoanalytic notion of transference. Freud’s distinction between “manifest” and
“latent” content in The Interpretation of Dreams initially points to a depth-model of reading, where we
are required to go beyond the shell towards the kernel inside. Freud usually perceives himself as a
scientist who aspires to bring his object fully to light (from dreams and symptoms to works of art): to
interpret objectively and exhaustively, to fully expose the kernel and discard the shell. However,
complications to Freud’s model (such as “dream-thoughts which cannot be unravelled” or the “dream’s
navel” reaching “down into the unknown”, quoted above) introduce something more akin to a modern
theory of reading and interpretation emphasizing the incompleteness, provisionality and indeterminacy
of interpretation we favour today. These margins of Freud’s work have been strongly emphasized by
Lacan and many contemporary psychoanalytic critics. One of the complications at work in the relation
between psychoanalyst and analysand has to do with the role of transference – the analysand’s unwilled
replaying of repressed situations in their relation to the analyst – and the analyst’s counter-transference –
the analyst’s replaying of their own repressed scenes in their relation to the analysand. Rather than
elucidating signs in a scientific manner, the analyst relies on the analysand’s transference and his or her
own counter-transference. The analysand, unable to recollect properly and in the absence of full insight



from the analyst, unknowingly repeats or transfers (hence “transference”) a repressed scene in the
analytic situation, casting the analyst in the role of the significant other in that repressed scene, and thus
giving the repressed scene an indirect form of expression. In response the analyst, rather than simply
witnessing this drama as an outsider and retaining his objectivity and non-involvement, repeats and plays
out his own repressed scene, in counter-transference.

To understand literature and criticism as repetition, transference and counter-transference is to see
literature and criticism not as cognitive but as symptomatic of repressed scenes and desires. Peter
Brooks’s Reading for the Plot (1984) is advancing such a view. Turning to Freud’s Beyond the Pleasure
Principle, Brooks defines literary narrative as “repetition”: as “a form of remembering, brought into play
when recollection properly speaking is blocked by resistance” (Brooks 1992, 98). For Brooks literary
repetition has many aspects or manifestations. He recasts the Russian Formalist distinction between
fabula (story) and sjužet (narrative, plot): sjužet is, in psychoanalytic terms, the repetition of fabula.
Other aspects of literary repetition are: metre and rhyme; assonance and alliteration; the use of refrains;
narrative return to earlier events and making connections between events; tropes, such as repeated
motifs, running through texts. Brooks defines literary repetition broadly as a “shuttling” back and forth, a
movement of “oscillation that binds” the text together (100). This “binding of textual energies” through
formalization creates sjužet out of fabula (101). While binding, repetition also introduces delay, which
Brooks describes in a sexual language. Narrative is delayed “erotic” tension, “arousal” and delayed
gratification between two states of zero intensity, the beginning and the end (103). Brooks declares
himself in favour of the “most delayed” and most “highly bound” texts (102). The reader participates in
this “tumescence” (103) and delayed erotic tension. He or she reads for the end – which is also the end of
the reader’s erotic tension – but the end must not come “too quickly” (104).

Brooks attempts to clarify and defend his project in “The Idea of Psychoanalytic Criticism” in
Psychoanalysis and Storytelling (1994). He argues for a “model of reading based on Freud’s notion of
transference” (Brooks 1994, 42). This model combines psychoanalysis, formalism and reader-response
theory. In particular Brooks pays a formalist’s attention to “the structure and rhetoric” (20) of texts,
informed by the psychoanalysis-inspired insights that “aesthetic form harbors an erotic force” (26), and
that the text’s erotic force is “activated in its reading” (35). While Brooks hadn’t mentioned Harold
Bloom at all in Reading for the Plot, he now mentions Bloom disparagingly, as antithetical to his own
project. Bloom’s “psychomachia of literary history” resurrects the disreputable tradition of biographical
psychoanalytic criticism (21), while Brooks allies himself with the poststructuralist attention to
textuality: “texts and rhetoric rather than authors” (23). However, in Kristeva’s poststructuralist terms, it
might be argued that Brooks’s theory of literature and criticism is completely semiotic, at the exclusion
of the symbolic, with problematic consequences. Brooks claims to reveal the truth of literature and
criticism as symptomatic semiotic repetition of repressed desires, but in making this claim his own
theory presents itself as cognitive, exempt from semiotic repetition and completely symbolic. Brooks’s



psychoanalytic theory of literary interpretation is thus an odd combination of pretension to knowledge
and claim that knowledge is not possible.

Conclusion

●  Our discussion of Freud outlined his theorization of the self: the Unconscious; the relation
between sexuality, resistance and repression; the relation between pleasure principle and reality
principle; the role of fantasy and nachtrachlichkeit (“deferred action” or “afterwardsness”). In Freud’s
later work, the relation between eros and thanatos (the death instinct); the distinction between id, ego
and super-ego; his theorization of melancholia; the 1920s debate on gender within psychoanalysis and
the subsequent break in Freud’s theorization of gender. In relation to the formation of dreams, we
outlined the processes of displacement, condensation and overdetermination. We discussed transference
and counter-transference, in the relation between analysand and analyst.

● Melanie Klein emphasized the relation to the mother and the role of aggression in the psychic life
of both men and women. We discussed her distinction between the paranoid-schizoid position and the
depressive position.

● We discussed Lacan’s distinction between the imaginary (identifications, misrecognition, fictional
direction), the symbolic (symbolic differentiations and the sliding of the signified under the signifier) and
the real. We turned to Žižek’s understanding of Lacan’s real, and Žižek’s distinction between the real and
reality.

●  We discussed Kristeva’s distinction between the semiotic and the symbolic and its relation to
Lacan; her theorization of the relation between melancholia and literary production; her concept of
abjection (as it relates to Freud and Melanie Klein) and its relation to literature.

● We outlined Bloom’s anxiety of influence, and Gilbert and Gubar’s anxiety of authorship.

●  We discussed Brooks’s theorization of literary narrative, reading and interpretation as repetition
and transference of repressed desire.

Further reading

See Freud 1977, 1979, 2001a, especially Chapter 6, and 2001c. See also: Bloom
1997; Breton 1972; Brooks 1992; Deleuze and Guattari 1984, Chapter 4; Ellmann 1994b;



Felman 1994; Gilbert and Gubar 2000, Chapter 2; Kristeva 1982 and 1989; Lacan 1977b,
1977c and 1979; Lawrence 2004; Meisel 2007; Rose 1994; Wollheim 1973; Žižek 1991.



of the orthodox view (282). In this way Williams established the legitimacy, that is to say the political
value, of thinking about culture from the point of view of Marxism, in regard to any aspect of culture and
on a definition of culture that was unlimited (for what is there that can be excluded from “a whole way of
life”?). On all of it, useful political work could be done and the struggle advanced. No doubt this was a
particular service to literary studies.

Williams’s antielitist and inclusive view of culture has been triumphant, and cultural studies, the
discipline of which he is one of the major founders, has flourished and had a major impact on literary
studies and throughout the humanities and the social sciences. However, the years since his death have
also seen the continued waning of working-class politics in Britain. That politics was for Williams the
expression of his culture, working-class culture. Many have lamented this as the loss of the only hope for
real social transformation. However, others have welcomed a situation in which personal and political
identities and struggles are freed from the reduction to social class and class politics alone. This is one of
the major developments in literary and cultural theory in the English-speaking world since the 1980s,
and therefore one of the major themes of this book.

Postcolonial canons, postcolonial critiques

The internationally acclaimed Kĩkũyũ Kenyan writer and critic Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o (1938–), the
well-known Ugandan writer and critic Taban lo Liyong (1939–) and the now deceased Kenyan critic
Henry Owuor-Anyumba (1933–92) were teaching at the University of Nairobi, Kenya in 1968, five years
after the independence of Kenya in 1963. Their “On the Abolition of the English Department” (1968)
was primarily intended to reform the study of literature at the University of Nairobi, but boldly claimed a
global relevance by outlining new programmatic assumptions for the (re)construction of canons of East
African literature, modern African literature and even world literature. Contra Arnold, Eliot and their
legacy, they argue against a canon of so-called great literature and “classics”. Judgements of “literary
excellence” inevitably impose a particular perspective rather than being objective, it is therefore better
“[f]or any group … to study representative works which mirror their society” (Ngũgĩ et al. 2001, 2096).
This may be a valuable critique, but arguably creates its own problems as to what is and isn’t deemed
representative of a society; for example, are dominated, minority or emergent perspectives going to be
deemed unrepresentative? (We’ve just witnessed some ugly scenes between different classes and
religions in the form of Leavis and Eliot.) Be that as it may, the writers affirm the general point that the
practical purpose of any university literature department anywhere is to “illuminate the spirit animating a
people, to show how it meets new challenges, and to investigate possible areas of development and
involvement” (2094). In other words, the study of literature is a people’s “means” of “knowledge about
ourselves” (2096). What counts as a “people”, however, is far from obvious or even stable: the writers
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avoid both national identities and tribal identities, focusing instead on the need to develop broader and
interlinked East African, African and black perspectives.

Of course in order to even begin to develop any of these perspectives, an initial reversal of the
colonial distribution of the positions of centre and periphery needs to have taken place. To continue to
assume that the English literary tradition, and its language, is central to African literature is to continue
to assume that Africa is an “extension of the west” (Ngũgĩ et al. 2001, 2093) – “Why can’t African
literature be at the centre” (2093)? The writers thus propose to proceed on the assumption that the
African oral tradition is the “primary root” of modern African literature and its “most significant” source
(2094). This assumption gives substance to the reorientation and calls on African writers to take
appropriate action. For example, the manifesto contributed to Ngũgĩ’s later decision to decolonize his
name, changing it from James Ngũgĩ to Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o, and, importantly, to write first in his native
Gĩkũyũ and then translate his own work into English, beginning with Devil on the Cross (1980). The
assumption of the centrality of African oral literature is intended to have vital formal, critical and
methodological consequences. For example, unlike canonical Western literary practice, in “traditional
practice” literature is inextricably linked with dance, music and other art forms; the border between
poetry and prose is either “absent or very fluid” (2094); literature aims towards both aesthetic pleasure
and “social purposes”, being in “intimate … involvement” with society; but the “Spontaneity and
liberty” of oral transmission encourage a “willingness to experiment” with new forms and re-evaluate
neglected and devalued forms (295). The intrinsic populism of African traditional literary practice – in
contrast to the varieties of elitism that we have seen from Western theorists – promises to lead to “fresh
approaches” (2094) and become a source of innovation of Western literary genres such as the novel in
the hands of contemporary African writers. In addition, modern African literature cannot be understood
as part of an autonomous order of literature (as espoused by T. S. Eliot’s early and most influential
criticism), but requires “understanding of social and political ideas in African history” (2096).

In addition to the emphasis on the African oral tradition, a Department of African Literature and
Languages in Nairobi – thinking now more specifically of Kenya – should develop an East African
perspective. European literatures are “sources of influence” but, in East Africa, so are Swahili, Arabic
and Asian literatures (2094), and Western literatures should therefore be taught for their “relevance to the
East African perspective” (2095). Further, cultural alliances and political solidarity with the black
diaspora need to be strengthened, by pursuing the “sister connections” (2093) of modern African
literature with Caribbean and African-American literatures. The African-literature syllabus should
include both Caribbean and African-American literature, and critical themes such as the Caribbean
“involvement” with Africa or the Caribbean “roots” of the African poetry of the négritude movement
(discussed in Chapter 10) cannot be “over-emphasized” (2093, 2096). Ngũgĩ went on to develop some of
these themes in Decolonising the Mind (1986).



The Igbo Nigerian writer Chinua Achebe (1930–2013), perhaps the most widely read and influential
African author, produced a substantial and influential body of criticism over the years, but “An Image of
Africa: Racism in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness” (1975) remains his most widely read and controversial
essay. It is a reading of Heart of Darkness, articulating an explicitly African postcolonial perspective on
a canonical text of Western literature, and, more broadly, a meditation from this point of view on the
criteria for inclusion in canons of great literature. Does racism disqualify a text from inclusion in a
canon? Achebe’s argument is that, although Conrad “condemned … imperial exploitation”, he was blind
to his own racism (Achebe 1990, 19). Achebe begins by defining what constitutes racism in Heart of
Darkness. Conrad is unwittingly reproducing a “dominant” image of Africa in the “Western
imagination”: in an act of projection, “the master uploads his physical and moral deformities” onto his
image of Africa, in order to “go forward, erect and immaculate” (17). With “preposterous and perverse
arrogance” (12), Conrad reproduces “myths” that are “comforting” to his European readers (5), but
which deny Africans their humanity, language, culture and history. For example, Conrad bestows
language on Kurtz’s white fiancée, his “Intended”, but withholds it from his black mistress and, more
generally, refuses to “confer language” on his African characters (8). The rare exceptions where Conrad
gives speech to Africans are used to confirm African bestiality, as when cannibals exclaim “Eat ’im!”
(Conrad quoted in Achebe 1990, 9). Particularly damaging is Achebe’s argument that Conrad actively
attempts to impose this image of Africa on the reader by formal means: for example, Conrad’s repetitive
conjunction of “silence” and “frenzy” as descriptors of the African characters is “engaged in inducing
hypnotic stupor in his readers through a bombardment of emotive words and other forms of trickery” (4–
5). Conrad is accused of dishonourable manipulation of the reader. Achebe rebuts the possible objection
that the racist attitude belongs to the narrator, Marlow, and not necessarily to Conrad, arguing that
Marlow is legitimated by the text itself as “a witness of truth … holding those advanced and humane
views appropriate to the English liberal tradition” (10). Achebe concludes that Conrad, in a way typical
of others of his liberal cast of mind, will give no clear answer to the “question of equality between white
people and black people” (10), but the words and actions of his spokesman reveal the author’s belief in
the status quo.

Achebe’s thesis is that Conrad’s “dehumanization” of Africans is unequivocal, even when
he/Marlow seems to equivocate (Achebe 1990, 12). Others have responded that Heart of Darkness
supports a reading at least to some degree critical of Western racist stereotyping. For example, from
among passages quoted by Achebe: “what thrilled you was just the thought of their humanity – like
yours – the thought of your remote kinship with this wild and passionate uproar … [I]f you were man
enough you would admit to yourself that there was in you just the faintest trace of a response … a dim
suspicion of there being a meaning in it which you … could comprehend” (Conrad quoted in Achebe
1990, 6). Such passages may suggest the possibility of a double reading of Heart of Darkness as both
racist and critical of racism. Achebe plausibly concludes that the kinship sensed “worries” Conrad (4).
Edward Said, however, offers a double, “contrapuntal” reading of Heart of Darkness in his Culture and



In 1955 in Montgomery, Alabama, Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat to a white male passenger
and move to the back of the bus. After her arrest, African-Americans boycotted Montgomery’s public
transport for 381 days, supported by the local branch of the National Association for the Advancement of
Colored People (NAACP) until the city changed the segregation law for public transport. The boycott
occasioned the emergence of the 26-year-old Martin Luther King, Jr. as a political leader. Purer
considerations aside, American national interest required that the civil rights deficit be addressed: after
World War II, and while Africa and other European imperial territories were decolonizing, America’s
new role as a global superpower claiming to embody freedom in the Cold War with the Soviet Union
was undermined by its legally embedded racism. However, the civil rights movement encountered
serious resistance, and by the mid 1960s sections of it, such as the Black Power movement, had become
more militant.

The Black Aesthetic Movement or Black Arts Movement (1965–75) responds to the civil rights
movement, but there is a particular correspondence with Black Power. Like the Harlem Renaissance
(discussed above), it was connected to political activism and the assertion of black pride. Amiri Baraka
(LeRoi Jones), Lary Neal and Addison Gayle, Jr. are among the major figures in the movement. Black
Fire (1968), edited by Baraka and Neal, and The Black Aesthetic (1971), edited by Gayle, are core
documents. The movement advocated artistic and critical resistance, autonomy and difference,
emphasizing the need for an independent black press. It revived and radicalized a tradition, stretching
back to the early nineteenth century, of African-American writers claiming the right to speak for
themselves and address not society at large – i.e. white society – but each other. The Black Aesthetic
Movement rejected universalism and called for the representation of black experience by African-
Americans for African-Americans. It renewed the call of the Harlem Renaissance for distinctively black
art forms, emerging out of African-American oral folk traditions, discussed above (nineteenth-century
writers such as Frederick Douglass and Charles Waddell Chesnutt had already made use of black folklore
in their work). The movement further argued for specifically black criteria by which to evaluate black art
forms. Du Bois, in “‘Krigwa Players Little Negro Theatre’: The Story of a Little Theatre Movement”
(1926), had already argued that black art forms must be judged by black standards and by black critics.
In this way the Black Aesthetic Movement self-consciously formalized earlier African-American
aesthetic traditions and debates into principles of a black art.

Simultaneously, the movement seems to have adopted the black essentialism – the belief in a fixed
black human nature – of the Francophone négritude movement (see Chapter 10). Whereas white racism
spread inferiorizing black stereotypes, négritude polemically asserted the superior value of blackness,
grounding positive black stereotypes in a black human nature (or essence) originating in Africa. One of
the limitations of black essentialism, in its use of positive black stereotypes, is that it is just as reductive
as white racism, impoverishing the complexity and heterogeneity of African-American experience into a



narrow repertoire of types. Some critics viewed the Black Aesthetic Movement as sexist and
homophobic. The 1970s generation of self-identified black women writers – Alice Walker, Toni
Morrison, Toni Cade Bambara, Gayl Jones, Gloria Naylor – while endorsing several aspects of the
movement, rejected its essentialism, specifically representations of black women associated with it, and
set out to present African-American women in their complexity and diversity.

The civil rights movement initiated a period of broader political activism involving a spectrum of
so-called new social movements, such as the women’s movements of the 1960s and 1970s. American
feminist literary criticism as an academic field emerged as a part of the women’s movements. Mary
Ellmann’s Thinking about Women (1968), Kate Millett’s much-maligned Sexual Politics (1970), Ellen
Moers’s Literary Women (1976) and perhaps especially Elaine Showalter’s A Literature of Their Own
(1977) and Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar’s The Mad Woman in the Attic (1979) constructed a new
field and a new literary canon. Elaine Showalter’s A Literature of Their Own: British Women Novelists
from Brontë to Lessing announces the new academic field of feminist literary criticism. Showalter figures
the feminist literary critic as an intrepid explorer discovering the “lost continent of the female tradition”
and making Atlantis rise “from the sea of English literature” (Showalter 1982, 10). Virginia Woolf began
the reconstruction of a tradition of British women’s writing in A Room of One’s Own, and Showalter
continues this reconstruction, adopting the terms of British twentieth-century criticism (from T. S. Eliot
to Woolf to Leavis and Williams): tradition, the canon, the relation of literature to culture and society,
evaluation and agonistic re-evaluation (Chapter 8).

Showalter’s project is broadly descriptive. She offers a survey of about two hundred British
(including colonial) women writers and periodizes them into three phases: “feminine”, “feminist” and
“female aestheticians” (to be discussed shortly). She combines close reading of “great” texts and authors,
including previously devalued and “‘lost’ works”, with attention to minor writers, women’s history,
literary history and literary biography, partly as salutary “documentation” of silenced voices, “lives and
careers” (Showalter 1982, 36, 8). Further, she argues that new insight will be gained when women
writers – previously “misread and underrated by male-oriented criticism” (112) – are considered in
relation to women’s history (the conditions of women’s lives and gender ideology of their time) and in
relation to each other. She claims that she is describing the female tradition (rather than constructing a
female tradition and canon) and that the female tradition begins in 1840 because there is “almost no
sense of communality and self-awareness” as women among women writers before 1840 (18); that the
tradition is objectively “unified by values, conventions, experiences, and behaviors” commonly shared
(11); and that women writers were all middle and upper class and therefore an objectively homogeneous
group. As a result she elides differences under the guise of objectivity; for example, she allows herself to
discuss colonial writers such as Olive Schreiner, Jean Rhys and Doris Lessing without any attention to
race or imperialism.



Showalter’s large survey allows for significant common features to emerge – widely shared plots,
endings, character types, themes and figures – thus providing further proof of a tradition of women’s
writing. For example: the theme of conflict between “womanhood” and writing (72); the figure of the
enclosed private room or a secret room of one’s own; the projection of socially unacceptable aspects of
the female heroine onto demonic female characters like Bertha Mason, the mad woman in Jane Eyre; the
projection of female “personal ambition” (28) and other socially unacceptable qualities onto male
characters like Rochester and Heathcliff; the “blinding, maiming, or blighting” (150) of a male character
(127); plots of female adventure and freedom circumscribed by endings exacting “terrible punishment”
(172) for that freedom. As we can see, there is little left in this of New Critical anti-mimeticism, anti-
expressivism, anti-historicism. Showalter tends to psychoanalyse authors (a tendency at odds with
contemporary psychoanalytic literary criticism, see Chapter 6) and to assume that, because of their self-
repression, women writers have expressed inauthentic female identities.

Showalter’s project includes a strong normative element: evaluating each one of the three phases of
the female tradition according to criteria that the New Critics would have rejected as external to the
analysis of literary form. The mid-nineteenth-century “feminine” phase, exemplified by Charlotte Brontë
and George Eliot, involves internalization of the values of “dominant tradition” (13), “veneration of male
culture” (44) and pursuit of the “educational standards of the male establishment” (42). Showalter clearly
rejects George Eliot’s “self-sacrificing masochism” (162) and concludes that this generation’s “self-
abasement backfired” (86). She praises a transitional generation of so-called “sensation novelists” –
exemplified by Mary Braddon’s Lady Audley’s Secret – for expressing “female anger” (160), “self-
assertion and independence” (161), and for their entrepreneurialism and professional involvement in the
business of publishing. The late-nineteenth-century “feminist” novelists, whose exemplary figure is the
“underambitious” Olive Schreiner (203), are criticized for their “revulsion from” sexuality (29) and
separatism. Finally, the early-twentieth-century “female aestheticians” are exemplified by Virginia
Woolf. Showalter argues that Woolf’s disappearing or unlocatable narrator (and other formal
experiments) is “another form of self-annihilation” rather than “self-realization” (240). Woolf and her
generation are severely criticized for their “disturbing … retreat” from their feelings, bodies, sexuality,
the world, political engagement – “how much better it would have been. if they could have faced the
anger instead of denying it” (258). Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own is read as expressing Woolf’s
repression of her “anger and ambition” (264). Showalter claims that Woolf’s aesthetic stifled her artistic
“development” (264) and led to a failure of realism: her increasing “technical inability to accommodate
the facts and crises” of life in her writing (291). In response to Woolf’s call, in “Professions for Women”
and Three Guineas, to kill the Angel in the House, she argues that Woolf is the Angel female novelists
now need to kill (265). Greeting Doris Lessing’s Golden Notebook (1962) as a “monumental
achievement” in the authentic expression of women’s subjectivity, Showalter defines the “task” of a
“radical” contemporary women’s writing as follows: “to replace the secondary and artificial images
women receive from a male chauvinist society with authentic and primary identities” (314–15).



Showalter’s values, though not explicitly stated, can be deduced from her above evaluations: self-
expression, self-assertion, self-realization (understood as expression and fulfilment of women’s anger,
worldly ambition and sexuality) and rebellion to overcome obstacles to such expression and fulfilment.
With the benefit of hindsight, these individualist values seem disturbingly close to the emerging yuppie
culture of the Thatcher and Reagan years.

Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar’s The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the
Nineteenth-Century Imagination (1979) was discussed in Chapter 6. I will limit myself here to
discussing Gilbert and Gubar’s definition of their project in their original preface and their extraordinary
map of feminist critiques of Madwoman in their 2000 “Introduction to the Second Edition: The
Madwoman in the Academy”. In 1979 Gilbert and Gubar aimed to construct a broader nineteenth-
century canon of British and American women novelists and poets. Instead of assuming their
homogeneity (as Showalter had), they sought to show their heterogeneity, yet still discovered “a
distinctively female tradition” of “striking coherence” (Gilbert and Gubar 2000, xi–xii). Gilbert and
Gubar’s definition of this tradition is quite similar to Showalter’s, and they explicitly recognize their debt
to her and to Moers (Gilbert and Gubar 1979). In particular they discern common “[i]mages of enclosure
and escape” and “metaphors of physical discomfort manifested in frozen landscapes and fiery interiors”;
female “maddened doubles” as “asocial surrogates of docile selves” as well as “act[ing] out” of “male
metaphors”; and “obsessive depictions of diseases like anorexia, agoraphobia, and claustrophobia” (xi–
xii). To explain this commonality Gilbert and Gubar argue that, in spite of their differences, women
writers shared an impulse to “struggle free … through strategic redefinitions of self, art, and society” (xi–
xii). Unlike Showalter’s very broad survey of writers, Gilbert and Gubar focus on a select group of white
“great” authors, arguing that they were previously neglected or misunderstood. However, the exclusivity
of their female canon is problematic. Had they focused on nineteenth-century African-American writers
such as Harriet Jacobs or Frances Harper, might not new images and themes, for example, have been
discerned? Gilbert and Gubar explicitly value feminist collaboration and practice it in their life-long
work together, but do not initially extend it across divides of race, sexual orientation and geopolitical
location. (By contrast, their preface to the third (2007) edition of their Norton Anthology of Literature by
Women (1985) promises ever-greater diversity.)

In their 2000 “Introduction to the Second Edition: The Madwoman and the Academy”, written as a
dialogue between the two, Gilbert and Gubar describe the disjunction between their own initial
perception of their project and the critiques from other feminists over the years, as feminist literary
criticism diversified. Borrowing Showalter’s language, Gilbert claims that they imagined themselves as
“explorers – geographers trying to map the newly risen Atlantis of women’s literature” (Gilbert and
Gubar 2000, xxiv). The project of defining “a (if not the) female literary tradition” was, as Gilbert
recollects, a “transformative” Pauline conversion, an experience of “revisionary transport” (xx, xxv).
However, Gilbert then goes on to describe how new feminist literary critics working within the then-



emerging theoretical frameworks of poststructuralism, New Historicism, African-American studies,
postcolonial theory, queer theory, etc. attacked the book on several fronts in the years following the 1979
first edition. They critiqued its “essentialism” (belief in a fixed female human nature),
“phallologocentrism” (a term from Derrida, manifested here in Gilbert and Gubar’s construction of a
“monolithic ‘plot’” for women’s writing) and reliance on the figure of the “author” as creator of the text
(Chapter 7), its racism, “heterosexism” and unacknowledged position of “middle-class, white,
heterosexual privilege” (xxv).

Gubar offers her own analysis of the development of feminist literary criticism from the late 1970s
to the beginning of the twenty-first century. Feminist literary theory has questioned and redefined all the
categories underpinning the 1979 book: literature, woman, self, author, women’s writing, gender (Gilbert
and Gubar 2000, xxxiii, xxxvii, xxxviii). Gubar now sees a feminist literary criticism that has shifted:
from “gender as a privileged lens to gender combined with sexuality, nation, race, class, religion”, etc.;
“from authors to texts” (xxxiv) and to a critique of the “myth of the autonomous subject” (xxxviii); from
exclusive focus on literary history to extra-literary discourses and a “thickened” sense of history inspired
by cultural studies and New Historicism (xxxv, xxxvii).

Since the 1980s Barbara Christian, bell hooks, Audre Lorde, Barbara Smith, Alice Walker and many
others have articulated an African-American feminist literary criticism with its own changing canon of
black women writers and its own themes and priorities. For example, the enforced privatization and
entrapped idleness of white middle-class women, thematized in women’s writing (as discussed in Gilbert
and Gubar above), was historically made possible by the hard labour of black women, as house or field
slaves and later as domestic servants (who in addition often headed single-parent households). The writer
and critic Alice Walker (1944–), author of The Color Purple, alludes to the divergent historical
experience of black women in her very definition of black feminism as “womanist”: “From the black
folk expression of mothers to female children, ‘You acting womanish,’ i.e., like a woman. Usually
referring to outrageous, audacious, courageous or wilful behavior” (Walker 1983b, xi). Walker’s critical
work, In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens: Womanist Prose (1983) subtly points to a black lower-class
tradition of resistant women. Further, she highlights the collectivism of this black tradition and of black
feminism (in contrast with Showalter and Gilbert and Guber): the “womanist” is “[c]ommitted to
survival and wholeness of entire people, male and female” (xi). The question of survival, literal and
cultural, is paramount. In relation to literary tradition, Walker points out that the fate of the black writer,
especially the black woman writer, has been a pauper’s unmarked grave, such as the grave of Zora Neale
Hurston (who died in 1960). In “Looking for Zora”, initially published in Ms. magazine in 1975, Walker
begins to reverse the near-total oblivion surrounding Hurston at the time, and asks why Hurston was
unable to publish in her later years. Walker’s campaign for Hurston soon led to renewed interest in her
work (interest in other black women writers of the Harlem Renaissance, such as Nella Larsen, is much
more recent).



Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak and others developed a postcolonial feminist literary criticism since the
1980s. Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978) launched North American Postcolonial Studies (see Chapter
12). Postcolonial theory remains today a vibrant part of literary studies in America, as represented by
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, Homi K. Bhabha and Robert J. C. Young. Spi- vak’s complex critique of
Gilbert and Gubar in “Three Women’s Texts and a Critique of Imperialism” (1985) delineates core issues
for a combined postcolonial and feminist critique. Gilbert and Gubar, argues Spivak, unwittingly
reproduce the “axioms of imperialism” (Spivak 1985, 243). They read Bertha Mason “only in
psychological terms” as Jane Eyre’s “dark double” (248). However, the animalization of Bertha, a dark
colonial woman, also raises other issues. The plot of Jane Eyre requires Bertha to “act out the
transformation of her ‘self’” into a demonic other, to “set fire to the house and kill herself, so that Jane
Eyre can become the feminist individualist heroine of British fiction” (251). Spivak therefore reads Jane
Eyre as an “allegory of the general epistemic violence of imperialism, the construction of a self-
immolating colonial subject for the glorification of the social mission of the colonizer”; Bertha, the dark
colonial woman, is “sacrificed as an insane animal for her sister’s consolidation” (251). Jean Rhys’s
rewriting of Jane Eyre in Wide Sargasso Sea (1966) makes this process visible and enables Spivak’s own
critique. By allowing Bertha to tell her story Rhys keeps Bertha’s “humanity, indeed her sanity as critic
of imperialism, intact” (249). Because it is the case that “so intimate a thing as personal and human
identity might” nevertheless “be determined by the politics of imperialism” (250), Spivak, drawing on
Rhys, argues that the issue of female personal identity that preoccupied 1960s and 1970s feminist literary
criticism cannot be considered in isolation from the colonial and postcolonial dimensions.

American feminist literary criticism inherited and initially reproduced the lack of pluralism that
characterized mainstream canon-building in the first half of the twentieth century in the English-speaking
world. Thus Showalter and Gilbert and Gubar initially claimed to be unearthing the female tradition. No
doubt in the case of these early feminist efforts the idea of a unified tradition served a strategic purpose
in staking out the new field, even if many significant differences and complicating conditions were
neglected. If Gilbert and Gubar’s groundbreaking book suffered harsh criticism, there is no reason to
doubt the validity of their sense of revelation as, in a Benjaminian moment, a significant unison of voice
sounded out of literary history. It is just that the truth in its simplicity, as is usual, was less than the whole
and too simple.

Postmodernism

In the 1960s and the 1970s, the term “postmodernism” entered American critical debates to describe
an emerging movement in the arts (literature but also architecture and the visual arts) dating back to the
late 1950s, often defined in opposition to modernism. Ihab Hassan’s The Dismemberment of Orpheus:
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11 From structuralism to poststructuralism
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Barthes, Macherey, Foucault, Deleuze and Guattari, Derrida

Roland Barthes

Roland Barthes’s (1915–80) Mythologies (1957) is a much-loved structuralist classic and one of the
inaugural documents of cultural studies. A collection of beautifully written mini essays originally written
for a literary magazine, it is a highly contingent text, self-consciously connected to the mid 1950s
struggles against the French Empire.

In Twilight of the Idols Nietzsche attacked the idealist obsession, since Plato, with an immutable and
eternal world of Being. Our world, a historical and rapidly changing world of becoming, is all there is.
The world of Being and eternal essences is a world of false idols (see Chapter 5). Revising Nietzsche,
Jean-Paul Sartre made his own critique of “essence” a cornerstone of his philosophy. For Sartre, there is
no human nature, a universal unchanging essence of commonly shared human properties. Societies and
individuals install pseudo-essences in their midst, but authentic human freedom is uncompromising
negation of “essence” or “nature” (see Chapter 10). Barthes, in Mythologies, written from 1954 to 1956,
declares himself against “postulating a human essence” (Barthes 1973, 100) and deploys anti-
essentialism against the French bourgeoisie and the French Empire. The essays address contemporary
myths – in the form of stories and images in magazines and newspapers, consumer goods, popular
entertainments, etc. – through which the French bourgeoisie naturalizes and universalizes its values as
transhistorical essences. However, while Nietzsche is a multiperspectivist and Sartre rejects what he calls
the objectivist fallacy, Barthes by contrast borrows from Marxism a practice of ideological
demystification: removing the veils of ideology to reveal true historical reality (a practice which will be
the focus of his autocritique in subsequent work, to be discussed shortly). Nevertheless Barthes’s



Marxism is highly idiosyncratic. Sartre, it will be remembered, read anticolonial struggles as, in the final
instance, class struggles. Barthes, on the other hand, is our contemporary in intuiting the irreducibility of
race to class: “it will never be fair to confuse in a purely gestural identity the colonial” or the “North
African workers” in Paris and “the Western worker”, as this would obscure the reality of colonialism and
racism (102).

To give some examples, underneath the French mythology of wine, Barthes exposes the historical
reality of imposing – on the Muslim population of French colonial Algeria, “on the very land of which
they have been dispossessed” – a “crop of which they have no need, while they lack even bread”
(Barthes 1973, 61) (the Algerian National Liberation Front [FLN] formed in 1954). Or, in relation to the
popular French tourist guide to Spain published by Hachette, under its picturesque evocation of Spain as
a country suffused with the spirit of Catholic tradition, removed from daily realities and ugly truths,
Barthes detects “the disease of thinking in essences” (77). He then introduces elements of historical
reality: he points out that Spain’s fascist dictator Franco actively supported this guide (77) and observes
that in Spain Catholicism has often been a “barbaric force which has stupidly defaced the earlier
achievements of Muslim civilization” (75). Barthes’s commitment to anticolonial struggles and the
recently launched American civil rights movement is clear. He responds to those who propagate the myth
of a universal human nature – as represented by the ideology of the “family of man” – with the name of
Emmett Till: “why not ask the parents of Emmett Till … what they think of The Great Family of Man?”
(101). The brutal assassination of the 14-year-old Emmett Till in Mississippi in August 1955 and the
speedy acquittal of his respectable white killers – reported widely in French newspapers across the
political spectrum – had recently triggered the inauguration of the US civil rights movement in
December 1955 (see Chapter 9).

Barthes decodes the image of another black boy: a young black soldier saluting the French flag on
the cover of no. 326 of Paris Match, published in the summer of 1955 while anticolonial struggles were
well under way in Africa. Using the language of Saussure’s structuralism (see Chapter 7), Barthes treats
this image as a sign uniting a signifier and a signified. The signifier in this instance is the “literal,
immediate presence” of the young black soldier saluting; this is the “first-order meaning” or “denotation”
(Barthes 1973, 121). The signified or the “concept” is that our black colonial subjects are good subjects
loyal to France; this is the “second-order meaning” or “connotation” (122). Barthes does not mention or
interpret the extreme youth of the boy soldier, who seems pre-pubescent, suggesting that the colonies are
immature and unready for independence from France. He argues that bourgeois myth works by distorting
a third meaning, which he aims to access. Myth’s “function is to distort, not to make disappear”; the
“concept” is a “deformation” ofthat deeper meaning (121–2). In relation to the smart black boy-soldier
eagerly saluting the French flag, the “concept distorts” the “full” meaning of the black man’s “history”
(122). The myth constructs a “pseudophysis”, a fake nature (139; physis means “nature” in Greek), the
eternal present of the loyal black boy, that obscures historical reality: the “contingent, historical, …



fabricated, quality of colonialism” (143). Like Brecht’s theatrical practice, the “alienation effect”, before
him (see Chapter 7), Barthes’s critical practice aims to denaturalize the timeless myth to reveal the
historical reality that could have been otherwise and can be changed. In structuralist language, to decode
the myth’s signified is to expose it as a motivated, highly political interpretation of reality – as a
meaning-giving production – masquerading as fact. Barthes enlists as allies formally experimental
writers like (the apparently conservative) Flaubert, who questioned the mimetic nature of language and
literature, moving towards an “antinature of language” (135); Flaubert’s “great merit” was grasping that
language was not to “represent reality, but to signify it” (136). Barthes’s claim is that his own critical
practice is both formalist (as Barthes understands formalism) and historical: “the more a system is
specifically defined in its forms” (its characteristic myth-making signifiers) “the more amenable it is to
historical criticism” (112).

Barthes distinguishes clearly between myth and its radical opposite. Myth is a weapon of
oppression, myth mystifies (Barthes 1973, 9). It claims “naturalness”, timeless universality and mirror-
like truthfulness for its significations of reality, denying its “motivation” (126) and “contingency” (123).
It assumes the “perfect intelligibility of reality” and posits itself as “pure and full” reflection of it (25) –
“neutral and innocent” (123) – denying its status as “literary production” (30) and “bury[ing] the traces
of this production” (154). The language of myth is the would-be “‘universal’ language” of the “masters”
(45); theirs is a “power” that “wants to hear only the language it lends us” (46), so other languages (and
their interpretations of reality) remain inaudible (44). Myth’s opposite is a signifying practice in the
hands of the oppressed, aiming “to transform reality” (146): it is explicitly “political” (145), self-
consciously “directed towards a world to be made” (154). While the oppressor hides behind mythical
facts, “[t]he oppressed makes the world” (149). (Barthes here anticipates Foucault’s influential
distinction between the old historian and the “effective historian”.) Barthes leaves us in no doubt that, in
Sartrean terms, the myths of oppressors are inauthentic projects, the signifying practices of the struggling
oppressed authentic. Barthes makes an equally stark distinction between two kinds of readers of
signifying practices: his own role as the demystifying “mythologist”, exposing myths to the light of
historical truth, and the deceived “myth-consumer”, taking the myth’s “signification for a system of
facts” (131).

The great merit of Barthes’s clear-cut distinctions is that they allow him to condemn the French
Empire and support anticolonial struggles unequivocally. Barthes self-consciously inherits them from
Marxism (Marxist demystifying science and historical truth versus ideological illusion) and
existentialism (freedom, the authentic project and choosing to choose versus self-enslavement,
inauthenticity and choosing not to choose). However, with these distinctions Barthes himself concocts a
myth: a new left liberationist counter-myth, but one simplifying the opaque complexity of the historical
situation. By 1961 Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth had outlined the post-independence problem of a
self-interested African bourgeoisie occupying the vacated positions of power in an emerging neocolonial



world order (see Chapter 10). By claiming to lift the veil of illusion – to reveal historical truth rather than
to offer an alternative and limited interpretation of reality – the revolutionary critic seeks to occupy the
position of power of the mythmakers he is criticizing. He is, very much like the mythmaking bourgoisie,
denying the status of what he calls historical truth as “literary production” (30) and “bury[ing] the traces”
of his “production” (154, quoted above). Barthes’s later work addresses such questions and conducts an
autocritique.

In Mythologies Barthes is already oscillating between faith in, and critique of, demystification and
revolution. In questioning the “perfect intelligibility of reality” and the possibility of “full” meaning
(122, quoted above), he already pulls the carpet out from under his own feet. Julia Kristeva later
introduced Barthes to Bakhtin, whose heteroglossic thinking allowed Barthes to develop his theory of the
“text”: neither myth nor revolutionary, the text is an openended process interweaving many perspectives
but resting with none (see Chapter 7). Barthes outlines the idea of the “text” in “The Death of the
Author” (1968) and “From Work to Text” (1971), his contribution to the micropolitical efflorescence (or
descent into anarchy, depending on one’s point of view) of the late 1960s and Paris, May 1968. In “The
Death of the Author” Barthes’s concept of the “text” is implicitly arguing against his earlier demystifying
practice in Mythologies: against his tripartite distinction between a literal meaning, a distorted meaning
and an undistorted hidden meaning brought to the surface by Barthes. Barthes now argues that the text
hides nothing: it is all surface without depth. It is woven of many threads, some of which the critic
follows, rather than searching for a hidden, originating meaning: “In the multiplicity of writing,
everything is to be disentangled, nothing deciphered” (Barthes 1977b, 147). The text has no ultimate
meaning and no unified and fixed meaning. In this sense, the text is “constitutively ambiguous” (148).
Unlike ambiguity in Richards, Empson and Brooks, there is no underlying unity and reconciliation of
opposites (see Chapter 8 and 9). Barthes’s aphorism, “it is only language which speaks, not the author”
(143) reworks Mallarmé (see Chapter 5) (though we are reminded of Heidegger too, see Chapter 10) in a
direction very different from T. S. Eliot’s authorial impersonality (Chapter 8). One of the many threads
of “The Death of the Author” (referring back to Mythologies) is the Marxist claim that the author is a
capitalist invention whose complement is a reader-consumer eating up the ostensive meaning of the text
and moving on. Barthes radicalizes Saussure’s view of language as a system of differences, seeing it as a
system of arbitrary classifications embodying and embedding power inequalities. In the spirit of Bakhtin,
Barthes is exploring the text, beyond the dominant monological language of the status quo and the
dominant oppositional language of Marxism, for the inexhaustible social “heteroglossia” of minor
languages.

Barthes distinguishes between “text” and “work” in favour of the former. Work, unlike text, is
deciphered for a hidden meaning, etc. So is “work” what Barthes used to call “myth” and are some
signifying practices – for example, some pieces of literature – more work-like while others are more text-
like? Barthes asks such questions in “From Work to Text” (his answers anticipating Stanley Fish, see



Chapter 9): work and text are not objects but effects of two different kinds of reading. Work is the effect
of a reading that sets out to consume a book by reaching and deciphering its kernel of hidden meaning.
Barthes’s view is that while appearing to sacrifice himself in the search for the work’s objective hidden
meaning, the reader is occupying an authoritarian position that objectifies and thus seeks to dominate the
work (and its other readings), even when this is done in the name of liberationist aims (Marxist, feminist,
postcolonial, etc.). By contrast, Barthes outlines a kind of reading that experiences the writing and itself
as interconnected ongoing productive/signifying activities: “the Text is experienced only in an activity of
production” (Barthes 1977c, 157); “the Text … practices the infinite deferment of the signified” (158).
To capture the interconnection of reading and writing in the text Barthes discards the long-established
metaphor of the “organism” in favour of the “network” (161). To clarify the non-coincidence and
complementarity of the joint or twin activities of writing and reading (that reading is not simply mimetic
of the writing), Barthes uses the example of playing a post-serial musical score, whose “interpreter” is
“called on to be in some sort the co-author of the score” in an act of “collaboration” (163). What is at
stake is not shared authority (or power-sharing) but Barthes’s anarchic allegiance to the irreducibility of
social heterogeneity: “the Text is that social space which leaves no … subject of enunciation in position
as judge, master, analyst, confessor, or decoder” (164).

In S/Z (1973) Barthes develops some variations on earlier themes. He rejects the distinction between
denotation and connotation: there is no denotation (literal meaning), as denotation is “ultimately no more
than the last of the connotations”, the one that seems to “close the reading” (Barthes 1975, 9). He varies
his earlier distinction between work and text into a new distinction between “writerly” and “readerly”
texts in favour of the former (4–5). He develops the decentred multiplicity of the “network” – with “a
thousand entrances” and an irreducible “plurality” that is never a “whole” – as an alternative to
“structure” (5–6, 12). S/Z is itself a network: it is composed of theoretical fragments and fragments of
practical criticism analysing Balzac’s novella Sarrasine. There are 93 theoretical fragments in larger
typeface and numbered in Latin numerals. Sarrasine is analysed and broken up into 561 lexias – “units
of reading” (13) – in smaller typeface and numbered in Arabic numerals. The analysis mobilizes five
intersecting “codes” (19) or “voices” (21): hermeneutic, semantic, proairetic (related to actions), cultural
and symbolic. In spite of the intensity of close reading and critical rigour directed at Sarrasine, Barthes
strenuously denies that it has pretensions to be a definitive or objective reading. His aim is to undermine
the “naturalness” (the being-there-ness) of Sarrasine and of his own text, S/Z. Readers are invited to
view S/Z as “manhandling” or “interrupting” Sarrasine (15), to build multiple connections between S/Z
and the novella, and to connect their own improper and interruptive text to the network. Barthes’s
complex terminology in S/Z is self-consciously ad hoc and does not lay claim to being a general method
of reading to be taken and uncreatively applied to other texts. In this sense, Barthes is here resisting
theoretical generalities in favour of an emphasis on the freedom of interpretations.

In his “Inaugural Lecture, Collège de France”, delivered on the ironic occasion of his election and



admission to this exclusive institution in 1977, Barthes does allow himself some such grand theoretical
generalizations:

The object in which power is inscribed, for all of human eternity, is language … the
language we speak and write … We do not see the power which is in speech because we
forget that all language is classification, and that all classifications are oppressive … In
French (I shall take obvious examples) I am obliged to posit myself as subject before stating
the action which will henceforth be no more than my attribute … In the same way, I must
always choose between masculine and feminine, for the neuter and the dual are forbidden
me … [T]o utter a discourse is not, as is too often repeated, to communicate; it is to
subjugate … [L]anguage – the performance of a language system – is neither reactionary nor
progressive; it is quite simply fascist; for fascism does not prevent speech, it compels
speech.

(Barthes 1993c, 460–61)

However, Barthes’s hyperbolic gloom aside, he does call for a specific, and in his view hopeful,
politics of literature, theory and criticism. Though “there is no exit” (461), no way out, no position of
exteriority in relation to language (or power), we can oppose language using language, we can oppose it
from within. Barthes calls this enemy within “literature”, but it is clear that what he has in mind is a
writing (earlier theorized by him as “text”, “network”, “writerly”) that includes both a certain kind of
literary practice (e.g. Alain Robbe-Grillet) and his own critical practice, crossing the boundary between
the literary and the critical. The tactics of “literature” is a politics of destabilizing meaning, delaying or
deferring the signified, destabilizing classifications and oppositions (such as masculine and feminine).
“Literature” is a utopian space or an “atopic site” (472) – u-topia is etymologically a non-site – within
language, in the sense that it happens in-between established fields (e.g. literature and criticism) and in a
process of becoming. (In the terms of S/Z “literature” is the network in-between the structure.) To
capture, perform, enact the slipperiness of “literature” in his own writing, Barthes multiplies the
signifiers and delays the meaning of “literature”. “Literature” is: eccentric forces, evasion, “force of
drift” (467), play, cheating, imposture, trickery, permanent revolution, displacement, theatre staging
language “instead of simply using it” (463), with words “cast as projections, explosions, vibrations,
devices, flavors” (464); “literature” is the truth of our desire, “the watcher who stands at the crossroads
of all other discourses” (467); “literature” is shifting ground, anarchy, “a veritable heteronymy of things”
(469), eluding, postponing, procrastinating, fragmentation, digression, excursion; “literature” is “the
comings and goings of a child playing beside his mother, leaving her, returning to bring her a pebble, a
piece of string” (476–7).



What then is Barthes doing in this inaugural lecture at the Collège de France? On the one hand, he
is exposing the power of language to subjugate by imposing on us an identity based on classifications
that are motivated by power relations, in the manner of Mythologies. However, ideological
demystification (e.g. as critique of classifications) has limited value. The priority for Barthes – at the
heart of his poststructuralism – is to keep on exuberantly reinventing and renewing his concepts and
metaphors and reading differently. Barthes proposes jouissance (pleasure): a Nietzchean ethics, poetics,
even erotics of the joy of becoming. The pleasure of writing and reading has been an element throughout
his work, even in Mythologies, as the pleasure of reading these early essays (at least for this reader)
attests.

Pierre Macherey

A Theory of Literary Production (1966) by Pierre Macherey (1938–) is a seminal text, dramatizing,
within its own tensions, contradictions and movement, the transition from structuralism to
poststructuralism, and from Marxism as the (only) truth of historical reality (as in Barthes’s Mythologies)
to an atypical Marxism interacting with other theoretical paradigms. Its impact can be felt on the work of
Barthes, Derrida, Foucault and Deleuze and Guattari among others. One of Macherey’s starting points is
that a genuinely scientific literary criticism needs to be deductive rather than inductive: it needs to begin
with general hypotheses and avoid a naïve empiricism. (This is similar to Northrop Frye’s point of
departure, see Chapter 9.) Macherey develops his own complex hypothesis as to the nature of literature
and of literary criticism. Against structuralism, the literary text is not reducible to a stable underlying or
organizing structure. It is not a closed, self-sufficient and harmonious unity or totality; it is not an interior
or an inside; it doesn’t have a (single hidden) meaning; it has no depth; it is not a fullness or plenitude; it
is not completed; it is not self-identical; its development is not continuous; it does not describe or mirror
reality; it is neither fully determined nor a completely new creation ex nihilo; it is neither “entirely
innocent” nor “completely self-conscious” (Macherey 1978, 27). Instead, the literary text is “perhaps
torn and gaping” (20), “shattered” (96), “scattered”, “a thousand separate, hostile and discontinuous
realities” (99). It emerges out of a “silence” (5), a “nothing” (19), an “absence” (85), which prior
condition is to be understood in several senses.

First, Macherey understands absence as a “radical otherness” generated by the “juxtaposition and
conflict of several meanings” (Macherey 1978, 84), the “difference” between “several different lines” all
pursued by the text, “gaps and contradictions” in its “fabric” (99–100). Even when a text is relatively
unified, Macherey is looking for its “margins”: an internal or “intrinsic difference” (72, 79) that makes it
“other than it is” (7), a “splitting” (94) or a “minute rupture” (95) in the liminal space of the text’s
margins, as it were, something both inside and outside, which works to undermine the binary opposition
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unacknowledged inspiration is Nietzsche’s distinction between morality, as a model to be simply obeyed,
and a self-fashioning ethics-aesthetics tracing a unique path in the absence of a model. The citizen of
Athenian democracy, Foucault seeks to show, exercises his freedom through discretionary and voluntary
mastery and control over himself or through a relation with himself: his “forms of subjectivation” and
“practices of the self” (30). Enkrateia (temperance, moderation) is not a matter of suppressing certain
desires and acts nor of passively obeying the law, but one of subtle, active and independent deliberation
and judgement as to the appropriate degree, frequency, timing, conditions, etc. of his “use of pleasures”
(37, 44, 53, 58). Foucault focuses on three fields requiring the exercise of the citizen’s enkrateia:
epimeleia heautou (care of the self, 211) in the form of an appropriate “caring for one’s body” (97), diet
and exercise well suited to one’s body, as an “art of living” (101); management of the oikos (household,
wife, children, slaves), including self-control in one’s sexual relations with one’s wife, in spite of her
inferior and dependent legal status as property (151, 184); self-mastery in the male citizen’s sexual
relations with free young males, such that it will facilitate (and not jeopardize) the boy’s adult graduation
to the status of citizen. In Plato’s Symposium the citizen’s self-mastery culminates in Socrates’s pursuit,
no longer of pleasure, but of knowledge as to the nature of love (as part of Plato’s broader project of
controlling desire, see Chapter 1). Foucault endorses the Socratic dictum “Know thyself” as a
“hermeneutics of the self” (6): knowing one’s desires, one’s character, in order to “get free of oneself”
(8).

Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari

Gilles Deleuze (1925–95), considered a major twentieth-century philosopher, wrote extensively on
literature: books on Marcel Proust (1964; 1970; 1976), Leopold von Sacher-Masoch (1967) and Franz
Kafka (1975; co-written with Félix Guattari); and essays on Pierre Klossowski (1965), Michel Tournier
(1967), Émile Zola (1967), Carmelo Bene (1979), Herman Melville (1989), Samuel Beckett (1992), Walt
Whitman, Alfred Jarry (1993) (see Bogue 2012, 286). Deleuze’s The Logic of Sense (1969) revolves
around Lewis Carroll; and his work, including his collaborations with Félix Guattari, abounds in
readings of Beckett and Melville, Antonin Artaud, Scott Fitzgerald, James Joyce, Jack Kerouac, D. H.
Lawrence, Virginia Woolf and many others. However, while Deleuze developed his film theory in the
two-volume Cinema (1983–5), he did not produce an equivalent work devoted to literary theory. Kafka:
Toward a Minor Literature, co-written with Guattari, is closest to such an undertaking and will be the
focus of our discussion.

Deleuze’s thought can be described as a broadly left-wing appropriation of Nietzsche’s philosophy
of becoming and critique of Plato and idealism (we discussed Deleuze’s critique of Plato earlier in
Chapter 1). Deleuze’s engagement with Nietzsche, in Nietzsche and Philosophy (1962) and throughout

Hanan Muzaffar

Hanan Muzaffar



his oeuvre, was a major influence on his friend Foucault and others. Deleuze’s Nietzsche-inspired
preoccupations include emphasis on becoming without a subject and without a model. The subject,
whether individual or collective, though an effect of actions preceding and exceeding it, retroactively
poses as the transcendent cause of these actions, in a reversal of cause and effect (we discussed
Foucault’s analysis of the author-function in these terms). At a collective level there is no common
human essence, and in this sense Deleuze’s thought is antihumanist; further, Deleuze’s thought has an
ecological dimension, rejecting the metaphysical privileging of humans against animals and the rest of
the living world. It is anti-essentialist, in that collective subjects are constituted by actions rather than
being presupposed by them as their cause. At an individual level, the self is an effect of pre-individual
and collective forces. In On the Genealogy of Morals Nietzsche valued affirmation – bodies and instincts
in an active state (“will to power”) – against negation – bodies and instincts in a reactive state
(“ressentiment”); he put forward an active or creative ethics/aesthetics tracing a path without following a
model (e.g. Christian morality), i.e. without morality understood as reactive copying of a model falsely
presumed to be transcendent (applicable to all, God-given, etc.). Deleuze, in ever-renewed terminology,
emphasized becoming, creation, production, desire as productive rather than predicated on lack
(“desiringproduction” and “desiring-machines” throughout Anti-Oedipus, co-written with Guattari),
proliferating variation without a model (“difference and repetition” or proliferating repetition-with-a-
difference along divergent series in Difference and Repetition). Foucault’s great themes, power as
productive and the production of the individual, emerge in dialogue with Deleuze. Deleuze’s (and
Guattari’s) many neologisms favour terms such as “machine” or “assemblage” to emphasize becoming
without a subject.

In addition to Nietzsche, Deleuze creatively reconstructs and places himself on the line of an
alternative tradition within the Western philosophical canon – a genealogy of his own philosophy of
becoming including the Stoics, Hume and Spinoza. The shadow of the trinity Marx, Freud, Saussure is
heavy on the entire poststructuralist generation, including Deleuze, but here Deleuze proceeds mostly
through critique, aided by Guattari. Félix Guattari (1930–92), Deleuze’s collaborator from 1970 until
Guattari’s death, was a Marxist psychoanalyst intensely critical of both Marxism and psychoanalysis. In
Deleuze and Guattari’s view, desire is pre-individual libidinal investment of collective social formations
– sometimes politically reactive, at other times politically radical (for example, Ezra Pound desired
fascism, Frantz Fanon the liberation of Algeria and the struggle against the French Empire). Desire is
“impersonal and collective” and must not be “reduced to sexual relations between persons” (Colebrook
2002, 141). Deleuze and Guattari’s critique of Freud in Anti-Oedipus is that he personalized and
familialized desire. Desire is not an intra-familial drama, but plugged into the world, the driver of
becoming and, as regards the political, indissociable from the immanent workings and exercise of power
as well as resistance to that exercise. In relation to Marxism, Deleuze and Guattari reject the distinction
between (false) ideology and (true) Marxist science, as discussed above in relation to Macherey. All we
have is simulacra without an original, and thus neither true nor false, producing rather than representing



reality, both in its most oppressive and its most liberating manifestations (from fascism to May 1968).
(See the earlier discussion of Deleuze on the “simulacrum” in Chapter 1).

In relation to Saussure and structuralism, unlike Saussure, Deleuze and Guattari do not argue that
language constructs or gives meaning to reality. Language is a component, a working part of reality,
forming productive assemblages of discursive and non-discursive elements (or machines), in relation to
which the relevant question is not “what does it mean?” but “how does it work?” (what other elements is
it connected with and what effects or uses does it have?), as Deleuze and Guattari keep reiterating in
Anti-Oedipus. For example, the call of the Greek Revolution was “Freedom or Death”. In relation to
literature, interpretation and hermeneutics are rejected, in favour of a new method. Deleuze’s 1970
revised edition of Proust and Signs already shows this new orientation, bearing the traces of the start of
Deleuze’s collaboration with Guattari; Deleuze now focuses on the “production of signs rather than their
interpretation” and approaches literature “from the vantage of function rather than meaning” (Bogue
2012, 293). In Kafka and in Chapter 4 of A Thousand Plateaus (1980), “Postulates of Linguistics”, they
distinguish between discursive “collective assemblages of enunciation” and non-discursive “machinic
assemblages” and explore their connections. Instead of hermeneutics, they propose a pragmatics
pursuing the connection of a “machinic assemblage of bodies, of actions and passions, an intermingling
of bodies reacting to one another” and a “collective assemblage of enunciation, of acts and statements, of
incorporeal transformations attributed to bodies” (Deleuze and Guattari 1988, 88). For example, during
the Greek Revolution “Freedom or Death” was a collective assemblage of enunciation connected to
nondiscursive machinic assemblages, a notable machinic element being the use of fireboats.

For Deleuze and Guattari language and literature are performative: they produce or transmit “order-
words” which bring about instantaneous “incorporeal transformations” (Deleuze and Guattari 1988, 88).
This view of language as a realm of performative statements or speech acts is partly indebted to J. L.
Austin’s How to Do Things with Words (1962) (77). For Deleuze and Guattari language and literature
oscillate between the pole of “order-words” and the pole of “continuous variation” (Deleuze and Guattari
1988, 94) or deterritorialization. The former refers to transformations or becomings that have a point of
destination (for example, in Kafka’s “Metamorphosis” Gregor becomes an insect), while the latter refers
to open-ended becomings (for example, Molloy’s wandering in Beckett’s Molloy). This does not mean
that language, literature or literary theory are free to shape and reshape the world at will. On the contrary,
Deleuze and Guattari register the shock of “extralinguistic forces” and events (Massumi 2002, xvii). It is
in this spirit that Michel Foucault read Anti-Oedipus as a post-1968 book registering the experience of
late-1960s political activism – those “brief, impassioned, jubilant, enigmatic” years – and Deleuze and
Guattari as “motiva[ting] us to go further” (Foucault 1984, xi–xii).

At least since his first book, Empiricism and Subjectivity: An Essay on Hume’s Theory of Human
Nature (1953), Deleuze had been thinking about sub-individual and collective associations, connections,



external relations or transversal communications without an individual or collective subject, preceding
and constituting subjects. In his 1989 “Preface to the English Language Edition” he captures Hume’s
greatness as follows:

he constituted a multifarious world of experience based upon the principle of the
exteriority of relations. We start with atomic parts, but these atomic parts have transitions,
passages, “tendencies,” which circulate from one to another. These tendencies give rise to
habits … We are habits, nothing but habits – the habit of saying “I.”

(Deleuze 1991, x)

Deploying Deleuzian terms, Colebrook reads Woolf’s The Waves as the power of literature to
explore the process of pre-individual affects producing character; stream of consciousness and
experience effecting characters rather than being “grounded in characters” (Colebrook 2002, 84). In The
Waves affect is dislocated “from any character”, perceptions are dislocated “from any object”, giving
way to “tendencies to become” that cannot be attributed to character or narrator – undoing any clear
separation of subject, world and language (116).

The most strikingly defamiliarizing aspect of Deleuze and Guattari’s thinking is that of connections
without subjects, as relations of becoming between elements that precede and constitute the familiar
world of subjects and objects within backgrounds. They use terms such as assemblage or machine to
highlight that there is no doer behind the deed. In Anti-Oedipus they turn to Melanie Klein’s
psychoanalytic theory of schizoid part-objects (discussed earlier in Chapter 6): for the breastfeeding
infant, the connection of breast and mouth precedes and constitutes persons; mummy and me are effects
rather than causes of the connection of breast and mouth (Deleuze and Guattari 1984, 1, 43–5). Similarly,
literary texts, literary oeuvres, literary movements, political movements, life itself can be read as
assemblages without an underlying subject or territory, though subjects and territories are their very real
effects. So how does one go about distinguishing between good and bad connections? In Spinoza:
Practical Philosophy Deleuze pays tribute to Spinoza’s Ethics for distinguishing between good
encounters and bad encounters, and this ethicopolitical distinction remains a vital one throughout
Deleuze’s work. Good connections are immanent connections and bad connections are transcendent ones
– projecting as their pseudo-cause a transcendent subject, a common essence and a common world
invented by them – as I hope to elucidate in relation to Deleuze and Guattari’s Kafka. The subject that
stands back to appropriate the object has transcended experience and reality, the vital connection is lost.
For Deleuze what is important is to remain amidst things, amidst the flow, your assemblage constantly
active, connecting and disconnecting with other elements, in a process that seeks no end other than itself.

In Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature Deleuze and Guattari argue that great literature is minor



literature, understood as a literature of immanent connections, simultaneously exposing and
disassembling transcendent connections. Minor literature has a “double function: to translate everything
into assemblages and to dismantle the assemblages” (Deleuze and Guattari 1986, 47). Minor literature is
not the literature of an already constituted minority, representing or recognizing that minority. Minor
literature is not representation but experimentation, plugged into machinic assemblages and collective
assemblages of enunciation and asking “What function does it have?” (49). So, first, minor literature is
not “individual” expression but “political” act (17). Second, “everything takes on a collective value” so
that “what each author says individually already constitutes a common action” (17). Rather than an
author, as an “enunciating subject”, causing the literary text, the literary text effects a collective “subject
of the statement”; it invents a virtual community or a people yet to come (18). In this sense, “[t]here isn’t
a subject; there are only collective assemblages of enunciation” (18). In “Literature and Life” Deleuze
outlines the “ultimate aim of literature” as the “invention of a people who are missing” (Deleuze 1998,
4). In Kafka, minor literature (and Kafka’s literature) is a “concern of the people”, in the sense of a
virtual collectivity that is “not yet constituted (for better or for worse)” but yet to come (Deleuze and
Guattari 1986, 84). Minor literature is the invention of “a community whose conditions haven’t yet been
established” (71). (For example, Toni Morrison’s Beloved is an open-ended call for an African-American
community to come, rather than representing an existing and fully constituted African-American
collectivity; see Chapter 9 for further discussion.)

Third, minor literature involves continuous linguistic variation or linguistic “deterritorialization”
(Deleuze and Guattari 1986, 16). Deleuze variously describes the deterritorialization of language as a
stuttering, a becoming-other and a becoming-foreign of language: “open[ing] up a kind of foreign
language” within familiar language (Deleuze 1998, 6). The “deterritorialization of language” in minor
literature might work through attention to the materiality of language, an “intensive” or non-signifying
use of signs or lexical and syntactical invention, as in Antonin Artaud and Louis-Ferdinand Céline
(Deleuze and Guattari 1986, 20, 26). Colebrook argues that for Deleuze “voice is at first noise and
nonsense” (Colebrook 2000, 110). Or, rejecting referential language, minor literature might expose
order-words as an “exercise of power” and deploy intensive language as “resistance to this exercise”
(Deleuze and Guattari 1986, 23). In sum, the three characteristics of minor literature, capturing the power
of all literature, are: “the deterritorialization of language, the connection of the individual to a social and
therefore political immediacy, and the collective assemblage of enunciation” (18). Bogue points out that
Deleuze and Guattari effectively connect political and formal experimentation: the “sociopolitical
dimension of literature” or the concerns of Sartre’s littérature engagée and the “practices of modernist
and avant-garde formal experimentation” (Bogue 2012, 300).

We can now clarify the double function of “minor” literature for Deleuze and Guattari: “to translate
everything into assemblages and to dismantle the assemblages” (Deleuze and Guattari 1986, 47, quoted
above). In relation to the first function, “minor” literature is an immanent diagnosis or visionary



symptomatology of the emergent forces within the institutions and discourses that make up a social
world. Free indirect discourse (as discussed by Bakhtin, see Chapter 7) is understood by Deleuze and
Guattari as the interaction of collective discourses effecting – rather than being caused by – seemingly
transcendent narrators and characters. (See Deleuze and Guattari 1988, 77; Colebrook 2002, 109–12.)
This first function is experimental rather than representational or cognitive or critical: “Criticism is
completely useless. It is more important to connect to the virtual movement[s]” (58) traversing a
collectivity – to prolong or accelerate “a virtuality that is already real without being actual” (48). Thus
Kafka’s literature connects with the “diabolical powers” of his future (Kafka quoted in Deleuze and
Guattari 1986, 12): for example, in The Trial Josef K. investigates a bureaucratic tendency emerging
within modern administered societies, beyond the actuality of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.

In relation to the second function of literature, it is a question of finding and sustaining an open-
ended “line of escape” (from transcendence) – a concept borrowed from Kafka’s short story “A Report to
an Academy” (Deleuze and Guattari 1986, 13 and passim). The aim is to continue becoming: indefinite
and “unlimited postponement” (Kafka quoted in Deleuze and Guattari 1986, 44), to sustain rather than to
complete the line. Like a burrow, a literary text (any assemblage) has a multiplicity of points of entry and
exit (3), a virtual multiplicity of lines of escape. In “Life and Literature” Deleuze, looking back on his
work on literature over the years, comes to a self-suspending conclusion: “Writing” – literature, but also
Deleuze’s philosophy and literary criticism – is a “question of becoming, always incomplete” (Deleuze
1998, 3). Deleuze and Guattari’s pluralism celebrates the pure multiplicity and diversity of n lines of
becoming: becoming-minor, becoming-animal (in Kafka and Melville), becoming-woman (in Woolf),
becoming-imperceptible are only some of the lines of becoming Deleuze and Guattari explored in
relation to literature (see Chapter 10 of A Thousand Plateaus). Perhaps the distinctiveness of Deleuze
and Guattari’s literary theory, in the midst of endlessly proliferating concepts and neologisms, is the
ongoing attempt to connect and keep reconnecting literature and the imagination (fantasy, delirium,
libidinal investment) and formal experimentation and political experimentation.

Jacques Derrida

One of the best introductions to Jacques Derrida (1930–2004) for a literary-critical audience is his
collection of essays, Acts of Literature (1992), edited by Derek Attridge. (In Chapter 1 we discussed
Derrida’s reading of Plato’s Phaedrus [Derrida 1981b] and in Chapter 5 his essay on Mallarmé in Acts of
Literature [Derrida 1992b]).

In his “Introduction: Derrida and the Questioning of Literature” Attridge outlines Derrida’s
understanding of literature as “potential challenge” and “resistance” to “logocentrism” or the
“metaphysics of presence”: the assumptions, concepts and oppositions of the Western philosophical
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12 Poststructuralist deviations
Mimicry, resignification, contrapuntal reading, the subaltern, Signifyin(g), hybridity

 

 

 

 

Feminist poststructuralisms (Cixous, Irigaray, Butler, Sedgwick, Spillers), postcolonial theory and
race (Said, Spivak, Gates, Bhabha, Young)

Feminist poststructuralisms

The poststructuralist feminist work of Luce Irigaray (1930–) and Hélène Cixous (1937–) on écriture
féminine (women’s writing) and “sexual difference” emerged in the early 1970s in response to the post-
May 1968 French women’s movement and as part of that movement.

Cixous emphatically does not understand “women’s writing” as writing by those biologically
female, and her understanding of “sexual difference” is not separatist. Her most famous essay and focus
of our discussion, “The Laugh of the Medusa” (1975, 1976), is a collage of allusions, most of them
fleeting, to a large number of writers and thinkers in the Western tradition or, in poststructuralist terms, a
text weaving together many (too many, an excessive number of) different threads. It com-poses a large
number of irreducible ideas, all mobilized towards a multiple, excessive, open-ended over-definition of
the woman to come. This is a composite utopian figure purportedly unshackled from Western
metaphysics, patriarchy and capitalism, performatively evoked by Cixous’s writing. With a light touch,
Cixous leaves most thinkers unnamed and unquoted, but suggests we understand her writing
performance as “voler”: stealing, flying, fleeing, escaping (Cixous 1976, 887). However, Cixous’s
allusions are often transformative repetitions with a difference, what Derrida would call acts of
“countersigning” (see Chapter 11). Cixous’s strategy of ventriloquism – broadly a poststructuralist
strategy of resignification – can also be compared with Irigaray’s “mimicry”, Butler’s “resignification”
and Gates’s “Signifyin(g)”. Cixous’s own terms for women’s writing – a quick series of “brief,
identificatory embraces”, fleetingly becoming those others through a “gift of alterability” (889) – aptly



describe her own strategy here. Cixous’s multiple, speedy, criss-crossing forays are at variance with
Derrida’s sustained close readings, and her scant quoting and referencing is provocatively unacademic, at
least in an Anglo-American context.

Cixous does not name Derrida, but her project in this text – undermining the border between the
metaphysical opposition of body (sexuality, emotion, sensation, reproduction) and spirit (thinking, ideas,
reason, creation) – is clearly a deconstructive one. Cixous zooms in on this opposition because women,
in the Western tradition, have been historically relegated to “body” and excluded from speaking and
writing. Cixous aims to clear women’s path to writing by deconstructing the opposition between body
and spirit. She insists on the inter-implication of body and writing, and posits it as a key constituent of
“women’s writing”. She calls such writing “sext”, her neologism condensing “sex” and “text” (Cixous
1976, 885), thus following Derrida’s use of undecidable neologisms with (at least) double meanings and
his mobilization of the ambivalence or polyvalence of words. See also “voler” and her neologism, “dé-
pense”: un-think or expend excessively in a Nietzschean sense, an idea particularly developed by French
thinker Georges Bataille (882).

In the Symposium, Socrates left sexuality and the body behind, once he was sufficiently advanced
on his philosophical path. Cixous, by contrast, announces women’s writing as a “return to the body”
(Cixous 1976, 880): as women’s reclaiming of their expropriated bodies and repressed desires – “her
goods, her pleasures” (880). For écriture féminine questioning, research and “knowledge” are wedded to
“a systematic experimentation with the bodily functions” and “erotogeneity” (a neologism condensing
eros and genesis); sexual pleasure is “prolonged or accompanied by a production of forms, a veritable
aesthetic activity” (876). This is a broadly psychoanalytic view. In Chapter 6 we discussed Freud,
Lacan’s poststructuralist reading of Freud and Kristeva’s feminist-poststructuralist critical revision of
Lacan in Revolution in Poetic Language. Freud described early pre-genital infantile sexuality as
“polymorphously perverse” – sexuality as a multiplicity of erogenous zones such as the mouth and the
anus, rather than focused on the genitals and reproduction – and Cixous appropriates the polymorphously
perverse to describe female sexuality as a non-genital multiplicity, simultaneously alluding to Deleuze
and Guattari’s recently published Anti-Oedipus (discussed in Chapter 11) (889). Feminine sexuality,
understood by Freud largely in terms of lack (the absence of a penis and penis envy), is understood by
Cixous in terms of an excess of forms: it has “its thousand and one thresholds of ardor” (an allusion to
Shahrazad’s oral storytelling), articulating a “profusion of meanings” (885). Hysteria, particularly its
bodily symptoms (such as loss of voice), Cixous conceived as a form of allusive writing with the body,
and she claims Freud’s patient Dora as a feminist counter-heroine and women’s writing pioneer. Cixous
points to a secret women’s history of “admirable hysterics” and their “aphonic revolts”, who found a
language to speak with not by sublimating but by “furiously” inhabiting their “sumptuous” bodies (886).
In an apostrophe to Dora, her muse, Cixous praises her as a “poetic body” and as “the true ‘mistress’ of
the Signifier” (dismissing Lacan’s “phallus” as the transcendental signifier), while insisting on the



poverty and pain that might accompany the hysteric’s revolt: resisting “social success” and “biting that
tongue with her very own teeth to invent for herself a language” (886–7). Women’s writing (écriture) is
paradoxically predicated both on oral storytelling, voice and song as well as “pregnant” aphony and
silence. Cixous’s elliptical references to Lacan are antagonistic while Kristeva is not mentioned at all.
However, Cixous is drawing on the former’s conception of “the imaginary” and the latter’s (Melanie
Klein-influenced) “semiotic”, in claiming for women’s writing a proximity to the “drives” and a “relation
to the ‘mother,’ in terms of intense pleasure and violence” – where the mother is a “metaphor” (one’s
relation to and presentation of the mother rather than the actual mother) (881–2). The Kristevan
“semiotic” is brought to mind when Cixous calls on women’s writing to “wreck partitions”, “sweeping
away syntax” (886).

Another point of departure for Cixous is Virginia Woolf’s positing of “androgyny” in A Room of
One’s Own as an ideal co-existence of the masculine and the feminine within the self. Shakespeare’s and
Coleridge’s greatness, Woolf claimed, were related to their androgynous minds (see Chapter 8). Alluding
to Woolf without mentioning her, Cixous aligns women’s writing with a sense of the “presence … of
both sexes” in their “difference” – not their opposition – within the self (Cixous 1976, 884). As
mentioned, despite Cixous’s characterization of women’s writing in terms of the female body, she
doesn’t understand “women’s writing” as writing by women. On the one hand, she argues that most
existing writing by women is indistinguishable from writing by men in that it “obscures women or
reproduces” stereotypical representations of women as “sensitive – intuitive – dreamy, etc.” (878). This
writing is false, and Cixous appropriates Woolf’s calls, in “Professions for Women” and Three Guineas,
to kill the Angel in the House, “kill the lady” and even “kill the woman” (Woolf quoted in Lee 1992,
xiv): “We must kill the false woman” (Cixous 1976, 880). On the other hand, Cixous argues that the rare
instances of “women’s writing” in the past (in her own utopian sense of “women’s writing” as defined in
this piece) include writing by both men and women: in French, these rare instances of a nascent women’s
writing include Colette, Marguerite Duras and Jean Genet. Simone de Beauvoir had praised Colette in
her own sketch of women’s writing in The Second Sex (see Chapter 10), and Cixous’s odd silence on
Beauvoir suggests her tacit exclusion from Cixous’s vision of women’s writing. In German, “women’s
writing” includes the poet Heinrich von Kleist. Cixous rather formulaically values poetry more than
fiction and the novel. Fiction, she claims, “often grossly exaggerated all the signs of sexual opposition”,
and novelists were often self-circumscribed by their allegiance to “representationalism” (literature here
reinforcing logo-centrism in Cixous’s view). By contrast, some male poets like Kleist imagined
“impossible” rebellious women, “untenable in a real social framework” (879). However, she includes
Joyce’s Ullyses, particularly Molly’s monologue, and considers Molly’s Nietzschean affirmative yes-
saying to be a constituent of women’s writing (884).

Nietzsche is also strongly present, as with many of Cixous’s French contemporaries. He had
recently been appropriated as a left-wing poststructuralist thinker by Deleuze and Foucault (see Chapter



11). Cixous incorporates several Nietzschean themes – the origins of thought in the body, Dionysian
laughter, his transvaluation of values, his ethics of affirmation and yes-saying – redescribing them as
constituents of women’s writing. Nietzsche’s Dionysus becomes Cixous’s “beautiful” and “laughing”
Medusa (885). As mentioned, Cixous turns also to Georges Bataille’s Nietzsche-influenced counter-
economy of excess, expenditure and gift without return – counter to the capitalist economy of exchange
and maximized return – to redescribe and valorize women’s traditions of unpaid and undervalued work
on behalf of others as “resistance” to capitalist and patriarchal society. This is a startling view and one
may find it impossible or undesirable to reconceive housework as joyous expenditure of overflowing
energy. For Cixous woman “gives” in an “‘economy’ that can no longer be put in economic terms”,
against “[opposition, hierarchizing exchange, the struggle for mastery … governed by phallocentric
values” (893). “What woman hasn’t flown/stolen?” (887). Cixous endorses a textual strategy,
inseparably, both of excessive giving and stealing: catachresis, improper use and abuse resist property
and “propriety” (888). Repeating with a difference is a form of improper use, for example Cixous’s own
catachresis of Bataille.

Cixous puts together several incompatible stories in an open, additive way, including several
incompatible sketches of women’s history: women have interiorized sexism and self-loathing; they have
suffered simultaneous sexual expropriation and silencing; they have been closer to the unconscious and
less repressed; they have been creating a secret inner world not yet expressed in public; they have a
history of defiance; women’s resistance is just emerging or still to come; more than narrowly feminist or
timidly reformist, “women’s writing” is a radically utopian misappropriation of the Western tradition.

In “The Laugh of the Medusa” Cixous’s “women’s writing” attempts to conceive women’s “sexual
difference” – and the value of women speaking and listening to each other – without essentializing that
difference, without eliding differences among women, without excluding men and without becoming
prescriptive. The reader might also turn to “Sorties” (1975) and “Coming to Writing” (1977). Cixous has
continued her genre-bending experiments, mixing theoretical/critical writing, creative writing and
(auto)biography. (In Chapter 2 we discussed her rewriting of Aeshylus’s The Furies [Cixous 2010].)

Luce Irigaray’s pathbreaking Speculum of the Other Woman (1974) led to her being “expelled” from
Lacan’s Ecole Freudienne and her teaching position at the University of Paris VIII at Vincennes (Irigaray
2004, viii). Primarily a philosopher and psychoanalyst, Irigaray trespassed into literature by calling for a
new symbolism. “This Sex Which Is Not One” (1975) attempts to clarify some of the themes of
Speculum. I will be quoting from Porter’s translation (Irigaray 1985b), but I will on occasion be adding
Reeder’s translation (Irigaray 1997) in square brackets. Like Cixous, Irigaray posits women’s sexuality
as “plural” – “woman has sex organs more or less everywhere” (1985b, 28) – and declares it a stranger
to “Ownership and property [Property and propriety]” (1985b, 31; 1997, 328). Irigaray also makes
connections between women’s bodies and women’s writing. She shares with Cixous and Derrida a



critique of “the logic that has dominated the West since the time of the Greeks” (1985b, 25).

Irigaray’s particular targets are the binary opposition activity/passivity and the dominance of vision
and devaluation of other senses, particularly the sense of touch, in the Western tradition. Irigaray
describes the utopian figure of a woman – and simultaneously proposes and performs a women’s writing
– that prioritizes touch, “nearness” (Irigaray 1985b, 31), contiguity, and thus deconstructs the opposition
activity/passivity. (Merleau-Ponty’s work on embodiment is perhaps especially relevant to this project.)
Irigaray describes two vaginal lips touching each other, so that it is not possible to distinguish between
touching and touched, active and passive. If from the point of view of visuality there is “discrimination
and individualization of form” (25) so that we can separate the two lips into two distinct and isolated
forms, from the point of view of touch the two lips are not separable. Irigaray uses this symbol to
reimagine women’s genitals (conceived by Freud negatively as lack of a penis, see Chapter 6) and their
experience of their bodies: “Thus, within herself, she [woman] is already two – but not divisible into
one(s) – that caress each other” (24); women experience themselves as multiple, “at least two” (26, 28).
Irigaray claims that self and other, distinct from the point of view of visuality, are not separable in this
tactile model. She further claims that women’s experience of their amorous encounters is tactile rather
than visual, and does not distinguish between auto-eroticism and hetero-eroticism, as “the other is
already within her [a part of her] and is autoerotically familiar to her” (Irigaray 1985b, 31; Irigaray 1997,
328). Nor does women’s erotic experience distinguish between hetero- and homo-sexual encounters, as
“all discrimination of identity” is alien to it (1985b, 31).

Irigaray pursues a connection between women’s experience of their sexuality, as outlined above,
and women’s writing: “in what she says [her statements], too, at least when she dares, woman is
constantly touching [retouches] herself” (1985b, 29; 1997, 326); “What she says is never identical with
anything, moreover; rather, it is contiguous. It touches (upon)” (1985b, 28). Women’s writing – Irigaray
is primarily self-reflexively theorizing her own writing here – is a tactile amorous encounter with the
other, blurring the boundary between self and other. Irigaray’s strategy of “mimicry” (which we will
discuss shortly) clarifies her project, but we might also briefly turn to her reading of Freud in Speculum
(11–129). A critique usually assumes the distance between self and other, but her critique of Freud is
formally innovative in that it closes the distance between Freud and herself; she critiques Freud by
masquerading as Freud, through a subversive mimicry of Freud. Irigaray has been staging such
encounters with male thinkers, from Plato to Nietzsche and Merleau-Ponty, though intriguingly her
reading of Beauvoir in “Equal or Different?” (see Chapter 10) reintroduces distance and separation
between herself and Beauvoir. Irigaray has often been accused of essentialism and of eliding the
differences among women, and Margaret Whitford in Luce Irigaray: Philosophy in the Feminine (1991)
has done more than most to address these accusations. However, it seems clear that Irigaray is not
describing the experiences of actual women but inventing and performing an ethics, including a textual
ethics for women’s writing.



In “The Power of Discourse and the Subordination of the Feminine” (1975) Irigaray defines
mimicry as an indirect or oblique strategy, in contrast to the ostensibly more “direct” but, in her view,
less subversive feminist strategy of demanding to be allowed to “speak as a ‘masculine’ subject”.
Historically women were reduced or relegated to mimicry (repetition without originality, reproduction
without creation), and Irigaray is proposing that women “play with mimesis” in order to “try to recover
the place of her exploitation by discourse, without allowing herself to be simply reduced by it”. In
dialogue with poststructuralist resignification or repetition with a difference, she proposes “playful
repetition” as a particularly apposite feminist strategy (Irigaray 1985c, 76 throughout).

Another major poststructuralist feminist thinker is Julia Kristeva, whose work was discussed earlier
(Chapters 1 and 6). In 1979 Kristeva outlined the “problems” and “dangers” of écriture féminine, as she
saw them, in “Women’s Time” (Kristeva 1986c, 195). To Kristeva its utopianism is a danger. It imagines
itself outside patriarchy and capitalism, an “a-topia … outside the law”, a “counter-society” that is
“harmonious, without prohibitions, free and fulfilling” (202). For Kristeva this is a problematic secular
form of religious re-enchantment or “laicized transcendence” (202). Kristeva rejects its “inverted
sexism” (202). Further, she claims that its “denial of the socio-symbolic contract” (203) – rejecting both
participation in existing society and reformism (see, for example, Irigaray’s rejection of Beauvoir,
discussed in Chapter 10) -is dangerous. In psychoanalytic terms, the denial of separation and violence is
“no less exposed to the risks of violence and terrorism” (208) and even leads to their return, as a return of
the repressed, Kristeva argues.

Cixous and Irigaray outline a “sexual difference” version of feminism: instead of calling for
equality or for the disappearance of gender, they call for the autonomy of women’s struggles and argue
the radical utopian potential of a revisioned sexual difference. However, queer thinkers including Judith
Butler (1956–) have argued that sexual difference is conceptually dependent on heterosexuality and that
a perpetuation of sexual difference, however redefined, unwittingly props up the “institution of
compulsory heterosexuality”.

Butler’s Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (1990) is one of the founding
texts of queer theory and the field of queer studies. The outbreak of the AIDS epidemic in the 1980s, and
the ensuing demonization of gay sexuality, gave Gender Trouble its urgency. Butler’s starting point is
Simone de Beauvoir’s “One is not born, rather one becomes, a woman” (Beauvoir 1953, 273). Butler
argues that there is nothing natural about gender: femininity as well as masculinity have no biological
basis, and express nothing interior. Femininity and masculinity are purely performative. A whole array of
performances or discursive practices or signifying practices and their endless unconscious repetition
bring about an effect of naturalness.

Butler argues that contemporary societies still rely on constructing “discreet and polar genders”
(Butler 1990, 140), a clear division between two genders, as a support for what feminists have been



calling the “institution of compulsory heterosexuality”. We are therefore compelled in a variety of ways
to perform and to keep on performing our gender and punished for our gender instability: “Discreet
genders are part of what ‘humanizes’ individuals within contemporary society; indeed, we regularly
punish those who fail to do their gender right” (139–40). While societies have a vested interest in
concealing the performative nature of gender, drag brings this performative nature to view: “In imitating
gender, drag implicitly reveals the imitative structure of gender itself – as well as its contingency” (137).
Butler pays tribute to the drag artist Divine, who starred in John Waters’s films (e.g. Hairspray). Divine’s
performances make us aware of the props, gestures and signifying practices of femininity. Seen through
the performances of Divine, Marilyn Monroe is herself a female impersonator and a drag artist
performing femininity.

In dialogue with Foucault (but also Barthes and Derrida, whom we discussed in Chapter 11), Butler
stresses the pervasiveness of genderizing discursive practices and the unavailability of a position outside
gender. Instead, as with Barthes, she hopes for destabilized and constantly resignified genders: “a fluidity
of identities”, “an openness to resignification” (Butler 1990, 138) and “proliferating gender
configurations” (141). Butler sees identity as a normalizing, disciplinary force. Desire will always exceed
any identity – in this sense she moves away from Foucault’s later work on the body and pleasure in his
History of Sexuality. Volume 2: The Use of Pleasure (see Chapter 11). The argument of queer theory is
that all identities are performed, fabricated, unstable mixtures of “success” and “failure”; all identities
are queer. We are in this sense all queer. Butler encourages her readers to engage consciously with
gender stereotypes and open them to resignification. At the same time she stresses that we cannot
determine in advance what performance, where, addressed to what audience is going to be subversive or,
on the contrary, is going to re-enforce gender stereotypes. (For example, if a young woman were to make
hyperbolic use of pink her performance might be read as an ironic comment on femininity or she might
be told that she looks incredibly cute today.)

In Gender Trouble Butler engaged with French feminists, especially Beauvoir, Irigaray, Kristeva
and Monique Wittig, also informed by 1980s feminist critiques of essentialism. In “Contingent
Foundations: Feminism and the Question of ‘Postmodernism’” Butler writes against those feminists
“who claim that there is an ontological specificity to women … In the 1980s, the feminist ‘we’ rightly
came under attack by women of color who claimed that the ‘we’ was invariably white” (Butler 1995, 49).
Butler here outlines the constituents of a “radical democratic” (51) feminist politics, in response to the
rampant homophobia of the times, and in dialogue with poststructuralists and anti-essentialist feminists.
To summarize:

● She values contests, conflicts and antagonisms among feminists, rather than reaching consensus:
“the rifts among women over the content of the term [‘woman’] ought to be safeguarded and prized”
(50).



● She values permanent “resignification”; the aim of a radical democratic feminist politics would be
“to release the term [‘woman’] into a future of multiple significations” (50).

●  She calls for feminists’ recognition of their unavoidable embeddedness in power relations,
expressing her strong distrust of a feminist theory and politics that claims to offer a utopia “beyond the
play of power” (39).

As part of this politics, Butler calls on readers to denaturalize the terms “feminism” and “woman”
and to keep them multiple and open to contestation.

It seems clear that Butler is closer to Kristeva than Irigaray or Cixous, and Butler herself outlines
her views on Irigaray’s work in Bodies that Matter (1993). On the vexed question of Irigaray’s
essentialism, Butler argues that Irigaray is not an essentialist. Rather than describing an essential sexual
difference, Irigaray is self-consciously deploying a textual strategy, her deliberately improper and
catachrestic form of mimicry. (A strategy, we might add, which is not far removed from Butler’s
“resignification”.) Butler, on this point, is endorsing Margaret Whitford’s and Jane Gallop’s readings of
Irigaray. Irigaray’s “two lips” and her ethics of contiguity, in keeping with Whitford, is “not itself a
natural relation, but a symbolic articulation proper to women” (Butler 1993, 46). Or, in keeping with
Gallop, Irigaray’s language of essentialism is a catachrestic “rhetorical strategy” (38). Irigaray
distinguishes between a (false) feminine figured within the Western binary opposition
masculine/feminine and a (true) feminine “excluded in and by such a binary opposition” and appearing
“only in catachresis” (37). This latter feminine is an “excessive feminine” (39) in that it “exceeds its
figuration” (41). This other feminine performatively summoned by Irigaray comes to occupy the position
of what exceeds all binary oppositions, standing for the outside of Western metaphysics. Irigaray’s
mimicry is intended as the “very operation of the feminine in language” (46). In sum, Butler joins those
who think that Irigaray is a “strategic” essentialist, self-consciously deploying essentialism as a textual
strategy. Women’s genitals have been traditionally understood as a lack, wound, etc. and their reparative,
positive redescription by Irigaray can be compared to the anti-racist, positive redescription of blackness
by the Francophone négritude movement and the American Black Aesthetic Movement (see Chapters 9
and 10). Further, as for Sartre the essence of Man is to have no essence (Chapter 10), for Irigaray the
essence of the true “feminine” is to have no essence, in the sense that it undermines binary oppositions
and metaphysical essences and exceeds conceptuality. In this precise sense Irigaray’s project is close to
Heidegger’s and Derrida’s (Chapters 10 and 11): Irigaray’s true “feminine” can be compared to
Heidegger’s “poetry” and Derrida’s deconstruction.

Butler’s critique of Irigaray is focused on the primacy of sexual difference over other forms of
difference – race, class, sexual orientation, etc. – in Irigaray’s work. This is a serious problem for Butler.
She argues that Irigaray’s insistence on the primacy of sexual difference is an implicitly white, middle-
class, heterosexual position focusing on the marginalization of women qua women, but inattentive to



other forms of social marginalization. For Irigaray the (true) feminine is “exactly what is excluded” from
binary oppositions (Butler 1993, 37). It “monopolizes the sphere of exclusion”, leading to Irigaray’s
blindness to – and “constitutive exclusions” (42) of – other forms of difference. For Irigaray “the outside
is ‘always’ the feminine” because Irigaray “fails to follow through the metonymic link between women
and these other Others” (49) and the articulation of gender, race, class, sexual orientation. Whereas
Irigaray posits sexual difference as “autonomous” and “more fundamental” than other differences, which
are viewed as “derived from” it, Butler hopes to understand gender as “articulated through or as other
vectors of power” (167). Butler’s critique of Irigaray highlights the clash of their respective paradigms.
Irigaray is looking for a language that alludes to what has been excluded from Western metaphysics, as
the basis for a feminist ethics and autonomous feminist struggles. Butler is concerned with social
exclusion, the complexity of “vectors” that affect women, the political shortcomings of “autonomy” as a
feminist strategy and the pursuit of political alliances.

Butler acknowledges that the project of looking for the convergences and articulation of vectors of
power such as gender, race, class and sexual orientation is already underway in the self-theorization of
black women’s writing and in the work of contemporary African-American feminists, such as Hazel
Carby and Deborah McDowell, and feminists of colour such as Norma Alarcón. Alarcón theorized
women of colour as “multiply interpellated” (Alarcón quoted in Butler 1993, 182), arguing that
“racializing norms” and gender norms are “articulated through one another” (182). Indeed, in Butler’s
view, this is exactly the challenge of Nella Larsen’s 1929 novel, Passing, outlining the foreclosed
possibility of solidarity among black women. Butler argues that this possibility was disabled not only by
white racism, but also by W E. B. Du Bois’s vision of “racial uplift” in its masculinism and adherence to
bourgeois values. It is still disabled today by Irigaray’s prioritizing of sexual difference, in its failure to
acknowledge the articulation of sexual difference with other factors. Butler offers a close reading of
Passing to substantiate these claims, following in the footsteps of African-American feminist literary
criticism. Barbara Christian, in “The Race for Theory”, suggested we read black women’s writing as
(self-)theorizing, and Butler sets out to “follow” her “advice” (182). McDowell’s and Carby’s readings of
Passing already argue that race and sexuality are interwoven and Butler “would agree with both” (174).
Butler also reads Toni Morrison’s Sula as a revision of Passing, refiguring the failed “promise of
connection” among black women (183) and thus supporting Butler’s thesis.

Butler reads Passing as a critique of Du Bois and mobilizes it against Irigaray’s privileging of
sexual difference. The implication is that, if Irigaray had taken the time to read black women writers in
addition to male white philosophers, her work would have been rather different. In relation to Du Bois
and the ideology of racial uplift, Butler reads Larsen’s Passing as exploring “the cost of uplift for black
women” and the “impossibility of sexual freedom for black women” within this model (Butler 1993,
178). According to Butler, racial uplift is “construed” by Larsen as “upward class mobility” that requires
the “idealization of bourgeois family life in which women retain their place in the family”; in effect it is



black “masculine uplift” predicated on the perpetuation of the subordination of women, the (self-
)sacrifice of black women for the sake of black men (178). As a result black women are caught in a
“double-bind” between white racism and black racial uplift, against which Larsen traces the “incipient
possibility of solidarity among black women” (179). (Against Butler, it can be argued that Du Bois’s
affirmation of spirituals, Pan-Africanism, critique of capitalism and pacifism complicate any claim that
he was proposing the black assimilation of bourgeois values, see Chapter 9.)

According to Butler, Larsen’s exploration of the black ideology of racial uplift grasps the inter-
implication of race, class (middle-class ideals), gender (defence of white middle-class gender roles) and
sexual orientation (defence of marriage and the institution of compulsory heterosexuality). Larsen thus
helps Butler contest the primacy of sexual difference claimed by Irigaray and “many psychoanalytic
feminists” (Butler 1993, 181). This claim has “marked” them “as white” – particularly in their
“assumption” that sexual difference is “unmarked by race” (181) and that “whiteness is not a form of
racial difference” (182). By contrast, Larsen makes visible historical articulations “of racialized gender,
of gendered race, of the sexualization of racial ideals, or the racialization of gender norms” (182). In
Passing Clare passes as white but her risky association with Irene and her black circle threatens to
expose her as black to her white and intensely racist husband, Bellew. Butler’s reading traces the
convergence of race and sexuality. Clare’s “risk-taking” is construed simultaneously as “racial crossing
and sexual infidelity” that undermines middle-class norms, questioning both the “sanctity of marriage”
and the “clarity of racial demarcations” (Butler 1993, 169). Conversely, sexual and racial closeting are
interlinked: “the muteness of homosexuality converges in the story with the illegibility of Clare’s
blackness” (175). Tracing the use of the word “queering” in Passing Butler concludes that it is “a term
for betraying what ought to remain concealed” (176), in relation to both sexuality and race.

Butler reads Passing as a reversal of Irigaray’s claims. Irigaray, philosopher and critic, claims for
her texts a literary status: performing a feminine imaginary outside the symbolic order. By contrast
Butler reads Passing, a literary text, as self-theorizing and as an intervention in the symbolic order:
Larsen “reoccupies symbolic power to expose that symbolic force in return” (Butler 1993, 185). In other
words, Butler claims Larsen as an ally of her project of resignification.

In response to the intensification of homophobia and gay shaming after the outbreak of the AIDS
epidemic in the late 1980s, gay activists pursued tactics of public visibility, and attempted to turn
shaming into pride and grief into experiences of community and solidarity. (Gay Pride parades are a
legacy of the period.) Outing oneself and, contentiously and divisively for the gay community, outing
closeted public figures were considered highly important by some. Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s (1950–
2009) Epistemology of the Closet (1990) is a Foucauldian intervention in this debate. Foucault showed
that, after the late eighteenth century and beginning with Romanticism, knowledge, sexuality and
transgression came into “alignment with one another” and became inextricable (Sedgwick 2008, 73). In



relation to the opposition homosexual/heterosexual, he traced the nineteenth-century European shift from
prohibited acts to the discursive construction of a deviant homosexual identity (see Chapter 11).
Sedgwick substantially revises him in order to reveal the “incoherences and contradictions” of modern
and contemporary discursive constructions of homosexuality (81).

Sedgwick argues that there is an institutional assumption/presumption of heterosexuality and, in this
sense, a “powerful” institutionalized ignorance of homosexuality (77). Because of this presumption gay
coming-out “doesn’t end anyone’s relation to the closet” (81), but is neverending and incomplete –
“individual revelation” has little impact on the closeting effects of “already institutionalized ignorance”
(78). So that gay identity cannot be either in or out of the closet but has a more “imponderable and
convulsive” topography (80). Sedgwick’s core hypothesis in Epistemology of the Closet is that there are
two central contradictions in the twentieth-century discursive construction of sexuality and gender.

In relation, first, to sexuality and particularly homosexual definition, there is a central contradiction
between a minoritizing and a universalizing discourse. According to the minoritizing discourse there is a
group of people who “‘really’ are gay”; the universalizing discourse, on the other hand, follows Freud
and assumes the fluidity of desire and the potential bisexuality of everyone, so that the “apparently”
heterosexual have “same-sex influences and desires” and vice versa (Sedgwick 2008, 85). Sedgwick
claims the complete dominance – the “absolute hold” or “stranglehold” – of this double-bind, “ruling”
since the beginning of the twentieth century, in every field (86). She thus substantially modifies
Foucault’s hypothesis in the following manner. For Foucault a discourse of homosexual acts was
replaced by a discourse of homosexual persons. For Sedgwick, both incompatible paradigms co-exist (a
universalizing paradigm of acts and a minoritizing paradigm of persons) and our modern predicament is
to be caught in the contradiction between them.

In relation to the second central contradiction or “conceptual siege” (86) around gender, since the
late nineteenth century same-sex desire has been understood through two contradictory gender “tropes”:
the trope of inversion and the trope of gender separatism (Sedgwick 2008, 87). According to the
inversion model, a gay man is a woman’s soul in a man’s body, i.e. in essence a woman who desires men,
so that this model preserves “an essential heterosexuality within desire itself” (87); similarly for lesbians,
so that desire is always heterosexual. Within the model of gender separatism, on the contrary, desire
doesn’t cross gender boundaries; instead, it is “the most natural thing in the world that people of the
same gender … should bond together also on the axis of sexual desire” (87). While inversion
distinguishes sharply between identification and desire (e.g. a gay man would identify with women and
desire men), gender separatism conflates the two (e.g. a lesbian would be woman-identified and would
also desire women); inversion situates gay identity “at the threshold between genders” (88), for example,
male homosexuality as a third sex; while separatism situates it within a gender. Sedgwick reminds us of
the split in the nineteenth-century German homosexual rights movement between the inversion model of



the effeminate male homosexual and the gender separatist model of the ultra-virile, militarist male
homosexual. These models, historically, have tended towards different kinds of politics, political
alliances and political exclusions. For example, the above German gender-separatist model was
misogynistic, and gender separatism has tended towards alliance among lesbians and straight women.
The inversion model has tended towards alliances of gay men with straight women and gay women; and
alliances of lesbians with gay men (rarely with straight men). In relation to the intersection of the two
contradictions outlined by Sedgwick – minoritizing vs. universalizing; inversion vs. gender separatism –
the gender-separatist model tends towards universalizing homosexual potential; the “gender-integrative”
inversion model tends towards “gay-separatist, minoritizing models of specifically gay identity and
politics” (89). However, Sedgwick points out that these alliances and “crossings are quite contingent”
(90) and their intersection cannot be generalized. For example, Freud couples a universalizing sexual
definition with an “integrative, inversion” model of gender (90).

Underlying the two sets of intersecting contradictions that Sedgwick hypothesizes is the intersection
of two separate forms of oppression that must not be conflated: gender oppression (sexism) and
heterosexist oppression (homophobia). In spite of all the feminist and gay activism since the nineteenth
century, Sedgwick feels “no optimism at all” (Sedgwick 2008, 90). Having analysed our entrapment
within contradictory models of sexuality and gender, she argues – in a somewhat circular manner – that
the only glimmer of hope and the “most promising project” is that of “a study of the incoherent
dispensation itself” (90). Writing at the height of the AIDS crisis and infamous levels of homophobia,
Sedgwick’s mood is understandably bleak. But it is a testament to the success of queer studies and gay
activism that Epistemology of the Closet now seems hyperbolic in the West. The contradictions
Sedgwick describes – if indeed they are contradictions – no longer seem the “stranglehold” that she felt
them to be.

While the field of queer theory arose as a (subject-less) critique of identity politics, it was critiqued
for unwittingly representing privileged white Western subjects, notwithstanding Butler’s work on race
(discussed above). In 1997 Cathy Cohen, voicing the alienation of many queer people of colour, argued
first that queer theory and politics remained “rooted in class, race, and gender privilege”, having failed to
grasp the multiplicity of vectors of oppression and to practise the needful articulation of sexuality, race,
class and gender (Cohen 1997, 451). Second, she endorsed queer theory’s commitment to the
destabilization of identities, but argued that this was not a call for the liquidation of minoritarian
communities and collective identifications, as these remained “paths to survival” for marginalized groups
(480). In 2005 Hiram Perez, continuing the internal critique of queer theory by people of colour,
seconded both of Cohen’s arguments. He “speculate[d]” that queer theory still resists attempts to address
the “problem of race” and – punning on Butler’s Gender Trouble – “actively untroubles itself” over race
(Perez 2005, 171). Queer theorists often implicitly assume a “transparent white subject”, while
addressing race is all too quickly discredited as a “retreat into identity politics” (171).



Already in 1987 Hortense Spillers’s (1942–) “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe” had shown the extent
to which the assumptions and priorities of white feminists are local and historically specific and cannot
be generalized. Her starting point is the notorious Moynihan Report (1965) in the US, attributing the
continuing social marginalization of African-Americans to a pathogenic black matriarchy: single-parent,
female-headed households lacking the paternal authority and male leadership of the normative nuclear
family. Spillers connects Monihan’s social fantasy of harmful black female power to the occluded
historical experience of African-American women. If the historical experience of white women was one
of normative genderization within the private sphere of the patriarchal family, the historical experience
of African-American women has been one of “ungendering” (Spillers 1987, 72). Slavery, as a loss of
self-determination and reduction to an exchangeable commodity in the master’s property, involved the
symbolic gender de-differentiation of slaves. Slavery effectively outlawed the black family, as family
bonds would undercut the slave’s primary relation to their master and undermine property relations.
Within a black family, the slave child would have belonged to its parents, questioning the slave-owner’s
property rights. So slavery voided motherhood symbolically and legally, while the slave child was
symbolically an orphan to be bought and sold at will. Spillers argues that the white “patriarchalized
female gender” (the only female gender there is) – an undoubted oppression for white women –
nevertheless required a degree of “political, socio-cultural empowerment”, while the “dispossession” of
slavery led to a “loss of gender” and the degree of legal and moral protection that it afforded white
women (77). If African-American women have been historically “out of the traditional symbolics of
female gender”, Spillers is far from calling on them to join (or remain settled in) the ranks of “gendered
femaleness” within the nuclear family (80). Instead, the task is “to make a place for this different social
subject” as a precondition for “gaining the insurgent ground as female social subject” (80).

Poststructuralism, postcolonial theory and race: Said, Spivak,
Gates, Bhabha, Young

We follow Sedgwick’s use of Foucault to describe the modern Western intersection of sexual
orientation and gender with Said’s use of Foucault to describe the modern Western function of race.
Sedgwick was of course familiar with Edward Said’s (1935–2003) pathbreaking Orientalism (1978),
transposing Foucault’s work to postcolonial theory and Postcolonial Studies. Said adopts Foucault’s
concept of “discourse” in order to describe the modern Western discourse of Orientalism:

I have found it useful here to employ Michel Foucault’s notion of a discourse … to
identify Orientalism. My contention is that without examining Orientalism as a discourse,
one cannot possibly understand the enormously systematic discipline by which European
culture was able to manage – and even produce – the Orient politically, sociologically,



militarily, ideologically, scientifically, and imaginatively during the post-Enlightenment
period.

(Said 2003, 3)

Orientalism is the “nexus of knowledge and power creating ‘the Oriental’ [as an essence] and in a
sense obliterating him as a human being” (27). As a literary critic by training, Said is especially attentive
to literature, analyzing the ways in which literary works construct the Orient as the binary opposite of the
West and as an eternal and immutable essence without history. While showing the participation of
European literature in the project of colonialism and the discourse of Orientalism, Said is keen to claim a
degree of freedom and originality for the writer and scholar:

[U]nlike Michel Foucault, to whose work I am greatly indebted, I do believe in the
determining imprint of individual writers upon the otherwise anonymous collective body of
texts constituting a discursive formation like Orientalism … Foucault believes in general
that the individual text or author counts for very little … [M]y analyses employ close textual
readings whose goal is to reveal the dialectic between individual text or writer and the
complex collective formation to which his work is a contribution.

(23–4)

Said anticipates New Historicism here (see Chapter 11). His double readings explore texts both in
their complicity and their degree of freedom. Rather than asking whether a text reproduces or resists
Orientalism and imperialism, close reading would specify in what sense a text reaffirms Orientalism and
in what sense it questions it.

In Culture and Imperialism (1993), the sequel to Orientalism, Said refines his method further and
addresses contemporary American neoimperialism. He names and theorizes his method of reading as
“contrapuntal” reading, exemplified by his reading of Conrad’s Heart of Darkness. Said’s starting point
is his diagnosis of an authoritarian hardening of two intellectual camps in the 1970s and 1980s: a
neoimperial or neocolonial camp (represented within literature by V. S. Naipaul, for example) blaming
the Third World “for what ‘they’ are”, as the single cause of continuing post-independence Third World
malaise; and an anticolonial camp “blaming the Europeans sweepingly for the misfortunes of the
present” (Said 1993, 20). This development – which Said connects with the “triumph” of the US as “the
last superpower” (341) and American neoimperialism in his last chapter – is a serious international
“constriction of horizons” (29). Said claims that one of its symptoms has been a “dramatic change” in
Foucault and other poststructuralist “apostles of radicalism”: a “disappointment in the politics of



liberation” and a sense that there is “nothing to look forward to: we are stuck within a circle” (29).
Against Foucault’s perceived resignation, Said positions postcolonial theory and particularly his
“contrapuntal” reading as an open and inclusive critical practice contributing to the urgent task of staging
a dialogue between the two camps. Said is equally opposed to both – and the “loud antagonisms of the
polarized debate of pro- and anti-imperialists” – because their authoritarian dogmatism and righteousness
disable “interchange” (29). Said’s Socratic attitude is that inside each camp “stand the blameless, the
just, the faithful, led by the omnipotent, those who know the truth about themselves and others” (29).

Said’s concept of “contrapuntal” reading adapts a musical term. Counterpoint is a polyphonic
musical technique “involving the simultaneous sounding of two or more parts or melodies” (Collins
Dictionary 2003). Said derives two simultaneous visions from Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, made
possible by Conrad’s “self-consciousness as an outsider”, his “exilic marginality” (Said 1993, 27) and his
“dislocated subjectivity” (32). The first vision is a colonial vision. Kurtz, Marlow and Marlow’s British
audience on the Nellie have an imperial worldview – they are “creatures of their time” (33) – and Conrad
cannot show us “what is outside” their worldview nor can he imagine an “alternative to imperialism”
(28). As a result, the “oppressive force” of this vision is the sense that there is “no way out of the
sovereign historical force of imperialism” (26). (Chinua Achebe, similarly, read Heart of Darkness as a
racist text, as we discussed in Chapter 8.)

However, the self-reflexivity of Marlow’s narrative makes possible a second vision. Marlow’s
“meticulously staged” narrative performances and the “dislocations” in his language self-reflexively
“draw attention to themselves as artificial constructions” (Said 1993, 32). This “unsettles” the reader’s
idea of empire and of “reality itself”, so that “we are in a world being made and unmade … all the time”
(33). Thus, at the very least, Conrad “shows us” that Marlow’s colonial vision is “contingent, acted out
for a set of like-minded British hearers, and limited to that situation” (26). Further, and more importantly,
Conrad thereby allows for another world beyond his own grasp. The very “provisionality” of Marlow’s
narrative situates it at the “juncture” of his imperial world with “another, unspecified but different” (27),
so that Conrad allows a certain kind of reader to sense “a larger history … just outside” Marlow’s
worldview (26) and “inaccessible” to Conrad himself (32). Conrad in effect intuits that what he calls the
darkness is beyond him and has an “autonomy of its own” (33). At the same time, Conrad’s lack of
“perfect synchrony or correspondence” with the project of imperialism aided him “actively to understand
how the machine works” (27) and to record its “tremendous violence and waste” (28).

It is important to understand that this second vision is more than an anticolonial vision of “a non-
European world resisting imperialism” and gaining independence (33), though it doesn’t exclude the
anticolonial perspective. Rather it is a simultaneous sounding of both the colonial and the anticolonial
views: it “suggests the presence of a field without special historical privileges for one party” and the
“disclosure of a common ground obscured by the controversy itself” (31). In other words, this second



vision is not fully present in the text, but is a (Deleuzian) “virtuality” (see Chapter 11) actualized by
Said’s contrapuntal reading. His reading of Heart of Darkness is a model for the concept of the
“contrapuntal”, which Said only defines after this reading. A contrapuntal reading is a political reading in
the broadest sense: it aims to “make concurrent those views and experiences that are ideologically and
culturally closed to each other, and that attempt to distance and suppress other views and experiences”;
their very juxtaposition, making them “play off each other”, leads to an “exposure and dramatization of
discrepancy” (37), a hopeful, politically active and enabling strategy, in Said’s view. A contrapuntal
reading “must take account” both of imperialism and of resistance to imperialism (79). However, literary
texts and their critical readings are contrapuntal in widely varying degrees. While Heart of Darkness
enfolds a contrapuntal virtuality, Said suggests that Kipling’s Kim excludes it: a contrapuntal reading
would have to stage, for example, Kim’s juxtaposition with the discourse of the movement for Indian
independence emerging at the time (36). Such contrapuntal juxtapositions are reparative, in that they
obey an ethical imperative to “take account” both of imperialism and of resistance to imperialism. They
extend the text to “include what was once forcibly excluded” (79). In this sense, the critic is an enemy of
dogmatism and authoritarianism in all its forms.

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s (1942–) “Can the Subaltern Speak?” (1983, 1988, 1999), initially
delivered as a lecture in 1983, exists in several different published versions of widely varying length.
(We will be discussing the 1999 version, in Chapter 3 of Spivak’s A Critique of Postcolonial Reason.)
This demonstrates the poststructuralist notion that the “text” is not a finished object but an open-ended
process. The dispersal of Spivak’s text across an open series of textual performances provides a point of
access to Spivak’s core assumption: that of the unpresentability of the “subaltern” (those most
marginalized and excluded). In Derridean terms, the “subaltern” is traditionally (mis)represented as the
devalued term in a binary opposition (see Chapter 11), and the unpresentability of the subaltern alludes
to a true subaltern that exceeds its (mis)representation – any representation treating it as a full identity or
claiming to fix its meaning. Similarly, Irigaray described a true feminine that exceeds its figuration
(discussed above). Jean-François Lyotard thought that Holocaust victims can only be ethically presented
in their unpresent-ability (see Chapter 9). Walter Benjamin suggested that the “tradition of the
oppressed” (the history of the silenced and the defeated) is inaccessible to the traditional linear “history
of the victors”, but fragments of it can become visible fleetingly, from the corner of the eye, in rare
moments of insight that he called the “now” (see Chapter 7).

Spivak, also discussed in Chapter 9, considers it her responsibility as a postcolonial intellectual to
allude to what is outside the neocolonial and anticolonial elites from which she distances herself
(following Said, as discussed above, and Ranajit Guha), as well as outside the postcolonial elite of the
“liberal multiculturalist metropolitan academy” of which she is a prominent member (Spivak 1999, 309).
Her critique of the “Subaltern Studies” group, Guha in particular, clarifies her particular understanding of
the “subaltern”. The Subaltern Studies group was influenced by the Italian Marxist thinker Antonio



Gramsci (discussed in Chapter 8), using his concepts of the “subaltern”, “hegemony” and the “organic
intellectual” and endorsing “the intellectual’s role in the subaltern’s cultural and political movement into
the hegemony” (269). The postcolonial project of the Subaltern Studies group was to document non-elite
colonial resistance. Guha, in Spivak’s reading, understands non-elite, subaltern instances of colonial
resistance as “difference” from the elite (271–2), aiming to “identify” and “measure the specific”
subaltern deviations from the elite (Guha quoted in Spivak 1999, 271). But he also treats subaltern
groups as having “determinate vigor and full autonomy” (271–2). Spivak’s broadly deconstructive
critique is that Guha’s project is “essentialist” and “taxonomic” (seeking to create a map of the relations
of unchanging identities) (271). For Spivak Guha assumes, wrongly, that the political forces he is
describing are self-conscious and already constituted identities underlying political acts of resistance.
(Though Spivak doesn’t clarify this, it is important to point out that Gramsci’s concept of hegemony is
widely considered to be anti-essentialist: political identities are constituted performatively, through
political action, rather than pre-existing it.) It is obvious that many subaltern groups are highly articulate
about their aims and their relations to elites and other subaltern groups, but Spivak understands the
“subaltern” as singular acts of resistance outside identities.

Spivak describes the “subaltern” as “irretrievably heterogeneous” (270), a possible reference to
Gilles Deleuze’s decentred multiplicities (Chapter 11). Deleuze summed up poststructuralist radicalism
when, in conversation with Foucault, he declared “the indignity of speaking for others” (Deleuze and
Foucault 1977, 209). Deleuze credits Foucault with the insight that the theorist can no longer claim to
represent the masses or the multiplicity of micropolitical movements (or, in Spivak’s terms, the
subaltern). The “theoretical fact” is that “only those directly concerned can speak in a practical way on
their own behalf” (209). However, Spivak criticizes Deleuze and Foucault in terms similar to her critique
of Guha, to add precision to her own vision of the unpresentability of the subaltern. Deleuze and
Foucault seem to Spivak unaware of their First-World position and their privilege. They also assume,
Spivak claims, that the “oppressed, if given the chance … can speak and know their conditions” (Spivak
1999, 269). In effect they are asking for the recognition of “subjugated” knowledges (Foucault’s term)
previously deemed “inadequate” and “disqualified” (267). By contrast, Spivak is intent on marking her
positionality and acknowledging her privilege. She also insists that the “subaltern”, as she understands it,
is irretrievably silenced. Of course the oppressed have been speaking and articulating their conditions all
the time, but Spivak’s “subaltern” is what escapes – or is excluded from – any discourse.

Spivak is clearly in agreement with Chandra Mohanty’s argument, in “Under Western Eyes” (1984),
that the “Third World Woman” is an essen-tialist fabrication reducing the irreducible “heterogeneity” of
women in the Third World (Mohanty 1984, 333). But their difference is instructive. Mohanty calls for
studies of local collective struggles and localized theorizing by investigators. Spivak’s heterogeneous
subaltern, on the other hand, pursues the Derridean problematic of the singular or unique and its
iterability. The singular or the signature cannot be translated fully or repeated exactly. It can only be



repeated differently by a countersignature (see Chapter 11). The singularity in “Can the Subaltern
Speak?” – Spivak’s example of the “subaltern” – is the suicide of a young middle-class woman activist,
Talu, Bhuba-neswari Bhaduri’s nickname, as retold by Spivak. Spivak interprets Talu’s suicide as a
highly complex political intervention that remained illegible as such even by the other women in her
family, including her emancipated relatives today. That even the women closest to her saw her as
“hapless” prompted Spivak’s sense that “the subaltern cannot speak” (Spivak 1999, 308) and that Talu
“hanged herself in vain” (311). Talu was involved in the armed struggle for Indian independence and
entrusted with a political assassination. Her suicide, Spivak claims, was a complex refusal to do her
mission without betraying the cause. Female suicide at the time was legible either in terms of sati-suicide
(the self-sacrifice of a widowed wife); or in terms of the “hegemonic” anticolonial nationalist account of
the fighting mother, “well remembered through the discourse of the male leaders” (307–8); or in terms of
illegitimate passion and the fallen woman. Spivak claims, without any evidence, that Talu deliberately
committed suicide while menstruating, in order to resist those dominant interpretations. She was neither
a mother of the nation nor a fallen mother nor a sati-suicide, as sati was prohibited during menstruation.
Spivak concludes that her suicide was an intricate performative act (a speech act). It simultaneously
questioned anticolonial nationalism, “rewrote … sati-suicide in an interventionist way” and resisted
female “imprisonment” within heterosexual passion (307). Spivak claims that Talu’s “Speech Act was
refused” by everyone (273) because it resisted translation into dominant discourses, but what are we to
make of Spivak’s attention to Talu’s message? Spivak translates Talu into a postcolonial feminist decon-
structive heroine mirroring Spivak’s values (and our own), without producing any evidence of, for
example, Talu’s feminist sensibility. This jarring anachronism might be understood as an illustration of
Spivak’s thesis.

Spivak does not present her rendition of Talu’s story as a lifting of the silence imposed on her,
though she embeds in her 1999 version of “Can the Subaltern Speak?” exactly such an understanding of
an earlier version. Abena Busia argued that Spivak was able to read Talu’s act, and thus Talu – the
subaltern – did speak and can speak. Spivak’s response is double. On the one hand, she affirms that
speech acts are not self-contained or self-identical but are performatively addressed to another and
completed by another. In this sense, speaking involves “distanced decipherment by another, which is, at
best, an interception” (Spivak 1999, 309). On the other hand, to claim that the subaltern has now spoken
through Spivak’s interception or intercession would be a neocolonial “missionary” claim (310). To avoid
megalomaniac claims of saving the subaltern, Spivak advocates self-dramatization. Theorists must mark
“their positionality as investigating subjects” (283). Spivak’s retelling is the “moot decipherment by
another in an academic institution”; it might be a “line of communication” between a member of
subaltern groups and the “circuits of citizenship or institutionality”, and it might help to insert the
subaltern into the “long road to hegemony”, but it must not be “identified with the ‘speaking’ of the
subaltern” (309–10).



The story of the silencing of women of colour within anticolonial independence movements, the US
civil rights movement and Western feminist movements is a familiar one. Spivak is simultaneously
articulating the value of a postcolonial feminism and refusing to defend it as a salutary breakthrough.
Instead she issues a call for vigilance. The task Spivak outlines for herself and her readers is that of
“unlearning” our privilege (Spivak 1999, 284). The danger, as Spivak is no doubt well aware, is that the
theorist’s political activism exhausts itself in empty piety: self-purifying ritual performances of one’s
own fallen state and routine warnings of the violence of any attempt at communion with a fetishized
“subaltern”.

Henry Louis Gates’s The Signifying Monkey: A Theory of African-American Literary Criticism
(1988) is a foundational text in contemporary African-American Studies. Gates set out to define an
African-American literary criticism whose terms would be derived from the African-American literary
tradition itself. At the time, the canon of African-American literature and the new academic field of
African-American Studies were in the process of being formed rather than already in place, so The
Signifying Monkey had the double (or circular) task of simultaneously defining the tradition. What Gates
discerns in the African-American literary tradition is, as it were, an African-American poststructuralism
avant la lettre – particularly a practice and theory of critical resignification – dating more than “two
centuries” (Gates 1988, 46). This is condensed in the African-American use of the word “signify” (to
refer to African-American practices of critical resignification) and the folk figure of the Signifying
Monkey. Going further back, Gates traces an African practice and theory of critical resignification in the
Yoruba, Pan-African and black-diaspora (Caribbean and South American) figure of the trickster Esu-
Elegbara (ix, 5). Against the racist view that black art is not capable of original creation, only of
mimicry, the black tradition has practised and theorized itself as “Signifyin(g)”. Gates proposes the
written form “Signifyin(g)” for this African-American oral term. He places the “g” in parenthesis
because it is silent, and capitalizes the “s” to suggest its difference from standard English. Gates does not
consider African-Americans an unpresentable “subaltern” group at all, in Spivak’s sense of the term. He
claims to be uncovering for a Western audience what was previously hidden because of racist
assumptions.

Wole Soyinka focused on the Yoruba god Ogun as a figure of the artist (see Chapter 2). Gates turns
to the god Esu as a figure of the critic, condensing the African tradition’s theory of “figuration and
interpretation” (Gates 1988, ix). The trickster figure of Esu is the “indigenous black metaphor for the
literary critic” (9), a self-reflexive, self-theorizing nodal point in the African tradition and the “primal
scene of instruction for the act of interpretation” in the tradition (5). Gates argues that, unlike Western
metaphysics, African resignification is essentially to do with the deferral of the signified (like Der-rida’s
“iterability”, see Chapter 11) and the deconstruction of binary oppositions. Esu “translates yesterday’s
words/Into novel utterances” (Oriki Esu quoted in Gates 1988, 3), undermining fixed meaning. He is a
figure of the “transcendence of binary opposition” – of the fixed and exclusive conceptual oppositions of



Western philosophy – at the “crossroads of differences”, in the absence of “presence, immediacy, and
transparency” (38). He is thus the potential of “unreconciled opposites living in harmony” (30). Esu
embodies “indeterminacy” (8), “multiplicity”, the “ambiguity of figurative language”, uncertainty,
“open-endedness” and “never-ending” process (21). He is “free play” that “endlessly displaces meaning,
deferring it by the play of signification” (42). Gates concludes that in Yoruba and Fon hermeneutics
meaning is “multiple and indeterminate” (25). Bakhtin’s “double-voiced discourse” (see Chapter 7),
important to the poststructuralists, is also “indigenously African” – and crucial to Gates’s own method
(22).

Gates speculates that Esu’s partner, the monkey, survived in the African-American trickster tales,
though the “degree” to which the African-American Signifying Monkey is “anthropologically related” to
Esu cannot be determined (Gates 1988, 88). In the African-American vernacular tradition, tales, poems
and songs about the Signifying Monkey and about Signifyin(g) self-reflexively theorize African-
American figuration and interpretation. Signifyin(g) is resignification or rather a whole spectrum of
resignifying strategies which Gates attempts to describe. Broadly, Signifyin(g) is a “metaphor” for
“revision, or intertextuality” (xxi) – interpretation or revision that “expands on the possibilities inherent”
in the text Signified upon (xi). In other words, Signifyin(g) is “repetition with a signal difference” (xxiv).
If the Western tradition values alternatively originality and mimesis (in the sense of truthful
representation of reality), the “originality” or distinctiveness of the African-American vernacular
tradition lies in valuing “refiguration, or repetition and difference, or troping” (79). In this sense, “to
Signify is to be figurative” (81), to rework linguistic or artistic figures (rather than a literal redescription).

The Signifying Monkey tales display “playful language games”, attention to the materiality and the
“force of the signifier” and “indirect argument” (Gates 1988, 53–4). The Signifying Monkey is, in
Bakhtin’s terms, double-voiced and dwells in the “space between two linguistic domains” (104), standard
American English and the black vernacular. Jazz, Gates argues, continues the black vernacular
Signifyin(g) tradition: jazz Signifyin(g) “extends” and “tropes” originals; jazz improvisation is
“repetition and revision” (63), “inversion” and “devision” (104). Similarly, African-American literature
includes the vernacular (oral) and the “formal” (written) tradition (xii). The written tradition “shares
much” with the Western tradition, which it “repeats with a difference”, but its “foundation” is the
African-American vernacular tradition (xxii). The great authors of the African-American written
tradition are Signifyin(g), in a complex manner, upon the Western tradition and upon the black
vernacular tradition and upon each other “to a remarkable extent” (xxii). In Bakhtinian terms, they are
“double-voiced” (xxiii). Gates is himself double-voiced and declares his theory of Signifyin(g) indebted
on the one hand to Ralph Ellison, Zora Neale Hurston, Ishmael Reed and on the other hand to Bakhtin
and poststructuralism. In turn Gates is Signifyin(g) upon both the black tradition and poststructuralism.

To give some obvious examples, Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God combines standard



English and black Southern dialect. It is a novel, a Western written genre, attempting to capture the
empowering artistry of the oral Signifyin(g) practices of black all-male groups. Janie, Hurston’s heroine,
finds her voice when she bursts into critical Signifyin(g) in response to her husband’s insults (Hurston
2007, Chapter 7). In The Color Purple, silent Celie’s act of critical Signifyin(g) on her abusive husband
is Alice Walker’s revision of Hurston (Walker 1983a, 170–76). In Toni Morrison’s Song of Solomon the
poor, black Northern community of Southside is Signifyin(g) on public names, in the form of ironic
negations: Mains Avenue is Not Doctor Street, Mercy Hospital is No Mercy Hospital. Railroad Tommy’s
barbershop is a place of critical Signifyin(g) for the male community, Morrison’s revision of Hurston.
They respond to the radio coverage of Emmett Till’s racist killing with their side of the story (Morrison
1989, 80ff.), but Song of Solomon is in turn Signifyin(g) on their patriarchal views. Song of Solomon also
critically revises and reverses the African-American trope of migration North as journey to the Promised
Land, its hero Milkman moving South to free himself.

Within the written African-American literary tradition, Gates discerns four kinds of Signifyin(g),
mapped out each in relation to an important genre or author in this tradition. Black writers often claimed
“no black literary antecedents whatsoever” (Gates 1988, 114), not wishing to foreground their blackness.
Against this, Gates traces, first, extensive “topological revision” within the black tradition: since the
earliest written slave narratives, tropes such as the “Talking Book” (reading aloud from a book was first
figured as a talking book in a 1770 slave narrative) or the ascent from South to North are shared and
intensely revised (xxv). Since the Enlightenment reason and literacy had been closely equated, hence the
high stakes of black literacy, but the African-American Ur-trope of the Talking Book self-reflexively
thematized and explored the relation between orality and literacy, but also oral and written cultural forms
(130). Second, Gates reads Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God as formal revision. Hurston is an
important predecessor for Gates in that she explicitly theorized “Signifyin(g)” – though she did not
employ the term – arguing that “originality is the modification of ideas” (Hurston quoted in Gates 1988,
118). Their Eyes is a formal revision of the trope of the Talking Book: it is itself a talking book or a
“speakerly” text -Gates Signifyin(g) on Barthes’s “writerly” text (see Chapter 11). Hurston uses free
indirect discourse, so that the black vernacular and standard English, initially separated, “come together”
in a “double-voiced narrative mode” (xxv).

Third, Gates maps a “hidden polemic” (Gates 1988, 110), a “critical” or “polemical” Signifyin(g) in
Ellison’s relation to Richard Wright and in Reed’s relation to both (106–7, 111). Where they claimed
originality and effectively denied the existence of a black tradition, Gates attempts to demonstrate in
detail a hidden black intertextuality (120), a “concealed revision” (124), and thereby (re)constitutes or
(re)invents the black canon. Fourth, Gates outlines an un-critical Signifyin(g) among black women
writers, as exemplified by Alice Walker’s overt homage to Hurston in The Colour Purple and in her
criticism (see Chapter 9). In positive terms, this form of Signifyin(g) involves “loving acts of bonding
rather than ritual slayings” (xxviii). It implies “unity and resemblance rather than critique and difference”



and, importantly, claims descent, thereby constituting the black tradition (xxvii). It can be argued that
Hurston’s Their Eyes practises this kind of intertextuality, and that it “Signifies upon the female novel of
passing” by Nella Larsen and others (xxvii).

Gates’s fourth kind of Signifyin(g) can be read as his hidden polemic with Walker and her
generation of black women writers. They attracted an unprecedentedly large international audience to
African-American literature, but also insisted on identifying themselves as black women writers within a
distinctive black women’s tradition. Gates effectively displaces their efforts of autonomization from the
black male canon (and their polemic with it), misreading them as contributing to the black
autonomization from the white canon (see 258). In mapping the practice of Signifyin(g) homage among
black women writers, Gates raises and simultaneously dispels the question of a distinctive black
women’s tradition and canon.

Gates’s theory of Signifyin(g) includes all four kinds of Signifyin(g) – and others not yet mapped –
as equally valid. Shared by all kinds of Signifyin(g) is an element of “indirection” (Gates 1988, 74),
“implication” (75), “troping” (68), (re)figuration. Signifyin(g), Gates argues, is a “simultaneous, but
negated, parallel discursive (ontological, political) universe” within the “white discursive universe” (49),
in a “symbiotic” relationship with it and “grafted” onto it (50). Rather than a utopian or separatist outside
and rather than a relation of exteriority, Gates claims a relation of identity as well as difference between
Signifyin(g), the white literary canon and white literary theory. Like Bakhtin’s “double-voiced word”,
the hope is that Signifyin(g) is “decolonize[ing]” by grafting a new “orientation” onto the existing ones
(50).

Homi K. Bhabha (1949–) is a postcolonial theorist committed, at least in principle, to an interstitial
communication between Postcolonial Studies, African-American studies, feminism, queer theory,
Marxism, etc. He puts forward the figure of the hybrid migrant, a figure with resonance in all these fields.
Bhabha’s “migrant” is overdetermined and polysemous, and he envisages a meeting of migrants “without
an assumed or imposed hierarchy” (Bhabha 1994, 4). Toni Morrison’s Tar Baby (1981) explores the
hidden, deep-seated and intersecting hierarchies underlying a community composed entirely of migrants.
Bhabha’s meeting of migrants, on the other hand, might be understood as an alliance politics (discussed
above in relation to Butler) or as a Derridean ethics of deconstructing binary oppositions and their
hierarchies (e.g. colonizer/colonized) within the self (see Chapters 1, 11); indeed Bhabha’s major
influence is Derrida.

Bhabha’s The Location of Culture (1994) casts the processes of minoritarian translation Gates calls
Signifyin(g) in a global, transnational, utopian cosmopolitan perspective discernible in the work of
Fanon (where it is introduced as a counterpoint to national consciousness) (see Chapter 10). Unlike
Gates, who traces – in his own self-reflexive and witty terms – a “myth of origins” (Gates 1988, ix) for
African-American Signifyin(g) in the African figure of Esu, Bhabha is not searching for roots. The



concentration of his work is on modernity and postmodernity. Whereas Gates alludes to the African
diaspora but zooms in quickly on the African-American community, Bhabha views the African diaspora
(begun with the enslavement and enforced migration of Africans to the Americas) as exemplary of a
larger modern history of race, class and gender oppression and resistance. Gates argues that African-
Americans are double-voiced – engaging both with dominant white and minority black traditions – and
bicultural. African-American double-voiced-ness – the participation in dominant language and culture as
well as the African-American – is a significant condition for their resistance to dominant culture (rather
than the psychic tearing asunder described by Du Bois, see Chapter 7). Bhabha couldn’t agree more,
celebrating the “migrant’s double-vision” (Bhabha 1994, 5) and desiring to explore “narratives where
double-lives are led in the postcolonial world” (213) and in the “in-between spaces of double-frames”
(216).

In Bhabha’s terms, African-American “hybridity” finds a counterpart in the cultural “hybridity” of
the colonized (whose cultural transitioning in-between indigenous and white-colonial cultures didn’t
involve physical displacement), as well as the “hybridity” of postcolonial migrants in our own era of
globalization (3–5, 13, 227, 236). (Bhabha’s exemplary hybridity involves a powerful and a powerless
term.) Bhabha locates resistance to dominant culture in a hybridity that is akin to Gates’s Signifyin(g).
For example, Salman Rushdie’s “empowering condition of hybridity” leads to an “iteration that is …
ironic and insurgent” (227). Rushdie’s postmodern intertextuality is critical and repeats with a difference
(see Chapter 9). The site of political and psychic resistance is an “in-between” (1–2, 216, 219, 227). In
spatial terms, it is akin to Derrida’s deconstructive crossing of the border between binary oppositions or
Barthes’s a-topic site: u-topian, a non-site outside fixed hierarchical identities (such as
masculine/feminine, etc.) (see Chapter 11). In temporal terms, it is outside linear history, and explicitly
indebted to Walter Benjamin’s “now”, which captures “a moment of transition” (224), of “undecidability
or unconditionality” (233) (see Chapter 7). “Border” (1), “borderline” (8), “interstices” (2), “liminality”
(224), “transit” (1), “crossing” (224), “intervening” (7), “transitional” (216), etc. recur in Bhabha’s
writing.

Bhabha argues that the in-between is a site for the articulation of differences: class, gender, race.
Judith Butler rejected the kind of feminism that posits the primacy of gender and explored the
articulation of multiple vectors of difference (discussed above). Bhabha similarly rejects the primacy of
any single form of difference in favour of the “articulation of cultural differences” (1994, 1): against
“any claim to a singular or autonomous sign of difference – be it class, gender or race”, he is searching
for “something else besides, in-between” (219). Derrida valued a textual practice of border-crossings
between binary oppositions: “This dislocation (is what) writes/is written” (Derrida quoted in Bhabha
1994, 108). Bhabha values a subjectivity, textual practice and politics articulating contemporary cultural
differences. In relation to subjectivity, Bhabha views it as formed in-between differences and “fixed
identifications” (4), so that subjectivity is “a hybridity, a difference ‘within’” (13). (W. E. B. Du Bois and



Virginia Woolf captured the tensions between American and black, British and woman, within the self,
as discussed in Chapter 7.) The relation of differences within the hybrid self spans from the dialogic to
contradictory, “ambivalent, antagonistic identifications”, though even “incommensurable” differences are
negotiable (2, 229). By contrast, racist subjectivity is fixed around the “fantasy of [pure] difference”,
without proximity or communication, as in the white European’s racist stereotypes of “the simian Negro”
and “the effeminate Asiatic male” as completely different from the European (108). In relation to textual
practice, Derek Walcott and Toni Morrison are viewed as exemplary, in their pursuit of linguistic and
cultural double-voiced-ness. Bhabha calls for an alliance politics, a “genuinely articu-latory” politics of
“borderline negotiations” (223), within a utopian horizon of interstitial “solidarity” among differences (3,
231). His implicit assumption is that hybrid subjectivity lends itself to alliance politics and that both are
politically progressive.

Bhabha reconceptualizes community and solidarity from the “interstitial perspective” of alliance
politics (Bhabha 1994, 3). His concept of community “disrupts the homogeneity of the imagined
community of the nation” (230), as well as the homogeneity and naturalness of any single and fenced-in
form of identity (based on the primacy of race, class or gender). In this sense, community is unhomely
and uncanny, like Sethe’s haunted house in Beloved, a site of “extra-territorial and cross-cultural
initiations” (9–10). For Bhabha “minority” groups (in terms of power rather than size) are hybrid groups
and, rather than focusing on any particular group, Bhabha attends to their potential political alliance,
particularly the “translational time and space” in which “minority communities negotiate their collective
identifications” and act “through incommensurable … positions” (231). Solidarity by no means excludes
dissension and conflicts, and includes a process of translation.

Bhabha is explicitly indebted to Walter Benjamin’s concept of “translation”. Far from lending itself
to a facile multiculturalist mantra, Benjamin’s concept highlights the “irresolution” and “liminality” of
cultural translation and the “element of resistance in the process of transformation”, as Bhabha points out
(Bhabha 1994, 224). Translation involves the untranslatable: a “foreign”, disjunctive, “unstable” and
“indeterminate” element (227). Cultural translation – like Benjamin’s “now” – is steeped in
“contingency” and “indeterminacy” (234). Bhabha follows Benjamin in highlighting the
“unrepresentable” (217) and converges with Spivak’s emphasis on the unpresent-ability of the subaltern.
Marlow in Heart of Darkness situates himself in the “midst of the incomprehensible” (Conrad quoted in
Bhabha 1994, 213) and Bhabha recognizes “cognitive obscurity” (216) as an inevitable consequence
rather than a predicament in our era of globalization. Achebe might object to Bhabha that the otherness
of African people in Heart of Darkness is the sense of complete untranslatability rather than incomplete
translation (see Chapter 8). For Bhabha, by contrast, multiculturalism requires exploration of affinity
with one’s cultural others, as well as acceptance of the impossibility of full and fixed knowledge of those
others.



In dialogue with Bhabha, the postcolonial theorist Robert J. C. Young (1950–) develops a parallel
and complementary project in White Mythologies and Colonial Desire. White Mythologies: Writing
History and the West (1990, 2004) asks how one would go about putting together and practising a non-
Eurocentric theory of history. In response to this question, Young performatively summons and maps out
a new academic field of knowledge, Postcolonial Studies. In 1990 “there was no obvious discipline or
place where it would fit” (Young 2004, 1). Young’s role in relation to Postcolonial Studies is comparable
to Gates’s in relation to African-American Studies and Gilbert and Gubar’s in relation to Women’s
Studies. White Mythologies inaugurates this new field by situating Said, Spivak, Bhabha and others
within it, by (re)constructing its genealogy and by asking what forms of knowledge it might and might
not pursue. The genealogy Young attributes to Postcolonial Studies is multiple. If the Ur-text of the new
field is the work of Fanon, post-structuralism is also vitally important. Theory and politics – especially
“tri-continental” politics, the postcolonial politics of the three continents of the South: Africa, Asia and
Latin America (1) – are equally affirmed and placed in dialogue. There is a Marxist strand in the field’s
indebtedness to non-Western Marxisms (e.g. Fanon) or atypical versions of Western Marxism (e.g.
Benjamin, Bakhtin). There is also a programmatic willingness to listen to feminists outside the field (e.g.
Kristeva, Cixous).

The question of method or mode of knowledge appropriate to Postcolonial Studies might be asked
broadly like this: “How can we know and respect the other?” (Young 2004, 46). The questioner here is
implicitly situated as white and male. While Bhabha’s preferred method in the Location of Culture is to
enter into dialogue with contemporary writers (e.g. Morrison, Walcott, Coetzee), Young opts to look
back. His project is a revisionist historiography: situated (or aware of its Western “positionality”, as
discussed in relation to Spivak above), self-critical and reparative. Foucault and Said showed the “deep
articulation of knowledge with power” (43), but Foucault singled out self-critique as the most valuable
aspect of the Enlightenment (see Chapter 4). In the context of Postcolonial Studies Western knowledge
and reason must pay self-critical attention to their tendency to claiming universal validity -leading to
self-relativization – and bear in mind the collusion of science and knowledge in the past with
Imperialism and racism. The subject/object model of knowledge – the knowing subject and the object to
be known – is suspicious in itself. The result may be that the human subjects being studied are treated as
less than subjects.

The work of Emmanuel Levinas, admired and promoted by Derrida, has been influential. Levinas’s
thought attempts to articulate respect for the other in their otherness, based on acceptance of “infinite
separation” rather than cognitively “grasping” the other (Levinas quoted in Young 2004, 44). What
Levinas has in mind is one person’s love for another, but his ethics has influenced Spivak’s sense of the
unpresentability of the “subaltern” and Bhabha’s insistence on cognitive obscurity in cultural translation.
Levinas associates the time-honoured European ontological obsession with Unity and the One (see
Chapter 3) with the violence of an incorporating self that reduces all to itself, the other to the same, and



calls for a turn from ontology to ethics. Elements of ethical postcolonial knowledge will include care not
to impose one’s concepts and the use of dialogue, with sensitivity to imbalances of power, that allows for
a “calling into question of the same by the other” – or they might involve a movement of “the same unto
the other which never returns to the same”, perhaps a becoming-other in Deleuze and Guattari’s terms
(Levinas quoted in Young 2004, 47, 49). For example, the Odyssey’s Lotos-eaters would be a more
appropriate postcolonial figure than Odysseus. Derrida’s response to Levinas is to question both the
possibility of “absolute otherness”, without any element of identity with the same, and “the ability to
excise all violence in the relation to it” (47).

If Levinas and Derrida stand for Western self-critique, Young’s revisionist historiography hybridizes
Western thought. For example, Young understands Derrida’s deconstructive critique of centre and margin
as a deconstruction of the authority of the West and a contribution to the decolonization of European
thought. The point is not simply that Derrida, born in colonial Algeria, might have been more
preoccupied by anticolonial struggles than previously thought. The bolder move is to show the degree to
which the entire poststructuralist movement was indebted to “tricontinental” political and theoretical
movements, for example Maoism as Young sets out to demonstrate in the introduction to the revised
2004 edition. This exemplifies a reparative historiography listening for silenced voices.

In Colonial Desire: Hybridity in Theory, Culture and Race (1995) Young responds to Bhabha’s
theorization of hybridity with a genealogy of the concept of hybridity in nineteenth- and twentieth-
century English scientific, cultural and literary discourses on interracial sexual encounters and mixed-
race offspring. A complex picture emerges which Young formalizes into five conceptual alternatives
oscillating between two poles of racial fusion and contrafusion (disjunction):

1 The “polygenist” view assumes distinct and fixed racial differences such that hybridization is not
possible (any offspring of interracial sexuality are thought to be infertile or that they will become so in a
generation or two).

2 “Amalgamation”, in its positive version, endorses a melting-pot effect (the creation of new and
viable mixed-race types).

3 The view of “decomposition” is that any amalgamation does not last either through eventual
infertility or through reversion to one of the original types (so it is a variation of 1).

4 “Proximate hybridization” distinguishes between proximate and distant racial groups and only
supports hybridization of the proximate.

5 Amalgamation, in its negative version, views hybridization as degeneration, i.e. the new mixed-
race types are deemed inferior to the original, pure ones (Young 1995, 18 throughout).



In sum, theories of racial hybridity have oscillated between two poles: while versions of fusion
envisage mixing, merging and the “evanescence of ‘race’”, versions of contrafusion may set racial
groups “against each other” in antagonism (19).

Young discerns a similar oscillation and doubleness in Bakhtin’s theorization of linguistic (and
cultural) hybridity (in terms of heteroglossia, dialogism, internal dialogism, double-voiced-ness,
dissonance and resonance, see Chapter 7). Using Bakhtin’s terms we might say that Bakhtin’s linguistic
hybridity is at least double-voiced, oscillating between dissonance and resonance. (Dissonance and
resonance can be mapped onto Young’s double project of (self-) critique and reconstruction in White
Mythologies.) Dialogic dissonance might include a contestatory or antagonistic dialogue between two
languages/cultural perspectives, a “politicized setting of cultural differences against each other
dialogically”, “division and separation”, a disarticulation and “subversion of authority” (Young 1995,
21–2), intervention, resistance or a “dia-sporizing” (in Bakhtin’s terms, centrifugal) movement (25) or a
movement of repulsion. Dialogic resonance might include a centripetal movement of attraction, fusion
into a new language/cultural perspective, generative coalescence and coalition, a hegemony creating new
spaces and new forms, a new counter-hegemonic alliance. Of course linguistic/cultural hybridity is not
exclusively political, and when political not necessarily “radical”, but Young concentrates on its radical
political manifestations.

Young sometimes seems to suggest that only linguistic/cultural dissonance is politically radical but
it is clear that both dissonance and resonance might take political forms. He maps Gates’s “Signifyin(g)”
and Bhabha’s “hybridity” onto dissonance, Edward Brathwaite’s “creolization” onto resonance (Young
1995, 21), but it seems to me that aspects of Gates’s and Bhabha’s work are also counter-hegemonic,
articulatory, resonant. Resonant and dissonant dialogism are capacious containers of heterogeneous
repertoires of dialogic linguistic/cultural practice and interaction. For example, assimilation into the
majority and the articulation of a radical counter-hegemonic alliance, though hugely different, might
both be forms of resonance. The most virulent form of racism and its contestation might both be forms of
dissonance. These repertoires are resources for contemporary multiculturalism that Young is
emphatically not setting up as a binary opposition; he values both modes, in spite of his propensity for
dissonance. We might say that the relation of resonance and dissonance is one of “impossible
simultaneity” (26) between the two.

For Young resonance and dissonance, fusion and contrafusion remain the ambiguous resources of
twenty-first-century multiculturalism. As his work reminds us, the “interval that we assert between
ourselves and the past may be much less than we assume” (Young 1995, 28). Either resource can take
enabling and disabling forms, and neither is enough on its own. Is it possible to practise cultural
hybridization while also celebrating our differences? These are not new problems. The premise of
Young’s project is that a self-critical and ethical postcolonial historiography at least clarifies the “forms”



of historical “repetition” in which we are inevitably caught (28).

Conclusion

● Cixous’s écriture féminine explores the connections of the body, sexuality and writing – the text
as “sext”. The erotogeneity of a multiple and excessive (rather than genital and reproductive) sexuality
spills over into an excess of aesthetic forms and meanings. Écriture féminine is not necessarily writing
by women. Its catachrestic collage-aesthetic of multiple brief “identificatory embraces” is one of voler:
stealing/flight/excessive giving.

●  Irigaray’s écriture féminine pursues “mimicry” or playful repetition in her texts on thinkers and
writers. In connecting writing to the body, she turns to tactility: touch as an alternative encounter and
merging of self and other, dissolving the opposition activity/passivity. Figures such as two lips touching
each other (a polysemous figure of speaking/writing, plural sexuality, solidarity) initiate her project of
symbolic renewal.

●  Butler outlines a strategy of gender resignification: in response to pervasive genderizing, she
advocates openness to resignification, multiple, proliferating and self-consciously contingent gender
performances. Valuing conflict rather than consensus and critiquing utopianism, Butler rejects the
primacy of gender and sexual difference over other differences. Turning to black women’s writing (e.g.
Larsen’s Passing) and feminists of colour, she endorses their articulation of gender, race, sexuality, class.

●  Sedgwick maps out contradictions in twentieth-century discourses on sexuality and gender: in
relation to sexuality, the contradiction between a minoritizing and a universalizing discourse on
homosexuality; in relation to gender, the contradiction between an inversion model and a gender-
separatist model of homosexuality.

●  Said studies Orientalism as a discourse constructing “the Oriental” as an ahistorical essence,
paying particular attention to literature: the ways in which texts reproduce and participate in Orientalism
and question and resist it. Said proposes a double, “contrapuntal” reading that avoids the neocolonial and
anticolonial camps and stages a dialogue between the two. For example, Said discerns a colonial and a
virtual contrapuntal vision in Heart of Darkness, while he extends or dialogizes Kim with a reparative
contrapuntal reading.

●  Spivak presents the unpresentability of the subaltern, outside neocolonial, anticolonial and
postcolonial elites, including the multiculturalist liberal academy. Spivak advocates the postcolonial
critic’s self-reflective awareness of their positionality and privilege and their recognition of the
inaccessibility of their “object”.



●  Gates suggests that the self-theorizing of African and African-American literary traditions
anticipated poststructuralist strategies. The African trickster Esu embodies resignification, the deferral of
the signified and the deconstruction of binary oppositions. African-American Signifyin(g) is double-
voiced revision or repetition with a difference, both in relation to the Western written tradition and the
African-American vernacular tradition. Signifyin(g) might take the form of tropological revision, formal
revision, hidden polemic or homage.

●  Bhabha figures the hybrid migrant’s double vision. He understands “hybridity” as ironic or
insurgent iteration. The “in-between” is a crossing of the border between binary opposites or the
negotiation and articulation of incommensurable identities. Bhabha understands politics and
“community” as an uncanny translational time/space. Cultural translation involves the untranslatable and
recognition of cognitive obscurity.

●  Young maps out Postcolonial Studies, reconstructing its multiple political and theoretical
genealogy and exploring ethical forms of knowledge, particularly (self-)critique and reconstructive,
reparative historiography. These methods or forms include self-relativization, acceptance of cognitive
distance, being questioned by the other, becoming the other, critique of the limits of dialogue,
deconstruction of the authority of the West, showing the non-Western origins of Western thought.
Young’s genealogy of the concept of “hybridity” captures an oscillation between fusion (coalition,
coalescence into new forms, reconstruction) and contrafusion (disjunction, contestation, critique). These
ambiguous resources can be reclaimed towards a double postcolonial method: (self-)critique and
reconstructive historiography.

Further reading

See especially Bhabha 1994; Butler 1990, 1993, 1995; Cixous 1976, 1986, 1991;
Gates 1988; Irigaray 1985b, 1985c, 1991b; Kristeva 1986c; Mohanty 1984; Said 1993,
2003; Sedgwick 2008; Spivak 1999; Young 1995, 2004.


