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Introduction: The Implied Order: 
Structuralism 

Julie Rivkin and Michael Ryan 

Structuralism begins with the work of Ferdinand de Saussure, an early twentieth-century 

Swiss linguist who argued that language should be studied as if it were frozen in time 

and cut transversely like a leaf. What results is a vision of the entire language system as 

it exists in implied or unconscious fashion in any spoken utterance. Utterances are 

merely the manifestation of the rules of the system that lend order to the heterogeneity of 

language. This notion of an implied order is central to the Structuralist undertaking, as it 

spreads out from linguistics to anthropology and philosophy and to literary criticism 

through the course of the twentieth century. 

Structuralism derives both historically and logically from Formalism. Roman 

Jakobson, one of the original Formalists, was also, by virtue of emigration, one of the 

first major influences on French Structuralism, which flourished from the 1950s through 

the 1960s. The scientific impulse evident in Formalism also finds its fulfillment in the 

Structuralist emphasis on the task of adducing the internal system or order of linguistic, 

cultural, and literary phenomena. 

From Jakobson, early Structuralists such as anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss learned 

of Saussure's ideas about language. Levi-Strauss began to see that culture, like language, 

is a system characterized by an internal order of interconnected parts that obey certain 

rules of operation. A structure is both like a skeleton and like a genetic code in that it is 

the principle of stability and coherence in any cultural system, while also being the 

principle of action that allows the culture to exist in time as a living thing. After meeting 

Jakobson in New York during their mutual exile during World War II, Levi-Strauss began 

to think about culture as a form of communication like language. What was 

communicated between cultural participants were tokens, like words, that enacted and 

reproduced the basic assumptions and rules of the culture. In his analysis of kinship 

systems, Elementary Structures of Kinship (1949), Levi-Strauss argued that primitive 

cultures maintain peace between social groups by using women as tokens in marriage. 

Such inter-familial and intertribal marriages function as a form of communication and 

create personal or family relations that work to diminish the possibility of conflict. Levi-

Strauss went on to conduct famous studies of myths that noticed, in the same manner as 

Russian critic Vladimir Propp's path-breaking work on folk tales, that such myths, despite 

their heterogeneity and multiplicity, told the same kernel narratives. Those narratives 

tended to work to resolve contradictions in the culture, such as that between a conception 

of humans as plant-growing and peaceful and humans as hunters and 
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warriors. The many versions of the Oedipus myth, for example, all tell a story about the 

conflict between the idea that humans emerge from the earth ("Oedipus" means lame in 

the foot) and the idea that they are born from other humans (hence the sanctity of the 

incest taboo). The tale's function is to provide a mediation to the contradiction between 

nature (sexuality) and culture (rule against incest) by forbidding natural sex between 

family members. 

The second major contribution that Saussure made to Structuralism was his conception 

of the linguistic sign. Words, he noted, are signs, and linguistics rightly belongs to 

another discipline called semiology, which would study the way signs, including words, 

operate. Words are signs in that they consist of two faces or sides -the signifier, which is 

the phonic component, and the signified, which is the ideational component. A word is 

both a sound and an idea or image of its referent. Alongside and often in conjunction 

with the Structural anthropology of Levi-Strauss, there developed in France in the 1950s, 

especially in the work of Roland Barthes, a concern with the study of the semiological 

dimension of literature and culture. A work of literature, Barthes noted, is, after all, 

nothing but an assemblage of signs that function in certain ways to create meaning. In 

studying culture, Barthes noticed that films, commodities, events, and images are lent 

meaning by their association with certain signs. Barthes went on in the 1960s to become 

one of the major practitioners of semiological analysis in literature. His most important 

books are Writing Degree Zero (1953), Mythologies (1957), On Racine (1963), Critical 

Essays (1964), Elements of Semiology (1965), and S/Z (1970). 

A direct link between French Structuralism and Russian Formalism was established in 

1965 with the publication of Tzvetan Todorov's collected translations of the Formalists' 

Theory of Literature. Todorov's work is associated most often with the study of narrative, 

and he helped formulate the Structuralist conception of narrative as the common element 

of organization among diverse examples. In his study of Henry James's tales, for example 

("The Structural Analysis of Narrative" in Poetics of Prose [1971]), he contends that they 

all revolve around a missing center, a point of desire that is sought but that never appears. 

The study of narrative (or narratology, as it is also called) is one of the most abiding 

strands of Structuralist thinking. 

By the mid-1960s, Structuralism was the dominant school of thought in French 

intellectual life, and its influence is evident in the work of historian Michel Foucault, 

psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan, literary critic Julia Kristeva, and philosopher Louis 

Althusser. Foucault's work at that time included The Order of Things: An Archeology of 

the Human Sciences (Les Mots et les choses, 1966), The Archeology of Knowledge (1969), 

and The Order of Discourse (1970). Foucault is important for drawing attention to the 

role of language in the conceptual frameworks or "epistemes" that are used in different 

epochs for understanding the world. Words provide us with maps for assigning order to 

nature and to society. Foucault notices that what counts as knowledge changes with time, 

and with each change, the place of language in knowledge is also modified. In one era, 

the world is considered to be a site of analogies between levels, but in a later epoch, the 

world is broken down into discrete parts that are then organized into taxonomies. 

Foucault is important as well for developing the idea of discourse and of discourse 

formation. A discursive formation is a coherent group of assumptions and language 

practices that applies to one region of knowledge, or expresses the beliefs of a social 

group, or articulates rules and ideals regarding kinds of behavior. Modern science is 
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a discursive formation in that it is characterized both by a list of discoveries and a body 

of knowledge, but also by recognized and widely accepted linguistic forms for describing 

the methods and findings of science. When we get to feminism, you will encounter 

feminists who speak of the "discourse of patriarchy," the set of ways of thinking and of 

practicing language that lend coherence to male rule in society. They also describe the 

discourse of advice books that educated women prior to the modern era in how to behave 

"properly" as women, that is, in how to be "chaste, silent, and obedient." 

Foucault's work draws attention to the fact that many assumptions in a culture are 

maintained by language practices that comprise a common tool both for knowing the 

world and for constructing it. By construction here, we mean the translation of physical 

realities into discursive realities. The "dominant discourse" of the US, for example, is one 

that lends great privilege to the "freedom" of the individual. The physical reality of 

modern life is hemmed in and constrained in many complex ways, from laws that allow 

police to search automobiles without cause to an economic system that requires 

enormous amounts of time spent at the workplace under someone else's control. 

Nevertheless, this physical and institutional reality is rendered discursively in the 

American lexicon as "freedom." Just as all women were far from being chaste, silent, and 

obedient, despite what the dominant discourse of the advice or courtesy books mandated, 

so also most Americans have limited access to the kind of pure freedom the dominant 

term seems to imply. What Foucault noted was that the world we live in is shaped as 

much by language as by knowledge or perception. Indeed, according to him, knowledge 

and perception always occur through the mediation of language. We would not be able to 

know anything if we were not able to order the world linguistically in certain ways. 

In his later work, Foucault explores the way sexuality is characterized over history in 

different discourses of the body {History of Sexuality [1976]). And he examines the 

change in regimes of social discipline from medieval times to modern times {Discipline 

and Punish [1975]). 



Course in General Linguistics 

Ferdinand de Saussure 

Assembled by students from class notes and published in 1916, Ferdinand de Saussure's 

Course in General Linguistics quickly became one of the most influential books of the 

twentieth century. It inspired a wide range of work in anthropology, sociology, philosophy, 

and literary criticism that is usually referred to as Structuralism. 

In separating language from speaking we are at the same time separating: (1) what is 

social from what is individual; and (2) what is essential from what is accessory and more 

or less accidental. 

Language is not a function of the speaker; it is a product that is passively assimilated 

by the individual. It never requires premeditation, and reflection enters in only for the 

purpose of classification, which we shall take up later. 

Speaking, on the contrary, is an individual act. It is willful and intellectual. Within the 

act, we should distinguish between: (1) the combinations by which the speaker uses the 

language code for expressing his own thought; and (2) the psychophysical mechanism 

that allows him to exeriorize those combinations. 

To summarize, these are the characteristics of language: 

(1) Language is a well-defined object in the heterogeneous mass of speech facts. It can 

be localized in the limited segment of the speaking-circuit where an auditory image 

becomes associated with a concept. It is the social side of speech, outside the individual 

who can never create nor modify it by himself; it exists only by virtue of a sort of 

contract signed by the members of a community. Moreover, the individual must always 

serve an apprenticeship in order to learn the functioning of language; a child assimilates 

it only gradually. It is such a distinct thing that a man deprived of the use of speaking 

retains it provided that he understands the vocal signs that he hears. 

(2) Language, unlike speaking, is something that we can study separately. Although 

dead languages are no longer spoken, we can easily assimilate their linguistic organisms. 

We can dispense with the other elements of speech; indeed, the science of language is 

possible only if the other elements are excluded. 

(3) Whereas speech is heterogeneous, language, as defined, is homogeneous. It is a 

system of signs in which the only essential thing is the union of meanings and sound-

images, and in which both parts of the sign are psychological. 
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(4) Language is concrete, no less so than speaking; and this is a help in our study of it. 

Linguistic signs, though basically psychological, are not abstractions; associations which 

bear the stamp of collective approval - and which added together constitute language - are 

realities that have their seat in the brain. 

We have just seen that language is a social institution; but several features set it apart 

from other political, legal, etc. institutions. 

We must call in a new type of facts in order to illuminate the special nature of 

language. 

Language is a system of signs that express ideas, and is therefore comparable to a 

system of writing, the alphabet of deaf-mutes, symbolic rites, polite formulas, military 

signals, etc. But it is the most important of all these systems. 

A science that studies the life of signs within society is conceivable; it would be a part 

of social psychology and consequently of general psychology; I shall call it semiology 

(from Greek semeion, "sign"). Semiology would show what constitutes signs, what laws 

govern them. Since the science does not yet exist, no one can say what it would be; but it 

has a right to existence, a place started out in advance. Linguistics is only a part of the 

general science of semiology; the laws discovered by semiology will be applicable to 

linguistics, and the latter will circumscribe a well-defined area within the mass of 

anthropological facts... 

Sign, Signified, Signifier 

Some people regard language, when reduced to its elements, as a naming-process only - a 

list of words, each corresponding to the thing that it names. For example: 

 
etc. etc. 

This conception is open to criticism at several points. It assumes that ready-made ideas 

exist before words...; it does not tell us whether a name is vocal or psychological 
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in nature (arbor, for instance, can be considered from either viewpoint); finally, it lets us 

assume that the linking of a name and a thing is a very simple operation - an assumption 

that is anything but true. But this rather naive approach can bring us near the truth by 

showing us that the linguistic unit is a double entity, one formed by the associating of 

two terms. 

We have seen in considering the speaking-circuit that both terms involved in the 

linguistic sign are psychological and are united in the brain by an associative bond. This 

point must be emphasized. The linguistic sign unites, not a thing and a name, but a 

concept and a sound-image. The latter is not the material sound, a purely physical thing, 

but the psychological imprint of the sound, the impression that it makes on our senses. 

The sound-image is sensory, and if I happen to call it "material," it is only in that sense, 

and by way of opposing it to the other term of the association, the concept, which is 

generally more abstract. 

The psychological character of our sound-images becomes apparent when we observe 

our own speech. Without moving our lips or tongue, we can talk to ourselves or recite 

mentally a selection of verse. Because we regard the words of our language as sound-

images, we must avoid speaking of the "phonemes" that make up the words. This term, 

which suggests vocal activity, is applicable to the spoken word only, to the realization of 

the inner image in discourse. We can avoid that misunderstanding by speaking of the 

sounds and syllables of a word provided we remember that the names refer to the sound-

image. 

The linguistic sign is then a two-sided psychological entity that can be represented by 

the drawing: 

Concept 

Sound image 

The two elements are intimately united, and each recalls the other. Whether we try to 

find the meaning of the Latin word arbor or the word that Latin uses to designate the 

concept "tree," it is clear that only the associations sanctioned by that language appear to 

us to conform to reality, and we disregard whatever others might be imagined. 

Our definition of the linguistic sign poses an important question of terminology. I call 

the combination of a concept and a sound-image a. sign, but in current usage the term 

generally designates only a sound-image, a word, for example (arbor, etc.). One tends to 

forget that arbor is called a sign only because it carries the concept "tree," with the result 

that the idea of the sensory part implies the idea of the whole. 
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Ambiguity would disappear if the three notions involved here were designated by three 

names, each suggesting and opposing the others. I propose to retain the word sign [signe] 

to designate the whole and to replace concept and sound-image respectively by signified 

[signifie] and signifier [signifiant]; the last two terms have the advantage of indicating the 

opposition that separates them from each other and from the whole of which they are 

parts. As regards sign, if I am satisfied with it, this is simply because I do not know of 

any word to replace it, the ordinary language suggesting no other. 

The linguistic sign, as defined, has two primordial characteristics. In enunciating them 

I am also positing the basic principles of any study of this type. 

Principle I: The Arbitrary Nature of the Sign 

The bond between the signifier and the signified is arbitrary. Since I mean by sign the 

whole that results from the associating of the signifier with the signified, I can simply 

say: the linguistic sign is arbitrary. 

The idea of "sister" is not linked by any inner relationship to the succession of sounds 

s-o-r which serves as its signifier in French; that it could be represented equally by just 

any other sequence is proved by differences among languages and by the very existence 

of different languages: the signified "ox" has as its signifier b-o-f on one side of the 

border and o-k-s (Ochs) on the other. 

No one disputes the principle of the arbitrary nature of the sign, but it is often easier to 

discover a truth than to assign to it its proper place. Principle I dominates all the 

linguistics of language; its consequences are numberless. It is true that not all of them are 

equally obvious at first glance; only after many detours does one discover them, and with 

them the primordial importance of the principle... 

The word arbitrary also calls for comment. The term should not imply that the choice 

of the signifier is left entirely to the speaker (we shall see below that the individual does 

not have the power to change a sign in any way once it has become established in the 

linguistic community); I mean that it is unmotivated, i.e. arbitrary in that it actually has 

no natural connection with the signified. 

In concluding let us consider two objections that might be raised to the establishment 

of Principle I: 

1 Onomatopoeia might be used to prove that the choice of the signifier is not always 

arbitrary. But onomatopoeic formations are never organic elements of a linguistic 

system. Besides, their number is much smaller than is generally supposed. Words like 

French fouet "whip" or glas "knell" may strike certain ears with suggestive sonority, but 

to see that they have not always had this priority we need only examine their Latin forms 

{fouet is derived from fag us "beech-tree," glas from classi-cum "sound of a trumpet"). 

The quality of their present sounds, or rather the quality that is attributed to them, is a 

fortuitous result of phonetic evolution. 

As for authentic onomatopoeic words (e.g. glug-glug, tick-tock, etc.), not only are they 

limited in number, but also they are chosen somewhat arbitrarily, for they are only 

approximate and more or less conventional imitations of certain sounds (cf. English bow-

mow and French oua-oua). In addition, once these words have been introduced into the 

language, they are to a certain extent subject to the same evolution - phonetic, 

morphological, etc. - that other words undergo (cf. pigeon, ultimately from the vulgar 

Latin pipio derived in turn from an onomatopoeic formulation): 
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obvious proof that they lose something of their original character in order to assume that 

of the linguistic sign in general, which is unmotivated. 

2 Interjections, closely related to onomatopoeia, can be attacked on the same grounds 

and come no closer to refuting our thesis. One is tempted to see in them spontaneous 

expressions of reality dictated, so to speak, by natural forces. But for most interjections 

we can show that there is no fixed bond between their signified and their signifier. We 

need only compare two languages on this point to see how much such expressions differ 

from one language to the next (e.g. the English equivalent of French ate I is ouch!). We 

know, moreover, that many interjections were once words with specific meanings (cf. 

French diable! "darn!" mordieu! "golly!" from mort Dieu "God's death," etc.).2 

Onomatopoeic formations and interjections are of secondary importance, and their 

symbolic origin is in part open to dispute. 

Principle II: The Linear Nature of the Signifier 

The signifier, being auditory, is unfolded solely in time from which it gets the following 

characteristics: (a) it represents a span, and (b) the span is measurable in a single 

dimension; it is a line. 

While Principle II is obvious, apparently linguists have always neglected to state it, 

doubtless because they found it too simple; nevertheless, it is fundamental, and its 

consequences are incalculable. Its importance equals that of Principle I; the whole 

mechanism of language depends upon it. In contrast to visual signifiers (nautical signals, 

etc.) which can offer simultaneous groupings in several dimensions, auditory signifiers 

have at their command only the dimension of time. Their elements are presented in 

succession; they form a chain. This feature becomes readily apparent when they are 

represented in writing and the spatial line of graphic marks is substituted for succession 

in time. 

Sometimes the linear nature of the signifier is not obvious. When I accent a syllable, 

for instance, it seems that I am concentrating more than one significant element on the 

same point. But this is an illusion; the syllable and its accent constitute only one 

phonational act. There is no duality within the act but only different oppositions to what 

precedes and what follows ... 
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Certainly all sciences would profit by indicating more precisely the coordinates along 

which their subject matter is aligned. Everywhere distinctions should be made, according 

to the following illustration, between (1) the axis of simultaneities (AB), which stands for 

the relations of coexisting things and from which the intervention of time is excluded; 

and (2) the axis of successions {CD), on which only one thing can be considered at a time 

but upon which are located all the things on the first axis together with their changes. 

... [T]o indicate more clearly the opposition and crossing of two orders of phenomena 

that relate to the same object, I prefer to speak of synchronic and diachronic linguistics. 

Everything that relates to the static side of our science is synchronic; everything that has 

to do with evolution is diachronic. Similarly, synchrony and diachrony designate 

respectively a language-state and an evolutionary phase.... 

The Difference between the Two Classes Illustrated by 
Comparisons 

To show both the autonomy and the interdependence of synchrony we can compare the 

first to the projection of an object on a plane surface. Any projection depends directly on 

the nature of the object projected, yet differs from it - the object itself is a thing apart. 

Otherwise there would not be a whole science of projections; considering the bodies 

themselves would suffice. In linguistics there is the same relationship between the 

historical facts and a language-state, which is like a projection of the facts at a particular 

moment. We do not learn about synchronic states by studying bodies, i.e. diachronic 

events, any more than we can learn about geometric projections by studying, even 

carefully, the different types of bodies. 

Similarly if the stem of a plant is cut transversely, a rather complicated design is 

formed by the cut surface; the design is simply one perspective of the longitudinal fibers, 

and we would be able to see them on making a second cut perpendicular to the first. Here 

again one perspective depends on the other; the longitudinal cut shows the fibers that 

constitute the plant, and the transversal cut shows their arrangement on a particular 

plane; but the second is distinct from the first because it brings out certain relations 

between the fibers - relations that we could never grasp by viewing the longitudinal 

plane. 

But of all comparisons that might be imagined, the most fruitful is the one that might 

be drawn between the functioning of language and a game of chess. In both instances we 

are confronted with a system of values and their observable modifications. A game of 

chess is like an artificial realization of what language offers in a natural form. 

Let us examine the matter more carefully. 

First, a state of the set of chessmen corresponds closely to a state of language. The 

respective value of the pieces depends on their position on the chessboard just as each 

linguistic term derives its value from its opposition to all the other terms. 

In the second place, the system is always momentary; it varies from one position to the 

next. It is also true that values depend above all else on an unchangeable convention, the 

set of rules that exists before a game begins and persists after each move. Rules that are 

agreed upon once and for all exist in language too; they are the constant principles of 

semiology. 
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Finally, to pass from one state of equilibrium to the next, or - according to our 

terminology - from one synchrony to the next, only one chesspiece has to be moved; 

there is no general rummage. Here we have the counterpart of the diachronic phe-

nomenon with all its peculiarities. In fact: 

(a) In each play only one chesspiece is moved; in the same way in language, changes 
affect only isolated elements. 

(b) In spite of that, the move has a repercussion on the whole system; it is impossible 
for the player to foresee exactly the extent of the effect. Resulting changes of value 
will be, according to the circumstances, either nil, very serious, or of average 
importance. 

(c) In chess, each move is absolutely distinct from the preceding and the subsequent 
equilibrium. The change effected belongs to neither state: only states matter. 

In a game of chess any particular position has the unique characteristic of being freed 

from all antecedent positions; the route used in arriving there makes absolutely no 

difference; one who has followed the entire match has no advantage over the curious 

party who comes up at a critical moment to inspect the state of the game; to describe this 

arrangement, it is perfectly useless to recall what had just happened ten seconds 

previously. All this is equally applicable to language and sharpens the radical distinction 

between diachrony and synchrony. Speaking operates only on a language-state, and the 

changes that intervene between states have no place in either state. 

At only one point is the comparison weak: the chessplayer intends to bring about a 

shift and thereby to exert an action on the system, whereas language premeditates 

nothing. The pieces of language are shifted - or rather modified - spontaneously and 

fortuitously. The umlaut of Hande for hanti and Gdste for gasti produced a new system 

for forming the plural but also gave rise to verbal forms like tragt from tragit, etc. In 

order to make the game of chess seem at every point like the functioning of language, we 

would have to imagine an unconscious or unintelligent player. This sole difference, 

however, makes the comparison even more instructive by showing the absolute necessity 

of making a distinction between the two classes of phenomena in linguistics. For if 

diachronic facts cannot be reduced to the synchronic system which they condition when 

the change is unintentional, all the more will they resist when they set a blind force 

against the organization of a system of signs.... 

Linguistic Value from a Conceptual Viewpoint 

When we speak of the value of a word, we generally think first of its property of standing 

for an idea, and this is in fact one side of linguistic value. But if this is true, how does 

value differ from signification? Might the two words be synonyms? I think not, although 

it is easy to confuse them, since the confusion results not so much from their similarity as 

from the subtlety of the distinction that they mark. 

From a conceptual viewpoint, value is doubtless one element in signification, and it is 

difficult to see how signification can be dependent upon value and still be distinct from 

it. But we must clear up the issue or risk reducing language to a simple naming-process. 
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Let us first take signification as it is generally understood and as it was pictured on 

page 61. As the arrows in the drawing show, it is only the counterpart of the sound-

image. Everything that occurs concerns only the sound-image and the concept when we 

look upon the word as independent and self-contained. 

Signified 

Signifier 

But here is the paradox: on the one hand the concept seems to be the counterpart of the 

sound-image, and on the other hand the sign itself is in turn the counterpart of the other 

signs of language. 

Language is a system of interdependent terms in which the value of each term results 

solely from the simultaneous presence of the others, as in the diagram: 

Signified    \ f    Signified     \ 

Signifier      / V       Signifier 

How, then, can value be confused with signification, i.e. 

the counterpart of the sound-image? It seems impossible to liken the relations 

represented here by horizontal arrows to those represented above by vertical arrows. 

Putting it another way and again taking up the example of the sheet of paper that is cut in 

two, it is clear that the observable relation between the different pieces A, B, C, D, etc. is 

distinct from the relation between the front and back of the same piece as in A/A', B/B', 

etc. 

To resolve the issue, let us observe from the outset that even outside language all 

values are apparently governed by the same paradoxical principle. They are always 

composed: 

(1) of a dissimilar thing that can be exchanged for the thing of which the value is to 
be determined; and 

(2) of similar things that can be compared with the thing of which the value is to be 
determined. 

Both factors are necessary for the existence of a value. To determine what a five-franc 

piece is worth one must therefore know: (1) that it can be exchanged for a fixed quantity 

of a different thing, e.g. bread; and (2) that it can be compared with a similar value of the 

same system, e.g. a one-franc piece, or with coins of another system (a dollar, etc.). In 

the same way a word can be exchanged for something dissimilar, an idea; besides, it can 

be compared with something of the same nature, another word. Its value is therefore not 

fixed so long as one simply states that it can be "exchanged" for a given concept, i.e. that 

it has this or that signification: one 
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must also compare it with similar values, with other words that stand in opposition to it. 

Its content is really fixed only by the concurrence of everything that exists outside it. 

Being part of a system, it is endowed not only with a signification but also and especially 

with a value, and this is something quite different. 

A few examples will show clearly that this is true. Modern French mouton can have 

the same signification as English sheep but not the same value, and this for several 

reasons, particularly because in speaking of a piece of meat ready to be served on the 

table, English uses mutton and not sheep. The difference in value between sheep and 

mouton is due to the fact that sheep has beside it a second term while the French word 

does not. 

Within the same language, all words used to express related ideas limit each other 

reciprocally; synonyms like French redouter "dread," craindre "fear," and avoir peur "be 

afraid" have value only through their opposition: if redouter did not exist, all its content 

would go to its competitors. Conversely, some words are enriched through contact with 

others: e.g. the new element introduced in decrepit (un vieillard decrepit) results from the 

coexistence of decrepi (un mur decrepi). The value of just any term is accordingly 

determined by its environment; it is impossible to fix even the value of the word 

signifying "sun" without first considering its surroundings: in some languages it is not 

possible to say "sit in the sun?'' 

Everything said about words applies to any term of language, e.g. to grammatical 

entities. The value of a French plural does not coincide with that of a Sanskrit plural even 

though their signification is usually identical; Sanskrit has three numbers instead of two 

{my eyes, my ears, my arms, my legs, etc. are dual); it would be wrong to attribute the 

same value to the plural in Sanskrit and in French; its value clearly depends on what is 

outside and around it. 

If words stood for pre-existing concepts, they would all have exact equivalents in 

meaning from one language to the next; but this is not true. French uses louer (une 

maison) "let (a house)" indifferently to mean both "pay for" and "receive payment for," 

whereas German uses two words, mieten and vermieten; there is obviously no exact 

correspondence of values. The German verbs schatzen and urteilen share a number of 

significations, but that correspondence does not hold at several points. 

Inflection offers some particularly striking examples. Distinctions of time, which are 

so familiar to us, are unknown in certain languages. Hebrew does not recognize even the 

fundamental distinctions between the past, present, and future. Proto-Germanic has no 

special form for the future; to say that the future is expressed by the present is wrong, for 

the value of the present is not the same in Germanic as in languages that have a future 

along with the present. The Slavic languages regularly single out two aspects of the verb: 

the perfective represents action as a point, complete in its totality; the imperfective 

represents it as taking place, and on the line of time. The categories are difficult for a 

Frenchman to understand, for they are unknown in French; if they were predetermined, 

this would not be true. Instead of preexisting ideas then, we find in all the foregoing 

examples values emanating from the system. When they are said to correspond to 

concepts, it is understood that the concepts are purely differential and defined not by their 

positive content but negatively by their relations with the other terms of the system. Their 

most precise characteristic is in being what the others are not. 

Now the real interpretation of the diagram of the signal becomes apparent. Thus means 

that in French the concept "to judge" is linked to the sound-image juger; in 
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Signified 
"to judge" 

\ Signifier J 
\. juger S 

short, it symbolizes signification. But it is quite clear that initially the concept is nothing, 

that is only a value determined by its relations with other similar values, and that without 

them the signification would not exist. If I state simply that a word signifies something 

when I have in mind the associating of a sound-image with a concept, I am making a 

statement that may suggest what actually happens, but by no means am I expressing the 

linguistic fact in its essence and fullness. 

Linguistic Value from a Material Viewpoint 

The conceptual side of value is made up solely of relations and differences with respect 

to the other terms of language, and the same can be said of its material side. The 

important thing in the word is not the sound alone but the phonic differences that make it 

possible to distinguish this word from all others, for differences carry signification. 

This may seem surprising, but how indeed could the reverse be possible? Since one 

vocal image is no better suited than the next for what it is commissioned to express, it is 

evident, even a priori that a segment of language can never in the final analysis be based 

on anything except its noncoincidence with the rest. Arbitrary and differential are two 

correlative qualities. 

The alteration of linguistic signs clearly illustrates this. It is precisely because the 

terms a and b, as such, are radically incapable of reaching the level of consciousness - 

one is always conscious of only the a/b difference - that each term is free to change 

according to laws that are unrelated to its signifying function. No positive sign char-

acterizes the genitive plural in Czech zen; still the two forms zena: zen function as well 

as the earlier forms zena: zenb; zen has value only because it is different. 

Here is another example that shows even more clearly the systematic role of phonic 

differences: in Greek, ephen is an imperfect and esten an aorist although both words are 

formed in the same way; the first belongs to the system of the present indicative of phemi 

"I say," whereas there is no present stemi; now it is precisely the relation phemi: ephen 

that corresponds to the relation between the present and the imperfect (cf. deiknumi: 

edeiknun, etc.). Signs function, then, not through their intrinsic value but through their 

relative position. 

In addition, it is impossible for sound alone, a material element, to belong to language. 

It is only a secondary thing, substance to be put to use. All our conventional values have 

the characteristic of not being confused with the tangible element which supports them. 

For instance, it is not the metal in a piece of money that fixes its value. A coin nominally 

worth five francs may contain less than half its worth of silver. Its value will vary 

according to the amount stamped upon it and according to its use inside or outside a 

political boundary. This is even more true of the 
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linguistic signifier, which is not phonic but incorporeal - constituted not by its material 

substance but by the differences that separate its sound-image from all others. 

The foregoing principle is so basic that it applies to all the material elements of 

language, including phonemes. Every language forms its words on the basis of a system 

of sonorous elements, each element being a clearly delimited unit and one of a fixed 

number of units. Phonemes are characterized not, as one might think, by their own 

positive quality but simply by the fact that they are distinct. Phonemes are above all else 

opposing, relative, and negative entities. 

Proof of this is the latitude that speakers have between points of convergence in the 

pronunciation of distinct sounds. In French, for instance, general use of a dorsal r does 

not prevent many speakers from using a tongue-tip trill; language is not in the least 

disturbed by it; language requires only that the sound be different and not, as one might 

imagine, that it have an invariable quality. I can even pronounce the French r like 

German ch in Bach, dock, etc., but in German I could not use r instead of ch, for German 

gives recognition to both elements and must keep them apart. Similarly, in Russian there 

is no latitude for t in the direction of f (palatalized ?), for the result would be the 

confusing of two sounds differentiated by the language (cf. govorif "speak" and goverit 

"he speaks"), but more freedom may be taken with respect to th (aspirated t) since this 

sound does not figure in the Russian system of phonemes. 

Since an identical state of affairs is observable in writing, another system of signs, we 

shall use writing to draw some comparisons that will clarify the whole issue. In fact: 

1 The signs used in writing are arbitrary; there is no connection, for example, be-
tween the letter t and the sound that it designates. 

2 The value of letters is purely negative and differential. The same person can write t 
for instance, in different ways: 

 

The only requirement is that the sign for t not be confused in his script with the 
signs used for /, d, etc. 

3 Values in writing function only through reciprocal opposition within a fixed system 
that consists of a set number of letters. This third characteristic, though not identi-
cal to the second, is closely related to it, for both depend on the first. Since the 
graphic sign is arbitrary, its form matters little or rather matters only within the 
limitations imposed by the system. 

4 The means by which the sign is produced is completely unimportant, for it does not 
affect the system (this also follows from characteristic 1). Whether I make the letters 
in white or black, raised or engraved, with pen or chisel - all this is of no import-
ance with respect to their signification. 
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The Sign Considered in Its Totality 

Everything that has been said up to this point boils down to this: in language there are 

only differences. Even more important: a difference generally implies positive terms 

between which the difference is set up; but in language there are only differences without 

positive terms. Whether we take the signified or the signifier, language has neither ideas 

nor sounds that existed before the linguistic system, but only conceptual and phonic 

differences that have issued from the system. The idea or phonic substance that a sign 

contains is of less importance than the other signs that surround it. Proof of this is that the 

value of a term may be modified without either its meaning or its sound being affected, 

solely because a neighboring term has been modified. 

But the statement that everything in language is negative is true only if the signified 

and the signifier are considered separately; when we consider the sign in its totality, we 

have something that is positive in its own class. A linguistic system is a series of 

differences of sound combined with a series of differences of ideas; but the pairing of a 

certain number of acoustical signs with as many cuts made from the mass of thought 

engenders a system of values; and this system serves as the effective link between the 

phonic and psychological elements within each sign. Although both the signified and the 

signifier are purely differential and negative when considered separately, their 

combination is a positive fact; it is even the sole type of facts that language has, for 

maintaining the parallelism between the two classes of differences is the distinctive 

function of the linguistic institution. 

Certain diachronic facts are typical in this respect. Take the countless instances where 

alteration of the signifier occasions a conceptual change and where it is obvious that the 

sum of the ideas distinguished corresponds in principle to the sum of the distinctive signs. 

When two words are confused through phonetic alteration (e.g. French decrepit from 

decrepitus and decrepi from crispus), the ideas they express will also tend to become 

confused if only they have something in common. Or a word may have different forms 

(cf. chaise "chair" and chaire "desk"). Any nascent difference will tend invariably to 

become significant but without always succeeding or being successful on the first trial. 

Conversely, any conceptual difference perceived by the mind seeks to find expression 

through a distinct signifier, and two ideas that are no longer distinct in the mind tend to 

merge into the same signifier. 

When we compare signs - positive terms - with each other, we can no longer speak of 

difference; the expression would not be fitting, for it applies only to the comparing of 

two sound-images, e.g. father and mother; or two ideas, e.g. the idea "father" and the 

idea "mother"; two signs, each having a signified and signifier, are not different but only 

distinct. Between them there is only opposition. The entire mechanism of language, with 

which we shall be concerned later, is based on oppositions of this kind and on the phonic 

and conceptual differences that they imply. 

What is true of value is true also of the unit. A unit is a segment of the spoken chain 

that corresponds to a certain concept; both are by nature purely differential. 

Applied to units, the principle of differentiation can be stated in this way: the 

characteristics of the unit blend with the unit itself. In language, as in any semiological 

system, whatever distinguishes one sign from the others constitutes it. Difference makes 

character just as it makes value and the unit. 
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Another rather paradoxical consequence of the same principle is this: in the last 

analysis what is commonly referred to as a "grammatical fact" fits the definition of the 

unit, for it always expresses an opposition of terms; it differs only in that the opposition 

is particularly significant (e.g. the formation of German plurals of the type Nacht: 

Nachte). Each term present in the grammatical fact (the singular without umlaut or final -

e in opposition to the plural with umlaut and -e) consists of the interplay of a number of 

oppositions within the system. When isolated, neither Nacht nor Nachte is anything: thus 

everything is opposition. Putting it another way, the Nacht: Nachte relation can be 

expressed by an algebraic formula a/b in which a and b are not simple terms but result 

from a set of relations. Language, in a manner of speaking, is a type of algebra consisting 

solely of complex terms. Some of its oppositions are more significant than others; but 

units and grammatical facts are only different names for designating diverse aspects of 

the same general fact: the functioning of linguistic oppositions. This statement is so true 

that we might very well approach the problem of units by starting from grammatical 

facts. Taking an opposition like Nacht: Nachte, we might ask what are the units involved 

in it. Are they only the two words, the whole series of similar words, a and a\ or all 

singulars and plurals, etc.? 

Units and grammatical facts would not be confused if linguistic signs were made up of 

something besides differences. But language being what it is, we shall find nothing 

simple in it regardless of our approach; everywhere and always there is the same 

complex equilibrium of terms that mutually condition each other. Putting it another way, 

language is form and not a substance. This truth could not be over-stressed, for all the 

mistakes in our terminology, all our incorrect ways of naming things that pertain to 

language, stem from the involuntary supposition that the linguistic phenomenon must 

have substance. 

Notes   . 

1 The term sound-image may seem to be too restricted inasmuch as beside the representation of 

the sounds of a word there is also that of its articulation, the muscular image of the phonational 

act. But for F. de Saussure, language is essentially a depository, a thing received from without. 

The sound-image is par excellence the natural representation of the word as a fact of potential 

language, outside any actual use of it in speaking. The motor side is thus implied or, in any 

event, occupies only a subordinate role with respect to the sound-image. [Ed.] 

2 Cf. English goodness! and zounds! (from God's wounds). [Trans.] 

3 The use of the comparative form for two and the superlative for more than two in English (e.g. 

may the better boxer win: the best boxer in the world) is probably a remnant of the old distinc-

tion between the dual and the plural number. [Trans.] 
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Around 1967 in Paris, Structuralism, which had dominated French intellectual life for 

much of the 1960s, was displaced by a new intellectual movement. The new thinking in 

philosophy, sociology, and literature that began to emerge around 1967 in the work of 

such French thinkers as Jacques Derrida, Julia Kristeva, Gilles Deleuze, Luce Irigaray, 

Helene Cixous, Jean-Francois Lyotard, and Jean Baudrillard is usually referred to as 

Post-structuralism because it departed so radically from the core assumptions of 

Structuralism. In 1979, Lyotard wrote a book called The Post-Modern Condition that 

described the contemporary era as one in which the old "grand narratives" of the world, 

from Humanism to Marxism, had lost their validity and been replaced by a proliferation 

of "micro" stories. Lyotard borrowed the term "Post-Modernism" from US culture, where 

it had been used to describe a self-reflexive style of writing that broke with standard 

literary conventions. Almost immediately, "Post-modernism" began to be applied to both 

the contemporary era and to Post-structuralism. 

Another term widely associated with Post-structuralism is "deconstruction." De-

construction is the name of a method of critique developed by Jacques Derrida, a 

philosopher whose writing is central to the emergence of Post-structuralism. In 1967, he 

published three books that effectively put an end to Structuralism and launched a new era 

in French intellectual life. The books were Writing and Difference, OfGram-matology, 

and Speech and Phenomenon. The first was a collection of essays on philosophy and 

literature; the second a long critical reading of Levi-Strauss, Saussure, and Rousseau; the 

third a "deconstruction" of the Logical Investigations of Edmund Husserl. 

What did Derrida do that was so revolutionary? He began with the concept of 

difference that he found in the work of Friedrich Nietzsche, Martin Heidegger, and 

Ferdinand de Saussure. It recalled for him the work of Greek philosophers who stood 

outside the dominant Greek tradition of Aristotle and Plato. For Aristotle, knowledge 

consists of the analysis of objects in terms of their essences; Plato invented the 

"metaphysical" notion of an ideal realm of ideas that transcended or existed outside and 

apart from physical reality. The so-called "pre-Socratic" philosophers, on the other hand, 

were interested in the process of space and time that wove together all material objects in 

a "sumploke," or confluence, of being. They emphasized change over stasis and the 

blending together of things over their discreteness or separable identities. 
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Derrida brought these related strains of thought together. He began by focusing on 

Saussure's concept of the diacritical nature of the linguistic sign, according to which the 

identity of a sign is constituted by its differences from other signs. For this to be the case, 

according to Derrida, there had to be a more primordial process of differentiation at work 

that affected everything having to do with language, thought, and reality. His name for 

this more primordial process was "differance" by which he meant a simultaneous process 

of deferment in time and difference in space. One present moment assumes past present 

moments as well as future present moments; to be "present," a present moment 

presupposes its difference from other presents. Similarly, the presence of an object of 

conscious perception or of a thought in the mind is shaped by its difference from other 

objects or thoughts. This simultaneous movement of temporal deferment and spatial 

difference, both ongoing processes that constitute being, are what Derrida means by " 

differance P Ideas and things are like signs in language; there are no identities, only 

differences. 

This idea challenged the central assumptions of metaphysics. According to that 

tradition, the most fundamental or foundational components of knowledge and the criteria 

of truth were presence, substance, essence, and identity - not difference. True ideas were 

present to consciousness, and the essence of a thing consisted of its being fully present to 

itself. But such presence, according to Derrida, is produced by spatial differences and 

temporal delays, in short, by differance. When you point to a presence (of a thing or of an 

idea), you are referred to some other from which it differs. Each presence bears the 

"trace" of its others. When you see the world, what you see is not identities but a network 

of relations between things whose difference from one another allows them to appear to 

be separate and identifiable. What is present to the mind in conscious experience is a kind 

of ghost effect, a flickering of passing moments that are differentially constituted by their 

relations and their inter-connectedness. They have no full, substantial presence (much as 

a flicking of cards of slightly different pictures of the same thing creates the effect of 

seeing the actual thing in motion). 

The same is true of ideas in the mind. When philosophers think of a concept like 

"nature" that is distinct from "culture," they are in fact using concepts that could not exist 

as identities apart from their difference from one another. The difference between the two 

concepts must preexist the concepts. The concept of nature is simply the concept of 

culture differed and deferred. It is the differance of culture. One important implication of 

this insight is that if all things (all objects, ideas, and words) are produced as identities by 

their differences from other things, then a complete determination of identity (a statement 

of what something "is" fully and completely "in itself) would require an endless 

inventory of relations to other terms in a potentially infinite network of differences. 

Truth, as a result, will always be incomplete. 

To say that reality and thought are differential is to say that they are like signs. Derrida 

noted that the structure of signification is a structure of difference. Signs refer to 

something else - an idea or an object - from which they differ. Either they represent an 

idea which they signify in order to mean something, or, they must substitute for the 

presence of an object in the world that they designate. In either case, the ideas and the 

objects are of a different order of being from signs. The identity, presence, and substance 

of the sign are constituted by or as difference. Moreover, all signifiers relate to an other - 

the signified - that makes their identity 
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relational and differential. And all signifieds are in turn themselves differential; they too 

are signifiers. They consist of the reference from one thing to another. Reference inhabits 

reality and makes it possible. 

If every object derives its identity from its difference from other objects, then every 

thing or object and every idea or concept refers to something else to be what it "is." Like 

signifiers, all things bear the "trace" of something to which they refer in an ongoing 

network of relays and references. The structure of signification is internal to reality and 

to thought. Yet signification is normally thought of as something added on to reality that 

stands outside its substantive presence. Reality is matter, and signification is a network 

of differences. 

Yet, if all things are produced by difference, then the very criterion that separates 

signification in language from thought and reality - that it operates through the 

substitution of one thing for another and that the sign refers to something other in order 

to be what it "is" - no longer holds. Because the presence of a thing or of an idea depends 

on something other than itself, it too is a sign. To determine what an idea in the mind 

"is," one must shuttle from it to the others whose difference shapes it. Each one 

substitutes or stands in for the first, much as a sign stands in for the thing it designates. 

What this suggests is that no presence or substance of an object or of an idea is 

complete in itself. Each presence requires supplementation by something else to which it 

refers or relates and from which it differs. This accounts for one of Derrida's more 

controversial ideas - that of the "supplement at the origin." By this, he meant that if one 

tries to grasp the presence of something, one encounters a difference, not something 

substantial. One term, an other, slips in through a differential relation and takes the place 

of the first. As a result, one must say that there is no "first." The second term takes its 

place immediately because the "first" depends on its difference from the second to "be" 

anything. Instead of an original presence, what one encounters is a supplementary 

relationship between terms. 

Another way of putting this is to say that the movement of signification, whereby one 

thing refers to another in a relationship of difference, allows the presence of ideas and 

objects to come into being in the first place. Signification is therefore not something 

standing outside presence (the presence of ideas or of objects) that is added on later to an 

already intact and constituted presence. Presence cannot exist without being from the 

very outset caught up in the movement of difference and signification. In his early work, 

Derrida used the word "text" to refer to the way the structure of difference in reality 

resembles signification, and this accounts for his conclusion that all reality is "textual." 

That is, it is made possible by difference, the inter-supplementation of terms, the trace 

structure whereby one thing depends on others to be what it "is," and the referential 

character of identity. 

That insight poses a threat to the metaphysical tradition in philosophy that Plato 

initiated. Metaphysical philosophy founded itself on the assumption that signification was 

an external contrivance added on to the substance of reality and to the ideality of thought. 

Metaphysics assumed especially that ideas exist apart from signs and that the presence 

that guarantees truth in the mind exists prior to all signification. It is this kind of belief 

that allowed, for example, the New Critics to claim that poetry embodies ideas that are 

universal. The New Criticism assumes that ideas are of a different ideal order than the 

physical and technical mechanisms of signification. 
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This kind of assumption, according to Derrida, is an inflection of the metaphysical 

tradition of philosophy that posited the possibility of a "transcendental signified," the 

possibility that ideas somehow exist apart from signification. Such ideas are not 

themselves signifiers; they exist outside the differential network that makes signification 

possible. Once this standard of transcendent truth is established, it becomes normative, a 

measure of value. In relation to its supposed truthfulness, a host of other terms associated 

with signification and connoting difference could be declared to be secondary and 

derivative, a falling away from the standard and a depletion of substance. They are often 

associated with immorality in the metaphysical tradition as well as with writing, that 

purely external, empty technique that bears no immediate relationship to the living voice 

of consciousness, that other criterion of truthfulness in the metaphysical tradition. 

In criticizing this tradition, Derrida noticed that metaphysical philosophy's metaphors, 

the way it described its fundamental values, were supposed to be added on to that 

philosophy's truth, yet truth was created by using metaphors that were never accounted 

for. The most powerful of these metaphors was the spatial distinction between an inside 

and an outside. Derrida noted that the metaphysical system of thought simply took for 

granted that one could differentiate between an inside and an outside without recourse to 

a technique such as differentiation that had not been accounted for. The inside of thought 

and of reality was described as being present to itself, full, immediate, natural, true, 

substantive, and prior to all signifying substitution. The outside was described as the 

realm of signification that was added on to thought and to reality. The living voice of 

consciousness for this reason was declared superior to mere writing, an external artificial 

contrivance that was a dead letter, not a living, breathing presence. The substance of 

objects was conceived as an internal essence that owed nothing to external relations. But, 

Derrida noted, it is the act of spatial differentiation that allows one to think of inside and 

outside, truth and falsity, substance and representation, etc. in the first place. This act of 

spatial differentiation precedes and makes possible the foundations of metaphysics, its 

most basic values and ideals, ideals that supposedly sanctified the superiority and priority 

of identity to difference and of the interiority of mental ideas to the spatialization 

associated with external writing. It is not so much that the outside is declared to be inside 

in a simple inversion of premises; rather, a more primordial process of differentiation is 

shown to encompass both inside and outside so that the distinction between the two 

becomes untenable. 

As a result of this argument, all the values of the metaphysical tradition had to be put 

in question because they all assumed the primacy and the priority of presence, substance, 

and identity as foundations while nonetheless describing the fact that difference, 

something insubstantial and nonpresent, made them possible. All of the categories and 

hierarchies that placed presence over difference, immediacy over mediation, identity over 

substitution, nature over culture, speech in the mind over external writing, essence over 

accident, substance over technology, etc., have to be rethought. It is no longer possible to 

characterize difference, substitution, repetition, and the like as nontruth if the truthfulness 

of true ideas, their presence in the mind as something palpable, present, and immediate, 

itself depends on difference and is produced by differance. 

If one could not rigorously distinguish between the realm of signification and the 

realms of thought and reality because thought and reality are also differential, then 
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the criterion for distinguishing signification from reality no longer holds, and the 

metaphysical value system collapses. The basis for a number of metaphysical prejudices 

was thereby discredited. The authentic, the original, the natural, the living, the 

immediate, and the present could no longer be declared normal, standard, and more true 

than terms connoting artifice, derivation, substitution, difference, and representational 

repetition. All of our notions of authenticity, originality, and the like that were sustained 

by the fiction of a truth completely separate from the structure of signification have to be 

rethought. In literature especially, it becomes important to reexamine all of those 

moments where virtue is described as what is authentic, present to itself, self-identical, 

aloof from signs, true, and real, while vice is described as what is artificial, changeable, 

infected by the ruses of signification, false, and unreal. According to Derrida, what one 

will find is that the authentic will itself prove to be an artifact, the original derivative, the 

self-identical a double, the natural itself contrived and conventional, substance itself 

form, etc. 

Moreover, one can no longer assume, as New Critics did, for example, that signs are 

physical, while thought is spiritual or ideal, that one is a realm of artifice and represen-

tation, the other of universal truth. Literary texts do not harbor "transcendental 

signifieds," points where truth appears in a realm separated entirely from signifiers. Such 

apparent moments of meaning or truth also pertain to the order of signification and 

difference. They too are signifiers. To point to the presence of an idea, a truth, or a 

meaning in a work of literature is to point to something whose identity depends on its 

difference from other terms in an endless chain of supplements. 

If the old metaphysical ideas regarding a transcendental signified that stands outside 

signifying substitution are disabled in this way, what results is a world in which the 

grounding of truth in some authority becomes much more difficult. If behind or within 

the old model of truth as a ground outside signification is merely more signification, then 

in essence, we have arrived at a conventionalist theory of truth. The notion that truth is a 

presence or essence in consciousness that is a ground of authority is no longer feasible. If 

such presence is inseparable from representation, then like representation, it is shaped by 

conventions regarding how those acts of representation work. It must be haggled over and 

settled on through agreements. It is not a natural substance that is self-identical and aloof 

from differences that shape it; rather it is a formal arrangement that is contingent on other 

things than "itself." What it is "in itself" is a performance or rehearsal of those 

conventions, codes, and agreements, which means, of course, that it is not really 

something "in itself." 

We have spent so much time on Derrida's ideas because those ideas are central to what 

happened afterwards in the work of such thinkers as Irigaray, Cixous, Deleuze, and 

Lyotard. Their work reflects the shift Derrida engineered away from the central-ity of 

consciousness in philosophical discussion and toward a sense that the world is a field of 

contingency, not natural order, that the identities of truth that philosophy takes for 

granted are unstable, that the truthful orders of value we live by may be rhetorical acts of 

linguistic meaning-making, rather than representations of preexisting truth, that the 

substance of thought and of reality conceals insubstantial processes that constitute them, 

etc. Deleuze's move from the arboresque to the rhizomatic, Kristeva's move from the 

symbolic to the semiotic, Lyotard's move from grand narratives to micro-narratives, 

Cixous and Irigaray's move from the phallocentric to the feminine - all bear the imprint 

of Derrida's move from substance, presence, and identity to differance. 



A Thousand Plateaus 

Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari 

Philosopher Gilles Deleuze's book on Nietzsche, Nietzsche and Philosophy (1961), helped 

inaugurate the interest in Nietzsche's work that would culminate later in the decade in the 

emergence of Post-Structuralism. Other books by Deleuze, such as The Logic of Meaning 

(1969), explored the underside of Structuralism, the realm of nonsense that sustained the 

order-making rules of language. His collaboration with Felix Guattari resulted in two import-

ant Post-Structuralist books - The Anti-Oedipus (1972), a critique of Freudian psychoanalysis, 

and A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia (1980) - an ambitious model of 

history and of the world. Deleuze and Guattari in that latter work describe a conflict between 

two modes of social organization that coincide with two models of reality. One is arboresque 

and favors order and hierarchy. The other is rhizomatic and favors an undoing of all such 

orders and hierarchies. A rhizome is the root of a plant that travels laterally underground and 

proliferates unpredictably. History, the writers argue, alternates between moments of fixity 

and power that they called "territorialization" and moments of "deterritorialization" or undo-

ing, when fixed orders fall apart and are transformed. 

The two of us wrote Anti-Oedipus together. Since each of us was several, there was 

already quite a crowd. Here we have made use of everything that came within range, 

what was closest as well as farthest away. We have assigned clever pseudonyms to 

prevent recognition. Why have we kept our own names? Out of habit, purely out of habit. 

To make ourselves unrecognizable in turn. To render imperceptible, not ourselves, but 

what makes us act, feel, and think. Also because it's nice to talk like everybody else, to 

say the sun rises, when everybody knows it's only a manner of speaking. To reach, not 

the point where one no longer says I, but the point where it is no longer of any 

importance whether one says I. We are no longer ourselves. Each will know his own. We 

have been aided, inspired, multiplied. 

A book has neither object nor subject; it is made of variously formed matters, and very 

different dates and speeds. To attribute the book to a subject is to overlook this working 

of matters, and the exteriority of their relations. It is to fabricate a beneficent God to 

explain geological movements. In a book, as in all things, there are lines of articulation or 

segmentarity, strata and territories; but also lines of flight, movements of 

deterritorialization and destratification. Comparative rates of flow on these lines produce 

phenomena of relative slowness and viscosity, or, on the contrary, of acceleration and 

rupture. All this, lines and measurable speeds, constitutes an assemblage. A book is an 

assemblage of this kind, and as such is unattributable. It is a multiplicity - but we don't 

know yet what the multiple entails when it is no longer attributed, that is, after it has been 

elevated to the status of a substantive. One side of 
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a machinic assemblage faces the strata, which doubtless make it a kind of organism, or 

signifying totality, or determination attributable to a subject; it also has a side facing a 

body without organs [BwO], which is continually dismantling the organism, causing 

asignifying particles or pure intensities to pass or circulate and attributing to itself 

subjects that it leaves with nothing more than a name as the trace of an intensity. What is 

the body without organs of a book? There are several, depending on the nature of the 

lines considered, their particular grade or density, and the possibility of their converging 

on a "plane of consistency" assuring their selection. Here, as elsewhere, the units of 

measure are what is essential: quantify writing. There is no difference between what a 

book talks about and how it is made. Therefore a book also has no object. As an 

assemblage, a book has only itself, in connection with other assemblages and in relation 

to other bodies without organs. We will never ask what a book means, as signified or 

signifier, we will not look for anything to understand in it. We will ask what it functions 

with, in connection with what other things it does or does not transmit intensities, in 

which other multiplicities its own are inserted and metamorphosed, and with what bodies 

without organs it makes its own converge. A book exists only through the outside and on 

the outside. A book itself is a little machine; what is the relation (also measurable) of this 

literary machine to a war machine, love machine, revolutionary machine, etc. - and an 

abstract machine that sweeps them along? We have been criticized for overquoting 

literary authors. But when one writes, the only question is which other machine the 

literary machine can be plugged into, must be plugged into in order to work. Kleist and a 

mad war machine, Kafka and a most extraordinary bureaucratic machine ... (What if one 

became animal or plant through literature, which certainly does not mean literarily? Is it 

not first through the voice that one becomes animal?) Literature is an assemblage. It has 

nothing to do with ideology. There is no ideology and never has been. 

All we talk about are multiplicities, lines, strata and segmentarities, lines of flight and 

intensities, machinic assemblages and their various types, bodies without organs and their 

construction and selection, the plane of consistency, and in each case the units of 

measure. Stratometers, deleometers, BwO units of density BwO units of convergence: Not 

only do these constitute a quantification of writing, but they define writing as always the 

measure of something else. Writing has nothing to do with signifying. It has to do with 

surveying, mapping, even realms that are yet to come. 

A first type of book is the root-book. The tree is already the image of the world, or the 

root the image of the world-tree. This is the classical book, as noble, signifying, and 

subjective organic interiority (the strata of the book). The book imitates the world, as art 

imitates nature: by procedures specific to it that accomplish what nature cannot or can no 

longer do. The law of the book is the law of reflection, the One that becomes two. How 

could the law of the book reside in nature, when it is what presides over the very division 

between world and book, nature and art? One that becomes two: whenever we encounter 

this formula, even stated strategically by Mao or understood in the most "dialectical" way 

possible, what we have before us is the most classical and well reflected, oldest, and 

weariest kind of thought. Nature doesn't work that way: in nature, roots are taproots with 

a more multiple, lateral, and circular system of ramification, rather than a dichotomous 

one.... 

The radicle-system, or fascicular root, is the second figure of the book, to which our 

modernity pays willing allegiance. This time, the principal root has aborted, or 
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its tip has been destroyed; an immediate, indefinite multiplicity of secondary roots grafts 

onto it and undergoes a flourishing development. This time, natural reality is what aborts 

the principal root, but the root's unity subsists, as past or yet to come, as possible. We 

must ask if reflexive, intellectual reality does not compensate for this state of things by 

demanding an even more comprehensive secret unity, or a more extensive totality. Take 

William Burroughs's cut-up method: the folding of one text onto another, which 

constitutes multiple and even adventitious roots (like a cutting), implies a supplementary 

dimension to that of the texts under consideration. In this supplementary dimension of 

folding, unity continues its intellectual labor. That is why the most resolutely fragmented 

work can also be presented as the Total Work or Magnum Opus. Most modern methods 

for making series proliferate or a multiplicity grow are perfectly valid in one direction, for 

example, a linear direction, whereas a unity of totalization asserts itself even more firmly 

in another, circular or cyclic, dimension. Whenever a multiplicity is taken up in a 

structure, its growth is offset by a reduction in its laws of combination. The abortionists 

of unity are indeed angel makers, doctores angelici, because they affirm a properly 

angelic and superior unity. Joyce's words, accurately described as having "multiple 

roots," shatter the linear unity of the word, even of language, only to posit a cyclic unity 

of the sentence, text, or knowledge. Nietzsche's aphorisms shatter the linear unity of 

knowledge, only to invoke the cyclic unity of the eternal return, present as the nonknown 

in thought. This is as much as to say that the fascicular system does not really break with 

dualism, with the complementarity between a subject and an object, a natural reality and a 

mental reality: unity is consistently thwarted and obstructed in the object, while a new 

type of unity triumphs in the subject. The world has lost its pivot; the subject can no 

longer even dichotomize, but accedes to a higher unity, of ambivalence or 

overdetermination, in an always supplementary dimension to that of its object. The world 

has become chaos, but the book remains the image of the world: radicle-chaosmos rather 

than root-cosmos. A strange mystification: a book all the more total for being fragmented. 

At any rate, what a vapid idea, the book as the image of the world. In truth, it is not 

enough to say, "Long live the multiple," difficult as it is to raise that cry. No 

typographical, lexical, or even syntactical cleverness is enough to make it heard. The 

multiple must be made,... A system of this kind could be called a rhizome. A rhizome as 

subterranean stem is absolutely different from roots and radicles. Bulbs and tubers are 

rhizomes. Plants with roots or radicles may be rhizomorphic in other respects altogether: 

the question is whether plant life in its specificity is not entirely rhizomatic. Even some 

animals are, in their pack form. Rats are rhizomes. Burrows are too, in all of their 

functions of shelter, supply, movement, evasion, and breakout. The rhizome itself 

assumes very diverse forms, from ramified surface extension in all directions to 

concretion into bulbs and tubers. When rats swarm over each other. The rhizome includes 

the best and the worst: potato and couchgrass, or the weed. Animal and plant, couchgrass 

is crabgrass. We get the distinct feeling that we will convince no one unless we 

enumerate certain approximate characteristics of the rhizome. 

1 and 2 Principles of connection and heterogeneity: any point of a rhizome can be 

connected to anything other, and must be. This is very different from the tree or root, 

which plots a point, fixes an order. The linguistic tree on the Chomsky model still begins 

at a point S and proceeds by dichotomy. On the contrary, not every trait in a rhizome is 

necessarily linked to a linguistic feature: semiotic chains of every 
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nature are connected to very diverse modes of coding (biological, political, economic, 

etc.) that bring into play not only different regimes of signs but also states of things of 

differing status. Collective assemblages of enunciation function directly within maritime 

assemblages; it is not impossible to make a radical break between regimes of signs and 

their objects. Even when linguistics claims to confine itself to what is explicit and to 

make no presuppositions about language, it is still in the sphere of a discourse implying 

particular modes of assemblage and types of social power. Chomsky's gram-maticality, 

the categorical S symbol that dominates every sentence, is more fundamentally a marker 

of power than a syntactic marker: you will construct grammatically correct sentences, 

you will divide each statement into a noun phrase and a verb phrase (first dichotomy...). 

Our criticism of these linguistic models is not that they are too abstract but, on the 

contrary, that they are not abstract enough, that they do not reach the abstract machine 

that connects a language to the semantic and pragmatic contents of statements, to 

collective assemblages of enunciation, to a whole micropo-litics of the social field. A 

rhizome ceaselessly establishes connections between semi-otic chains, organizations of 

power, and circumstances relative to the arts, sciences, and social struggles. A semiotic 

chain is like a tuber agglomerating very diverse acts, not only linguistic, but also 

perceptive, mimetic, gestural, and cognitive: there is no language in itself, nor are there 

any linguistic universals, only a throng of dialects, patois, slangs, and specialized 

languages. There is no ideal speaker-listener, any more than there is a homogeneous 

linguistic community. Language is, in Weinreich's words, "an essentially heterogeneous 

reality." There is no mother tongue, only a power takeover by a dominant language 

within a political multiplicity. Language stabilizes around a parish, a bishopric, a capital. 

It forms a bulb. It evolves by subterranean stems and flows, along river valleys or train 

tracks; it spreads like a patch of oil. It is always possible to break a language down into 

internal structural elements, an undertaking not fundamentally different from a search for 

roots. There is always something genealogical about a tree. It is not a method for the 

people. A method of the rhizome type, on the contrary, can analyze language only by 

decen-tering it onto other dimensions and other registers. A language is never closed 

upon itself, except as a function of impotence. 

3 Principle of multiplicity: it is only when the multiple is effectively treated as a 

substantive, "multiplicity," that it ceases to have any relation to the One as subject or 

object, natural or spiritual reality, image and world. Multiplicities are rhizomatic, and 

expose arborescent pseudomultiplicities for what they are. There is no unity to serve as a 

pivot in the object or to divide in the subject. There is not even the unity to abort in the 

object or "return" in the subject. A multiplicity has neither subject nor object, only 

determinations, magnitudes, and dimensions that cannot increase in number without the 

multiplicity changing in nature (the laws of combination therefore increase in number as 

the multiplicity grows). Puppet strings, as a rhizome or multiplicity, are tied not to the 

supposed will of an artist or puppeteer but to a multiplicity of nerve fibers, which form 

another puppet in other dimensions connected to the first: "Call the strings or rods that 

move the puppet the weave. It might be objected that its multiplicity resides in the person 

of the actor; who projects it into the text. Granted; but the actor's nerve fibers in turn 

form a weave. And they fall through the gray matter, the grid, into the undifferentiated... 

The interlay approximates the pure activity of weavers attributed in myth to the Fates or 

Norns." An assemblage is precisely this increase in the dimensions of a multiplicity that 
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necessarily changes in nature as it expands its connections. There are no points or 

positions in a rhizome, such as those found in a structure, tree, or root. There are only 

lines. When Glenn Gould leads up the performance of a piece, he is not just displaying 

virtuosity, he is transforming the musical points into lines, he is making the whole piece 

proliferate. The number is no longer a universal concept measuring elements according to 

their emplacement in a given dimension, but has itself become a multiplicity that varies 

according to the dimensions considered the primacy of the domain over a complex of 

numbers attached to that domain. We do not have units (unites) of measure, only 

multiplicities or varieties of measurement. The notion of unity (unite) appears only when 

there is a power takeover in the multiplicity by the signifler or a corresponding 

subjectification proceeding: This is the case for a pivot-unity forming the basis for a set 

of biunivocal relationships between objective arguments or points, or for the One that 

divides following the law of a binary of differentiation in the subject. Unity always 

operates in an empty tension supplementary to that of the system considered 

(overcoding). The point is that a rhizome or multiplicity never allows itself to be 

overcoded, never has available a supplementary dimension over and above its number of 

lines, that is, over and above the multiplicity of numbers attached to those lines. All 

multiplicities are flat, in the sense that they fill or occupy all of their dimensions: we will 

therefore speak of a plane of consistency of multiplicities, even though the dimensions of 

this "plane" increase with the number of connections that are made on it. Multiplicities 

are defined by the outside: by the abstract line, the line of flight or deterritorialization 

according to which they change in nature and connect with other multiplicities. The plane 

of consistency (grid) is the outside of all multiplicities. The line of flight marks: the 

reality of a finite number of dimensions that the multiplicity effectively fills; the 

impossibility of a supplementary dimension, unless the multiplicity is transformed by the 

line of flight; the possibility and necessity of flattening all of the multiplicities on a single 

plane of consistency or exteriority, regardless of their number of dimensions. The ideal 

for a book would be to lay everything out on a plane of exteriority of this kind, on a 

single page, the same sheet: lived events, historical determinations, concepts, individuals, 

groups, social formations. Kleist invented a writing of this type, a broken chain of affects 

and variable speeds, with accelerations and transformations, always in a relation with the 

outside. Open rings. His texts, therefore, are opposed in every way to the classical or 

romantic book constituted by the interiority of a substance or subject. The war machine-

book against the State apparatus-book. Flat multiplicities of n dimensions are asignifying 

and asubjective. They are designated by indefinite articles, or rather by partitives (some 

couchgrass, some of a rhizome...). 

4 Principle of asignifying rupture: against the oversignifying breaks separating 

structures or cutting across a single structure. A rhizome may be broken, shattered at a 

given spot, but it will start up again on one of its old lines, or on new lines. You can 

never get rid of ants because they form an animal rhizome that can rebound time and 

again after most of it has been destroyed. Every rhizome contains lines of segmentarity 

according to which it is stratified, territorialized, organized, signified, attributed, etc., as 

well as lines of deterritorialization down which it constantly flees. There is a rupture in 

the rhizome whenever segmentary lines explode into a line of flight, but the line of flight 

is part of the rhizome. These lines always tie back to one another. That is why one can 

never posit a dualism or a dichotomy, even in the rudimentary form of the good and the 

bad. You may make a rupture, draw a line of 
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flight, yet there is still a danger that you will reencounter organizations that restratify 

everything, formations that restore power to a signifier, attributions that reconstitute a 

subject - anything you like, from Oedipal resurgences to fascist concretions. Groups and 

individuals contain microfascisms just waiting to crystallize. Yes, couch-grass is also a 

rhizome. Good and bad are only the products of an active and temporary selection, which 

must be renewed. 

How could movements of deterritorialization and processes of reterritorialization not 

be relative, always connected, caught up in one another? The orchid deterritor-ializes by 

forming an image, a tracing of a wasp; but the wasp reterritorializes on that image. The 

wasp is nevertheless deterritorialized, becoming a piece in the orchid's reproductive 

apparatus. But it reterritorializes the orchid by transporting its pollen. Wasp and orchid, 

as heterogeneous elements, form a rhizome. It could be said that the orchid imitates the 

wasp, reproducing its image in a signifying fashion (mimesis, mimicry, lure, etc.). But 

this is true only on the level of the strata - a parallelism between two strata such that a 

plant organization on one imitates an animal organization on the other. At the same time, 

something else entirely is going on: not imitation at all but a capture of code, surplus 

value of code, an increase in valence, a veritable becoming, a becoming-wasp of the 

orchid and a becoming-orchid of the wasp. Each of these becomings brings about the 

deterritorialization of one term and the reterritorialization of the other; the two becomings 

interlink and form relays in a circulation of intensities pushing the deterritorialization 

ever further. There is neither imitation nor resemblance, only an exploding of two 

heterogeneous series on the line of flight composed by a common rhizome that can no 

longer be attributed to or subjugated by anything signifying.... Transversal 

communications between different lines scramble the genealogical trees. Always look for 

the molecular, or even submolecular, particle with which we are allied. We evolve and 

die more from our polymorphous and rhizomatic flus than from hereditary diseases, or 

diseases that have their own line of descent. The rhizome is an antigenealogy. 

The same applies to the book and the world: contrary to a deeply rooted belief, the 

book is not an image of the world. It forms a rhizome with the world, there is an aparallel 

evolution of the book and the world; the book assures the deterritorialization of the world, 

but the world effects a reterritorialization of the book, which in turn deterritorializes itself 

in the world (if it is capable, if it can). Mimesis is a very bad concept, since it relies on 

binary logic to describe phenomena of an entirely different nature. The crocodile does not 

reproduce a tree trunk, any more than the chameleon reproduces the colors of its 

surroundings. The Pink Panther imitates nothing, it reproduces nothing, it paints the 

world its color, pink on pink; this is its becoming-world, carried out in such a way that it 

becomes imperceptible itself, asignifying, makes its rupture, its own line of flight, 

follows its "aparallel evolution" through to the end. The wisdom of the plants: even when 

they have roots, there is always an outside where they form a rhizome with something 

else - with the wind, an animal, human beings (and there is also an aspect under which 

animals themselves form rhizomes, as do people, etc.). "Drunkenness as a triumphant 

irruption of the plant in us." Always follow the rhizome by rupture; lengthen, prolong, 

and relay the line of flight; make it vary, until you have produced the most abstract and 

tortuous of lines of n dimensions and broken directions. Conjugate deterritorialized flows. 

Follow the plants: you start by delimiting a first line consisting of circles of convergence 

around successive singularities; then you see whether inside that line new circles of 

conver- 
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gence establish themselves, with new points located outside the limits and in other 

directions. Write, form a rhizome, increase your territory by deterritorialization, extend 

the line of flight to the point where it becomes an abstract machine covering the entire 

plane of consistency. "Go first to your old plant and watch carefully the watercourse 

made by the rain. By now the rain must have carried the seeds far away. Watch the 

crevices made by the runoff, and from them determine the direction of the flow. Then 

find the plant that is growing at the farthest point from your plant. All the devil's weed 

plants that are growing in between are yours. Later... you can extend the size of your 

territory by following the watercourse from each point along the way."4 Music has always 

sent out lines of flight, like so many "transformational multiplicities," even overturning 

the very codes that structure or arborify it; that is why musical form, right down to its 

ruptures and proliferations, is comparable to a weed, a rhizome.  ... 

In contrast to centered (even polycentric) systems with hierarchical modes of 

communication and preestablished paths, the rhizome is an acentered, nonhierarchi-cal, 

nonsignifying system without a General and without an organizing memory or central 

automaton, defined solely by a circulation of states. What is at question in the rhizome is 

a relation to sexuality - but also to the animal, the vegetal, the world, politics, the book, 

things natural and artificial - that is totally different from the arborescent relation: all 

manner of "becomings." 

A plateau is always in the middle, not at the beginning or the end. A rhizome is made 

of plateaus. Gregory Bateson uses the word "plateau" to designate something very 

special: a continuous, self-vibrating region of intensities whose development avoids any 

orientation toward a culmination point or external end. Bateson cites Balinese culture as 

an example: mother-child sexual games, and even quarrels among men, undergo this 

bizarre intensive stabilization. "Some sort of continuing plateau of intensity is substituted 

for [sexual] climax, war, or a culmination point. It is a regrettable characteristic of the 

Western mind to relate expressions and actions to exterior or transcendent ends, instead 

of evaluating them on a plane of consistency on the basis of their intrinsic value."6 For 

example, a book composed of chapters has culmination and termination points. What 

takes place in a book composed instead of plateaus that communicate with one another 

across microfissures, as in a brain? We call a "plateau" any multiplicity connected to 

other multiplicities by superficial underground stems in such a way as to form or extend a 

rhizome. We are writing this book as a rhizome. It is composed of plateaus. We have 

given it a circular form, but only for laughs. Each morning we would wake up, and each 

of us would ask himself what plateau he was going to tackle, writing five lines here, ten 

there. We had hallucinatory experiences, we watched lines leave one plateau and proceed 

to another like columns of tiny ants. We made circles of convergence. Each plateau can 

be read starting anywhere and can be related to any other plateau. To attain the multiple, 

one must have a method that effectively constructs it; no typographical cleverness, no 

lexical agility, no blending or creation of words, no syntactical boldness, can substitute 

for it. In fact, these are more often than not merely mimetic procedures used to 

disseminate or disperse a unity that is retained in a different dimension for an image-

book. Technonarcissism. Typographical, lexical, or syntactic creations are necessary only 

when they no longer belong to the form of expression of a hidden unity, becoming 

themselves dimensions of the multiplicity under consideration; we only know of rare 

successes in this.   We ourselves were unable to do it. We 
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just used words that in turn function for us as plateaus, RHIZOMATICS = SCHIZO- 

ANALYSIS = STRATOANALYSIS = PRAGMATICS = MICROPOLITICS. These Words 

are concepts, but concepts are lines, which is to say, number systems attached to a 

particular dimension of the multiplicities (strata, molecular chains, lines of flight or 

rupture, circles of convergence, etc.). Nowhere do we claim for our concepts the title of a 

science. We are no more familiar with scientiflcity than we are with ideology; all we 

know are assemblages. And the only assemblages are machinic assemblages of desire 

and collective assemblages of enunciation. No signifiance, no subjectification: writing to 

the nth. power (all individuated enunciation remains trapped within the dominant 

significations, all signifying desire is associated with dominated subjects). An 

assemblage, in its multiplicity, necessarily acts on semiotic flows, material flows, and 

social flows simultaneously (independently of any recapitulation that may be made of it 

in a scientific or theoretical corpus). There is no longer a tripartite division between a 

field of reality (the world) and a field of representation (the book) and a field of 

subjectivity (the author). Rather, an assemblage establishes connections between certain 

multiplicities drawn from each of these orders, so that a book has no sequel nor the world 

as its object nor one or several authors as its subject. In short, we think that one cannot 

write sufficiently in the name of an outside. The outside has no image, no signification, 

no subjectivity. The book as assemblage with the outside, against the book as image of 

the world. A rhizome-book, not a dichotomous, pivotal, or fascicular book. Never send 

down roots, or plant them, however difficult it may be to avoid reverting to the old 

procedures. "Those things which occur to me, occur to me not from the root up but rather 

only from somewhere about their middle. Let someone then attempt to seize them, let 

someone attempt to seize a blade of grass and hold fast to it when it begins to grow only 

from the middle." Why is this so difficult? The question is directly one of perceptual 

semiotics. It's not easy to see things in the middle, rather than looking down on them 

from above or up at them from below, or from left to right or right to left: try it, you'll see 

that everything changes. It's not easy to see the grass in things and in words (similarly, 

Nietzsche said that an aphorism had to be "ruminated"; never is a plateau separable from 

the cows that populate it, which are also the clouds in the sky). 

History is always written from the sedentary point of view and in the name of a unitary 

State apparatus, at least a possible one, even when the topic is nomads. What 

is lacking is a Nomadology, the opposite of a history ____ Even in the realm of theory, 

especially in the realm of theory, any precarious and pragmatic framework is better 

than tracing concepts, with their breaks and progress changing nothing. Impercept 

ible rupture, not signifying break ____ The nomads invented a war machine in oppos 

ition to the State apparatus. History has never comprehended nomadism, the book 

has never comprehended the outside. The State as the model for the book and for 

thought has a long history: logos, the philosopher-king, the transcendence of the 

Idea, the interiority of the concept, the republic of minds, the court of reason, the 

functionaries of thought, man as legislator and subject. The State's pretension to be a 

world order, and to root man. The war machine's relation to an outside is not 

another "model"; it is an assemblage that makes thought itself nomadic, and the 

book a working part in every mobile machine, a stem for a rhizome (Kleist and 

Kafka against Goethe) __  

A rhizome has no beginning or end; it is always in the middle, between things, 

interbeing, intermezzo. The tree is filiation, but the rhizome is alliance, uniquely 
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alliance. The tree imposes the verb "to be," but the fabric of the rhizome is the conjunction, "and ... 

and... and..." This conjunction carries enough force to shake and uproot the verb "to be." Where 

are you going? Where are you coming from? What are you heading for? These are totally useless 

questions. Making a clean slate, starting or beginning again from ground zero, seeking a beginning 

or a foundation -all imply a false conception of voyage and movement (a conception that is 

methodical, pedagogical, initiatory, symbolic...). But Kleist, Lenz, and Buchner have another way 

of traveling and moving: proceeding from the middle, through the middle, coming and going rather 

than starting and finishing. American literature, and already English literature, manifest this 

rhizomatic direction to an even greater extent; they know how to move between things, establish a 

logic of the AND, overthrow ontology, do away with foundations, nullify endings and beginnings. 

They know how to practice pragmatics. The middle is by no means an average; on the contrary, it 

is where things pick up speed. Between things does not designate a localizable relation going from 

one thing to the other and back again, but a perpendicular direction, a transversal movement that 

sweeps one and the other away, a stream without beginning or end that undermines its banks and 

picks up speed in the middle... 
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Introduction: Strangers to Ourselves: 
Psychoanalysis 

Julie Rivkin and Michael Ryan 

A picture of the human mind as a unified whole that can achieve full awareness of itself 

has been central to western thought since the seventeenth century. The "cogito" or 

thinking self defines our humanity and our civility, our difference from animals chained 

to blind nature and uncontrollable instincts. In the early part of the twentieth century, the 

assurance of that self-description was disturbed by Sigmund Freud's book, The 

Interpretation of Dreams (1900), which described a discovery that would become the 

centerpiece of a new discipline called psychoanalysis. His discovery was that the human 

mind contains a dimension that is only partially accessible to consciousness and then only 

through indirect means such as dreams or neurotic symptoms. The "unconscious," as he 

called it, is a repository of repressed desires, feelings, memories, and instinctual drives, 

many of which, according to Freud, have to do with sexuality and violence. In subsequent 

books and studies such as Beyond the Pleasure Principle, "A Case of Infantile Neurosis," 

Three Essays on Sexuality, The Ego and the Id, and The Psychopathology of Everyday Life, 

Freud argued that our mental lives derive largely from biological drives, that the highest 

achievements and ideals of civilization are inseparable from instinctual urges toward 

pleasure, constancy, and the release of excitation and energy. As each child grows and 

enters first the family then society, he or she learns to repress those instinctual drives and 

the conscious desires they instigate and to mold aggressive and sexual impulses as well as 

an initially grandiose sense of self to the demands of life with others. Repression is 

essential to civilization, the conversion of animal instinct into civil behavior, but such 

repression creates what might be called a second self, a stranger within, a place where all 

that cannot for one reason or another be expressed or realized in civil life takes up 

residence. This, for Freud, explains why people experience what he calls "uncanny" 

feelings of doubleness that consist of a sense that something strange coexists with what is 

most familiar inside ourselves. It also explains why we compulsively repeat certain 

gestures, desires, experiences, and self-induced situations that might be quite distressing 

but also compellingly unavoidable. We cannot help but do so because they are brought 

about by forces and drives within ourselves over which we exercise very little conscious 

control because they arise from something or somewhere that is beyond our control - the 

unconscious. 

Freud discovered the unconscious by studying patients with neurotic symptoms which 

pointed towards unresolved conflicts between unconscious inclinations or 
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feelings and the repressive demands of the ego or conscious self. He noticed that such 

patients engaged in behavior that frequently embodied desires or fears (persistent phobic 

anxiety about animals, for example) whose repetitiveness suggested that the patient was 

in the grip of something outside his awareness or her control. Freud borrowed from his 

teacher Josef Breuer a method of analysis whereby patients would say whatever came to 

their minds regardless of how seemingly meaningless or unper-tinent. In this way, he 

found that patients divulged thoughts and feelings that had been kept repressed in the 

unconscious and hidden from the patient's own conscious view. One patient, for example, 

experienced a recurring fear of animals that turned out, through his free associations or 

thoughts, to refer to his childhood fear of his father, something he had repressed and 

forgotten. 

In studying his patients, Freud realized that the unconscious often expresses itself in 

the form of dreams, since at night during sleep, the vigilance of the repressive ego in 

regard to unconscious desire is stilled. Dreams, Freud found, express wishes or desires 

that cannot find expression in waking life precisely because they are at odds with the 

requirements of the ego, which itself merely registers the requirements of the larger 

society. Unconscious wishes can find expression in dreams because dreams distort the 

unconscious material and make it appear different from itself and more acceptable to 

consciousness. The "dream work" displaces unacceptable material onto acceptable 

images, condenses several different though related unconscious elements into a single 

image, and turns drives into their opposites, so that they can elude censorship. A dream 

about not being able to serve a smoked salmon dinner to a friend might turn out to have 

nothing to do with dining but instead might refer to a wish not to help the friend gain 

weight and become more attractive to one's husband, who that very day, before the 

dream, mentioned how attractive he found the friend to be precisely because of her 

plumpness. 

A similar process is at work, Freud discovered, in neurotic symptoms. They frequently 

displace desires, or anxieties, or drive energies that are unconscious onto expressive 

activities or compulsive thoughts. Such symptoms perform a variety of translative 

procedures on unconscious material, from compromise formation (the construction of an 

indirect expression that allows release of unacceptable drive energy while nonetheless 

honoring the imperatives of repression) to inversion (the conversion into its opposite of a 

desire or impulse). For example, someone raised in a strongly religious way that 

proscribes sexual activity may perform forbidden sexual acts ritualistically so as to seem 

to be respecting the norm while nonetheless attaining satisfaction. Or someone who feels 

great animosity toward a cold and distant mother may convert that feeling into its 

opposite, a fantasy that all women are themselves hostile and therefore unworthy of his 

love. 

Other important terms in the study of symptom formation are fixation, splitting, 

introjection, and projection. Anxiety about entry into an adult world perceived as 

threatening of a too fragile sense of self or anxiety that awakens either troubling 

memories or drive energies will propel some people to fixate at an early state of 

development. They will remain attached to early forms of emotional life and sexual 

activity that are usually surpassed in the transition to adulthood. In some instances, for 

example, people who fear the passage to genital sexuality will continue to find 

gratification from other parts of their bodies or other activities than genital sex. Splitting 

is a way of dealing with anxiety by dividing the object of anxiety in two, one bearing all 

the negative feeling while the other embodies all the positive feelings 
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one wishes to substitute for the anxieties the object or situation provokes. Children may, 

for example, direct all of their aggression or hostility toward one parent while idealizing 

the other, and such splitting may be as much a response to the trajectory of their own 

drive energies as to external parental behavior. Finally, introjection and projection are 

terms used to describe how the self shapes itself by adapting models from outside itself 

and externalizes its own feelings by assigning them to others. If introjection brings in 

something from someone else, creating an ideal of that person within oneself, projection 

throws out something from within oneself and makes it seem as if it is a trait of someone 

else. 

Freud spent most of his life studying the boundary and the dynamic movements 

between the conscious self or ego and the unconscious, which he later came to call the id. 

The id is the site of the energy of the mind, energy that Freud characterized as a 

combination of sexual libido and other instincts, such as aggression, that propel the 

human organism through life, moving it to grow, develop, and eventually to die. That 

primary process of life is entirely irrational, and it cannot distinguish images and things, 

reasonable objects and unreasonable or socially unacceptable ones. It is the secondary 

processes of the mind, lodged in the ego and superego or conscience, that bring reason, 

order, logic, and social acceptability to the otherwise uncontrolled and potentially 

harmful realm of the biological drives. But, according to Freud, the drives of the 

unconscious, though repressed, can never be quelled entirely. They emerge in dreams, 

and, when the rational part of the mind fails to handle them successfully, in the 

seemingly irrational behavior that is neurotic symptomatology (the fears, unjustified 

anxieties, and compulsive behaviors that indicate something out of joint in a personality). 

When conscious control breaks down altogether and drives and unconscious content are 

expressed directly, without any mediation by consciousness, one is in the realm of 

psychosis or schizophrenia, which Freud distinguished from neurosis by saying that 

neurosis maintains the relationship to an external reality while in psychosis that 

relationship breaks down altogether. 

Freud insisted that sexuality was evident throughout life, from childhood on. The 

energy of sexuality is far from exclusively genital; it can also be anal or oral, Freud 

noted, and it can also be displaced onto fetish objects or substitutes that replace early 

desired objects with ones that avoid anxiety or are responses to trauma. In one famous 

case study, Freud analyzed an obsessional neurotic (known as the "Wolf Man" because of 

a dream he had about wolves in a tree staring at him) who developed a sexually invested 

fondness for military dress and regimen in response to early traumatic experiences 

regarding his sexual identity. His anxiety provoked him to displace his sexual drive away 

from human objects and onto fetish substitutes. 

At the core of Freud's sexual theory is the so-called "Oedipus Complex," something 

Freud believed all children experience as a rite of passage to adult gender identity. As 

befitted his time, Freud was primarily concerned with the Oedipal trajectory of the male 

child (hence Oedipus rather than, say, Clytemnestra or Medea). All male children, Freud 

argued, experience an early attachment to the mother that is sexual in nature. Only the 

father's intervention, separating mother from child, prevents incest. All civilization is 

founded on the prohibition expressed in the father's intervention. The male child learns to 

give up his initial "pre-Oedipal" desire for and attachment to the mother; instead, he 

identifies with the father (instead of longing to be the father with his mother) and learns 

to desire other women than the mother. He becomes an adult male heterosexual (Freud's 

implicit norm). 
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Similarly, the female child experiences an early desire for the father which takes the form 

of a simultaneous desire to be her mother, to take her place as the father's sexual object, 

but she too learns to relinquish that desire and to identify with her mother and to seek 

other objects outside the family. The crucial process in gender formation is identification, 

the molding of a self from equations made between oneself and external objects through 

the internalization of images or models of those objects. 

Psychoanalytic theory after Freud divides into two strands, one called object relations, 

the other neo-Freudianism. While object relations theory favors a model that does without 

instincts almost altogether and concentrates instead on the way the self interacts with its 

social world, especially the initial world of primary caretakers such as the mother, neo-

Freudian theory in the work of Jacques Lacan especially argues that the instinctual drives 

and the unconscious are more essential to psychoanalytic work than the ego, which Lacan 

sees as a mirage that can never fully know and master the unconscious. 

The theory of identification, which places greater emphasis on social relations at the 

expense of the instinctual drives, was especially appealing to the object relations school 

of psychoanalysis that came into being after World War II in Britain and America and is 

associated with such names as Melanie Klein, D. W. Winnicott, and Margaret Mahler. It 

is concerned less with the battle between the ego and the instinctual drives, a notion that 

some of the theorists reject outright, than it is with the way the relations between the 

child and its objects, especially the mother, during the pre-Oedipal period, shape its 

personality. The contours of self-identity are given or shaped by that primary 

relationship, by whether or not it is distant, cold, and frustrating, for example, or 

overwhelming and engulfing. The child's ability to separate successfully from its primary 

unity with the mother by building self-boundaries and appropriate mental representations 

of an external object world will determine what kind of personality he or she will possess 

- be it one yearning for fusion with objects that never fully satisfy its yearning or one 

dominated by a feeling of being compelled to flee from relationships that threaten to 

overwhelm its fragile self-boundaries. 

Unlike Freud, object relations theorists consider the ego to be a major part of (if not the 

entire) personality. How it manages to construct an internal world for itself made up of 

introjected fantasy objects or projections of destructive feelings onto the world during the 

"pre-Oedipal" stage of development is more important for such theorists than the later 

Oedipal stage of passage into adult gender identity. Some consider the original separation 

from the mother to be a primary frustration that can never be assuaged; life's longings are 

defined by its schema. Others like Margaret Mahler see the relation to the mother more 

positively as providing a "beacon" that allows the child to emerge into the world from a 

primary symbiotic state. And others like Melanie Klein see the child constructing a world 

for itself through fantasies that allow it to distinguish its destructive from its affectionate 

feelings through introjec-tion/projection and the splitting between good and bad internal 

objects. For a child, the mother consists of "part objects" like the breast or the face. 

Ultimately, the child learns to engage in "reparation," the restoration of whole objects and 

good relations that its own destructive impulses sundered during the process of 

separation, individuation, and growth. While object relations theory has been criticized 

for at times advancing an overly optimistic picture of "adaptation" of a debatably 

coherent "self" 
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to an unproblematic "environment," it has also inspired such pathbreaking work as Klaus 

Theweleit's Male Fantasies, a study of pre-Nazi literature that locates the origins of 

Nazism in a particular psychological formation that perceived women, communists, and 

Jews as external equivalents of internal boundary-threatening urges that had to be either 

violently expelled or regimented. 

Neo-Freudianism enjoyed great popularity in France in the 1960s and 1970s and 

continues to be a viable school of literary criticism. In the 1950s and 1960s, Lacan 

developed a structuralist theory of psychoanalysis based on the linguistic theory of 

Saussure. Against object relations theory, Lacan argues that the ego is constructed 

through imaginary percepts and narcissistic fantasies, and it remains blind to its 

determination by the drives, the unconscious, and its placement and construction in/ by 

language. Before language assigns us an "I," we possess no sense of self. It is language 

that gives us identity (while simultaneously taking it away in the sense of something pre-

given or internal). The unified self posited by object relations theory is an illusion. The 

child begins as fragmented drives, percepts, and attachments that eventually congeal into 

an imaginary identity at the "mirror stage" of development. It is through the child's 

original symbiotic relationship with the mother that he/she develops a false narcissistic 

sense of unity. The child assumes the mother is himself, and his primary desire is for her 

desire (of him). Desire and its realization only appear immediate, however, and what 

Lacan calls the Real, an impossible wholeness of self, plenitude of desire satisfaction 

(jouissance), and continuity of signifier and signified or word and object, is never 

possible. The mother is a congeries of part objects (I'objet petit a) and partial fulfillments 

like the breast, and the whole we imaginarily seek and imagine we have when we 

construct egos for ourselves is merely a way of concealing from ourselves the initial 

fissure or beance that separation from her installs permanently within our being. Indeed, 

our being is not founded on the mythic identity of the ego; rather it is founded on what 

Lacan calls our initial lack-of-being (manque-d-etre), the initial experience of being 

ripped out of an original imaginary fullness of being and separated from the object - the 

mother - that provided us with it. More real is our overdetermination by the drives, the 

unconscious, and the Symbolic Order of our culture, the social languages that identify us 

and lend us identities, all of which exceed consciousness and never assume the form of 

knowable or conscious identity (which, for Lacan, is always fantasmatic). Our identity is 

given to us from outside, and we are constitutively alienated. The imaginary or 

narcissistic character of all desire merely conceals this basic fault, this radical alterity or 

otherness, in human existence. 

The mirror stage of dyadic symbiosis with the mother must be left behind as the child 

develops and enters that social world. The shattering of it occurs when the child is 

confronted with the father's "no," which is to say, with the incest taboo that declares the 

mother an inappropriate object. The child then learns to accept his/her place in the 

Symbolic Order, that symbolic language which assigns social roles and dictates proper 

behavior in society. That order is like a language, since it is defined as relations between 

terms (mother/father, mother/son, etc.) and by a lexicon that assigns meaning or identity 

according to the binary opposition of presence or absence (of terms). With the initiation 

of the Symbolic, the original desire for the mother is repressed, and Lacan compares this 

to the way the signified is made absent by the signifier, and is always beneath the bar in 

Saussure's algorithm: S/s. The acceptance of repression and the entry into the Symbolic is 

itself comparable to language in that 
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once one learns to name something, one accepts separation from it; by naming, one 

sacrifices the object, since the presence of the sign/word is the absence of the signified 

thing. The naming of objects separates one from them. The arrival of the Symbolic and 

the shattering of the Imaginary thus consists of the installation of a combined 

linguistic/psychological separation of the child both from its initial object, the mother, 

and from the undifferentiated matter of natural existence. We learn to be social, to have 

social identities, by learning to say no, to sacrifice or give up both the initial contact one 

has with the natural world and with one's first human objects. The mother's body is 

barred, and the desire for it is placed under the bar of the signifier and enters the 

unconscious. The small "o" other or initial object becomes the large "O" Other of the 

symbolic unconscious; it acquires meaning as what one cannot have and as that whose 

absence dictates the form of all subsequent desires, all the signifiers we pursue as hoped-

for fillers for an initial unfillable absence. That bar can never be crossed, and all our 

desires throughout life will consist of attempts to come to terms with this separation, our 

"lack-of-being." The other side of the bar can enter our consciousness only in the form of 

substitutes, as metaphors that can indicate it only as/in its absence because the 

unconscious can never be present to the mind (except through substitute signifiers). 

Similarly, all desire is inherently meta-phoric, inherently a matter of a substitute object 

that stands in for the initially absent mother object, and because no metaphor can embody 

what we ultimately desire when we desire anything, we are condemned to slide along a 

chain of signifiers each of which is a metonymy, a part standing in for the whole we 

(always) miss. Thus, unlike object relations theory, which assumes a whole self is 

possible that would be transparent to itself and would be defined by a healthy ego, Lacan 

thinks that we are constitutively split from ourselves and that we can never possibly attain 

wholeness in the world of objects. That is a delusion of the ego (and of ego psychology, 

he would add, somewhat polemically). What we can learn is to accept frustration and to 

come to acknowledge the lack that defines our being. We exist in a chain of signifiers of 

desires that never arrive at the Real, the ever absent cause of desire which is the 

undifferentiatedness of nature, something we can never have access to from within 

society except through signifiers that distance it (substitute for it) as they name it. 

Psychoanalytic literary criticism begins with Freud himself, whose "The Uncanny," in 

part a reading of Hoffman's horror story "The Sandman," can be said to inaugurate the 

critical genre. Freud notices that literary texts are like dreams; they embody or express 

unconscious material in the form of complex displacements and condensations. The same 

rule that he prescribes for dream interpretation, however, also applies to literature: it is 

not a direct translation of the unconscious into symbols that "stand for" unconscious 

meanings. Rather, literature displaces unconscious desires, drives, and motives into 

imagery that might bear no resemblance to its origin but that nonetheless permits it to 

achieve release or expression. Literature, as fiction, might even be said to demonstrate 

these very processes of representation-through-indirection at work. For Freud in "The 

Uncanny," fear of castration takes the form not of a literal image, but of a metaphoric 

substitute that displaces the protagonist's anxiety onto a fear of losing his eyes, a fear that 

is available for interpretation only because language displays the latent connection. 

Freud and many later psychoanalytic critics were concerned with what they thought 

was the primary anxiety of patriarchal culture, the male child's fears as he moves from 

presexual childhood to sexual adulthood, a trajectory that necessarily 
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crosses the sexual relationship between his mother and his father. All of Nathaniel 

Hawthorne's fiction, for example, might be read in this light as embodying the Oedipal 

conflict between a son and a threatening father (as between Reverend Dim-mesdale and 

Chillingsworth in The Scarlet Letter). As object relations theory shifts attention toward 

the pre-Oedipal realm, however, so also does later psychoanalytic criticism focus more 

on the relational dynamics of psychosexual development and on children's relations to 

their mothers in patrocentric cultures that assign child-rearing work to women. Klaus 

Theweleit in Male Fantasies, for example, studies the representations of violence against 

women in literature by German ex-soldiers from World War I who would eventually 

become major supporters of Nazism and interprets them as expressions of hostility 

against mothers. The literary works are characterized by images of fear in regard to 

women perceived as being too powerful, fear that is displaced onto anxieties about 

having one's self-boundaries overwhelmed by a "red flood" of Bolshevism. Nazism 

would be the German response to that political threat of communist revolution, an 

erection of a rigid social order that was the equivalent of the psychological defense these 

males constructed to guard themselves against personal dissolution, what Theweleit calls 

"body armor." Theweleit sees the relation to the mother as more determining of these 

men's psychological identities than that to the father, who tends to be a peripheral figure 

in the literature. At stake in the literature is not an ego that does battle with a paternal 

superego or with unconscious urges for pleasure that meet repression; rather the literature 

depicts a self that never fully formed, never acquired a healthy relation to the world, 

because of abusive child-rearing practices in German society at the time. It is this that 

accounts for the enormous representational violence against women who might be 

construed as similarly maternal and similarly abusive of self-identity. 

Lacanian criticism shifts attention to language and sees it and the unconscious as 

almost identical. Human desire is carried by signifiers which stand in for a lack that can 

never be filled in. It is in the signifiers then, in language itself, that the unconscious, what 

of the unconscious one can know, resides. Processes of signification of the kind that are 

frozen temporarily in works of literature constitute the human subject and determine the 

shape of its life - whether one neurotically and repetitively pursues the same signifier of a 

possibly completely fulfilled desire (a particular kind of sexual partner) or whether one 

renounces such pursuits and accommodates oneself to a more mundane destiny, for 

example. Such fulfillment is, of course, for Lacan, an impossibility; so literature always 

enacts the way the chain of signifiers simply eternally displaces an end to signification, 

the arrival of a real referent that would be the fulfillment of desire and the end of its 

displacement along a chain. 

For example, Hemingway's novel A Farewell to Arms hinges on a play on words in the 

title. About a wounded soldier who has an affair with a nurse who dies in the end while 

giving birth to their child (itself stillborn), Arms is about both bodily "arms" (as in the 

sexual embrace) and military "arms" (as in the guns that wound Jake, the hero). He 

wishes to escape from the military into the arms of the maternal Catherine, but he is 

obliged to say farewell to her arms in the end. The novel maps out the trajectory of 

development as Lacan describes it: the male child must learn to renounce the imaginary 

moment of fulfilled desire with the mother in order to accept separation and to enter the 

Symbolic Order. The bifurcating meanings of "arms" indicate a split in the narrative 

subject (the narrator shifts from "we" to "I" throughout) that testifies to the split within 

all human subjectivity between the 
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conscious self and the unconscious that determines that self and between the desiring self 

and the ultimately impossible fulfillment of that desire (in a return to the mother's arms). 

The imaginary identity (of self/(m)other) must be given up, and separation (the duality of 

meaning implied by the fact that one can only have metaphors and not real things or 

complete fulfillment) accepted.1 

Note 

1    See Ben Stoltzfus, Lacan and Literature: Purloined Pretexts (Albany: SUNY Press, 1996), from 

whom we purloined this reading of the novel. 



Pre-Oedipal Gender 
Configurations 

Nancy Chodorow 

Nancy Chodorow's The Reproduction of Mothering (1978) was an influential work of 

feminist psychoanalysis. In it, Chodorow examines the differing ways that boys and girls 

grow up and respond to the traditional family situation. Chodorow argues for the importance 

of the "pre-Oedipal" stage of development when children are more likely to be under a 

mother's care. 

We knew, of course, that there had been a preliminary stage of attachment to the 

mother, but we did not know that it could be so rich in content and so long-lasting, 

and could leave behind so many opportunities or fixations and dispositions. During 

this time the girl's father is only a troublesome rival; in some cases the attachment to 

her mother lasts beyond the fourth year of life. Almost everything that we find later 

in her relation to her father was already present in this earlier attachment and has 

been transferred subsequently on to her father. In short, we get an impression that we 

cannot understand women unless we appreciate this phase of their pre-Oedipus at-

tachment to their mother. 

FREUD, "Femininity" 

Our insight into this early pre-Oedipus phase in girls comes to us as a surprise, like 

the discovery, in another field, of the Minoan-Mycenaean civilization behind the 

civilization of Greece. 

FREUD, "Female Sexuality" 

Family structure produces crucial differentiating experiences between the sexes in 

oedipal object-relations and in the way these are psychologically appropriated, intern-

alized, and transformed. Mothers are and have been the child's primary caretaker, 

socializer, and inner object; fathers are secondary objects for boys and girls. My 

interpretation of the Oedipus complex, from a perspective centered on object-relations, 

shows that these basic features of family structure entail varied modes of differentiation 

for the ego and its internalized object-relations and lead to the development of different 

relational capacities for girls and boys. 

The feminine Oedipus complex is not simply a transfer of affection from mother to 

father and a giving up of mother. Rather, psychoanalytic research demonstrates 
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the continued importance of a girl's external and internal relation to her mother, and the 

way her relation to her father is added to this. This process entails a relational complexity 

in feminine self-definition and personality which is not characteristic of masculine self-

defmition or personality. Relational capacities that are curtailed in boys as a result of the 

masculine Oedipus complex are sustained in girls. 

Because of their mothering by women, girls come to experience themselves as less 

separate than boys, as having more permeable ego boundaries. Girls come to define 

themselves more in relation to others. Their internalized object-relational structure 

becomes more complex, with more ongoing issues. These personality features are 

reflected in superego development. 

My investigation, then, does not focus on issues at the center of the traditional 

psychoanalytic account of the Oedipus complex - superego formation, gender identity, 

the attainment of gender role expectations, differential valuations of the sexes, and the 

genesis of sexual orientation. It takes other issues as equally central. I will be concerned 

with traditional issues only insofar as my analysis of Oedipal object-relations of boys and 

girls sheds new insight on the different nature of male and female heterosexual object-

relations. 

My interpretation of the feminine Oedipus complex relies for the most part on the 

early psychoanalytic account of female development. Aspects of this account of female 

psychology, sexuality, and development have been criticized and shown to be inaccurate 

or limited. However, those elements of it which I emphasize - the clinically derived 

description and interpretation of experienced female object-relations in a nuclear family 

in which women mother and fathers are more remote figures to the children - have not 

been subjected to substantial revision within the psychoanalytic tradition nor criticism 

from without, and remain valid. 

Early Psychoanalytic Formulations 

Freud's account of the boy's Oedipus complex is relatively simple and straightforward.2 

In response to, or in collaboration with, his heterosexual mother, a boy's pre-oedipal 

attachment to her becomes charged with phallic/sexual overtones. He comes to see his 

father as a rival for his mother's love and wishes to replace him. He fantasizes taking his 

father's penis, murdering or castrating him. He fears retaliation, and specifically 

castration, by his father for these wishes; thus he experiences a conflict between his self-

love (narcissistic interest in his penis and body integrity) and his love for his mother 

(libidinal cathexis). As a result, he gives up his heterosexual attachment to his mother, 

radically repressing and denying his feelings toward her. (These feelings are not only 

repressed, but also are partly expressed in "aim-inhibited" modes, in affectionate feelings 

and sublimated activities.) At the same time, a "successful" resolution of his Oedipus 

complex requires that he remain heterosexual. Therefore, he is supposed to detach his 

heterosexual orientation from his mother, so that when he grows up he can reattach it to 

some other woman. 

He receives a reward for his self-sacrifice, in addition to his avoidance of punishment. 

The carrot of the masculine Oedipus complex is identification with his father, 

My reading of this account, however, as a description and interpretation of family structure and its effects in 

male-dominant industrial capitalist society would not be accepted by all psychoanalysts. 
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and the superiority of masculine identification and prerogatives over feminine (if the 

threat of castration is the stick). A new psychic integration appears in place of the 

Oedipus complex, as the boy's ego is modified and transformed through the incorporation 

of paternal prohibitions to form his superego, and as he substitutes a general sexual 

orientation for the specific attachment to his mother (this attachment is composed of both 

the remainders of his infantile love and his newer sexualized and genitalized attachment). 

Freud originally believed that the object-relational configurations of the feminine and 

masculine Oedipus complexes were completely symmetrical. According to this view, 

little girls at around age three, and as genital component drives become important, 

discover that they do not have a penis. They automatically think they are castrated and 

inferior, and experience their lack as a wound to their self-esteem (a narcissistic wound). 

As Freud says, they "fall a victim to envy for the penis." They also develop contempt for 

others, like their mother, who do not have penises and at the same time blame her for 

their own atrophied state. This contempt, plus their anger at her, leads them to turn away 

in anger and hostility from their mother, who has been their first love object. They turn to 

their father, who has a penis and might provide them with this much desired appendage. 

They give up a previously active sexuality for passive sexuality in relation to him. 

Finally, they change from wanting a penis from their father to wanting a child from him, 

through an unconscious symbolic equation of penis and child. 

At the same time, their mother becomes a rival because she has sexual access to and 

possession of their father. The female Oedipus complex appears only when the mother 

has become a rival and the father a desired object. It consists in love for the father and 

rivalry with the mother, and is symmetrically opposed to the male Oedipus complex. 

Heterosexual orientation is thus an Oedipal outcome for girls as well as for boys. (Freud 

also speaks to differences in Oedipal outcome — the girl does not need to give up her 

Oedipus stance in the same manner as the boy, since she no longer has castration to fear. 

) 

The Discovery of the Pre-Oedipal Mother-Daughter Relationship 

Jeanne Lampl-de Groot described two clinical examples of a "negative Oedipus 

complex" in girls, in which they cathected their mothers and saw their fathers as rivals. 

This fundamentally disrupted Freud's original postulation of Oedipal symmetry. Analysts 

continued to hold to much of Freud's original account, but Lampl-de Groot's discovery 

also substantially modified views of feminine Oedipal object-relationsi, and turned 

attention to the unique qualities of the pre-Oedipal mother-daughter relationship. 

In Freud's original view, a daughter sees her mother only as someone who deprives her 

first of milk, then of sexual gratification, finally of a penis. A mother is seen as initiating 

only rivalry and hostility. In the light of Lampl-de Groot's finding, Freud reviewed his 

own clinical experience. He came to agree with her that the pre- 

Freud is especially interested in the implication of this difference for feminine superego formation, but his 

account is not directly relevant here. Further on I examine the biases inherent in his formulation and some of its 

logical and clinical contradictions. 
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Oedipal phase was central in feminine development, that daughters, just as sons, begin 

life attached exclusively to their mothers.6 Children were not originally bisexual, though 

they were potentially so. They were, rather, gynesexual, or matrisexual. 

The discovery of the pre-Oedipal mother-daughter relationship required a general 

reformulation of psychoanalytic theory and its understanding of the development of 

object-relations. Freud had claimed that the Oedipus complex was the nucleus of neurosis 

and the basis of personality formation, and he was now led to revise radically this claim. 

Freud compares his new insight into the pre-Oedipal phase of feminine development to a 

similarly layered historical discovery. Just as the Minoan-Mycenaean civilization 

underlies and explains the origins and form of classical Greece, so the pre-Oedipal phase 

in girls underlies and explains the origins and form of the feminine Oedipus complex. 

Freud points to three major features of a girl's pre-Oedipal phase and her relationship 

to her mother during this phase. First, her pre-Oedipal attachment to her mother lasts 

through all three periods of infantile sexuality, often well into her fourth or fifth year. 

Second, this attachment is dramatically intense and ambivalent. Finally, Freud reports a 

surprising finding from his analysis of women with a strong attachment to their father: 

This strong attachment has been preceded by an equally strong and passionate 

attachment to their mother. More generally, he finds that a woman's pre-Oedipal 

attachment to her mother largely determines both her subsequent Oedipal attachment to 

her father and her later relationship to men in general. 

A girl's pre-Oedipal relationship to her mother and her entrance into the Oedipus 

situation contrast to those of a boy. Freud and Brunswick claim that a boy's phase of pre-

Oedipal mother-attachment is much shorter than a girl's, that he moves earlier into an 

Oedipal attachment. What this means is not immediately apparent. If a girl retains a long 

pre-Oedipal attachment to her mother, and if a boy's Oedipal attachment is to his mother, 

then both boy and girl remain attached to their mother throughout the period of childhood 

sexuality. Brunswick suggests further that both boy and girl pass from a period of 

"passive" attachment to their mother to one of "active" attachment to her. On one level, 

then, it looks as though both boy and girl maintain similar attachments to their mother, 

their first love object, throughout most of their early years. 

On another level, however, these attachments to the mother are very different -the 

retention of dichotomous formulations is necessary. On the basis of Freud's account and a 

later more extended discussion by Helene Deutsch in the Psychology of Women, one can 

argue that the nature of the attachment is different. A boy's relation to his mother soon 

becomes focused on competitive issues of possession and phallic-sexual oppositeness (or 

complementarity) to her. The relation becomes embedded in triangular conflict as a boy 

becomes preoccupied with his father as a rival. A girl, by contrast, remains preoccupied 

for a long time with her mother alone. She experiences a continuation of the two-person 

relationship of infancy. Playing with dolls during this period, for instance, not only 

expresses "the active side of [the girl's] femininity" 

Since that time, major contributions to the theory of development have been concerned much more with the 

pre-Oedipal years - the early mother-infant relationship and early infantile development. Few analysts now hold 

that the Oedipus complex is the nucleus of neurosis, though they might say it contributes to its final form. 
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but also "is probably evidence of the exclusiveness of her attachment to her mother, with 

complete neglect of her father-object." 

The issue here is the father as an internal object, or object of conflict and ambiv 

alence __ Fathers often become external attachment figures for children of both 

genders during their pre-Oedipal years. But the intensity and exclusivity of the 

relationship is much less than with a mother, and fathers are from the outset separate 

people and "special." As a result, representations of the father relationship do not become 

so internalized and subject to ambivalence, repression, and splitting of good and bad 

aspects, nor so determining of the person's identity and sense of self, as do 

representations of the relationship to a mother. As a boy moves into Oedipal attachment 

and phallic-possessive competition, and as he tries to consolidate his masculine identity, 

his father does become an object of his ambivalence. At this time, the girl's intense 

ambivalent attachment remains with her mother. 

The content of a girl's attachment to her mother differs from a boy's precisely in that it 

is not at this time Oedipal (sexualized, focused on possession, which means focused on 

someone clearly different and opposite). The pre-Oedipal attachment of daughter to 

mother continues to be concerned with early mother-infant relational issues. It sustains 

the mother-infant exclusivity and the intensity, ambivalence, and boundary confusion of 

the child still preoccupied with issues of dependence and individuation. By contrast, the 

boy's "active attachment" to his mother expresses his sense of difference from and 

masculine oppositeness to her, in addition to being embedded in the Oedipal triangle. It 

helps him to differentiate himself from his mother, and his mother from his father. 

The use of two different concepts for the early relationship between mother and 

daughter (mother-infant relationship, with reference to issues of development; pre-

Oedipal, with reference to the girl's relation to her mother) obscures the convergence of 

the two processes. The terminological distinction is an artifact of the emergence of 

different aspects of psychoanalytic theory at different times ("pre-Oedipal" emerged early 

in investigating the feminine Oedipus complex; "mother-infant relationship" emerged 

later, as research focused on the early developmental stage as a distinct period). 

There is analytic agreement that the pre-Oedipal period is of different length in girls 

and boys. There is also an agreed on, if undeveloped, formulation concerning those 

gender differences in the nature and quality of the pre-Oedipal mother-child relationship 

I have been discussing. This claim stands as an empirical finding with substantial 

descriptive and interpretive clinical support. The implications of these early 

developmental tendencies for psychological gender differences also stand on their own 

(Freud's claim that the early attachment to her mother affects a girl's attachment to her 

father and men, for instance). But Freud and his colleagues do not explain how such 

differences come about. 

The different length and quality of the pre-Oedipal period in boys and girls are rooted 

in women's mothering, specifically in the fact that a mother is of the same gender as her 

daughter and of a different gender from her son. This leads to her experiencing and 

treating them differently. I do not mean this as a biological claim. I am using gender here 

to stand for the mother's particular psychic structure and relational sense, for her 

(probable) heterosexuality, and for her conscious and unconscious acceptance of the 

ideology, meanings, and expectations that go into being a gendered member of our 

society and understanding what gender means. Being a 
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grown woman and mother also means having been the daughter of a mother, which 

affects the nature of her motherliness and quality of her mothering. 

It is not easy to prove that mothers treat and experience differently pre-Oedipal boys 

and girls. Maccoby and Jacklin, in the currently definitive review of the observational 

and experimental literature of psychology on sex differences, claim that the behavioral 

evidence - based on interviews of parents and observations of social science researchers - 

indicates little differential treatment. They report that most studies of children in the first 

four or five years concerning parent-child interaction, parental warmth, reaction to 

dependence or independence, and amount of praise and positive feedback show no 

difference according to the gender of the child. They also report no gender difference in 

proximity-seeking, touching, and resistance to separation from parents or caretakers in 

young children. These studies measure observable behaviors, which can be coded, 

counted and replicated, and they take for proof of gender difference only statistically 

significant findings. 

Yet a report summarizing the proceedings of a panel on the psychology of women at 

the annual meeting of the American Psychoanalytic Association in 1976 claims that 

"there is increasing evidence of distinction between the mother's basic attitudes and 

handling of her boy and girl children starting from the earliest days and continuing 

thereafter."11 This surprising contradiction suggests that academic psychologists and 

psychoanalysts must be looking at quite different things. The kinds of differences I am 

postulating (and that psychoanalysts are beginning to find) are differences of nuance, 

tone, quality. These differences are revealed in a small range of analytic clinical case 

material as well as in some cultural research. These cases give us insight into the 

subtleties of mothers' differential treatment and experiencing of sons and daughters and 

of the differential development that results. 

Pre-Oedipal Mother-Daughter Relationships: The Clinical Picture 

Many psychoanalysts report cases of particular kinds of mother-infant relationships 

which throw light on differences in the pre-Oedipal mother-daughter and mother-son 

Rather, the studies they report produce such inconsistent findings that one could support almost any 

hypothesis about gender differences in treatment by selective references. 
On many measures, however, they find that where studies do report a gender difference, it tends to be in the 

same direction. For instance, where mothers do talk more to children of one gender, it turns out to be to girls; 

where they touch, hold, or spend more time feeding, it tends to be boys. ' The arousal of gross motor behavior, 

punishment, and pressure against what is thought to be gender-inappropriate behavior all tend to happen more 

to boys. I am wary of this seemingly scientific investigation. The message of Maccoby and Jacklin's book is that 

one cannot find any consistent gender differences anywhere if one looks at the "hard scientific facts." As 

support against biological arguments for gender differences, these findings may do the trick. But I was left 

feeling a little as if a magic disappearing trick had been performed. All the experiences of being manipulated, 

channeled, and restricted which women and men have been commenting on, and which they have felt deeply 

and continuously, were suddenly figments of our imagination. 
'* Not to give up on the academic psychology findings completely, we know that some forms of similar 

maternal behavior may produce different effects on sons and daughters. For instance, Kagan and Freeman and 

Crandail report that maternal criticism and lack of nurturance correlate with intellectual achievement in girls but 

the opposite behavior does in boys. Maternal overprotection and affection predict later conformity in boys, 

whereas conformity in girls is predicted by excessive severity of discipline and restrictiveness. Therefore, the 

similarity in maternal behavior which Maccoby and Jacklin report may not have similar effects on feminine and 

masculine development. 
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relationship. Fliess presents the psychopathological extreme and also the most numerous 

examples, unintentionally showing the way a certain sort of psychotic mother inflicts her 

pathology predominantly on daughters.1 The mothers of his patients carried to an extreme 

that which is considered to be, or is described as, "normal" in the pre-Oedipal mother-

infant relationship. His account is significant because, having chosen to focus on a certain 

kind of neurotic patient and accompanying early patient-mother relationship, it turns out 

that an overwhelmingly large percentage (almost eight times as many) of his case 

illustrations are women. His explanation for this disproportion is that "the picture is more 

easily recognized in the female because of the naturally longer duration of the pre-

Oedipal phase." This explanation is tautological, because he is talking about precisely 

those features of maternal behavior which in a less extreme but similar form create and 

maintain a pre-Oedipal relationship in the normal case. 

The mothers that Fliess describes were "asymbiotic" during the period when their 

child needed symbiosis and experienced oneness with them. They were unable to 

participate empathetically in a relationship to their child. However, from the time that 

these daughters began to differentiate themselves mentally from their mothers and to 

practice physical separation, these mothers became "hypersymbiotic." Having denied 

their daughters the stability and security of a confident early symbiosis, they turned 

around and refused to allow them any leeway for separateness or individuation. Instead, 

they now treated their daughters and cathected them as narcissistic physical and mental 

extensions of themselves, attributing their own body feelings to them. The mothers took 

control over their daughters' sexuality and used their daughters for their own autoerotic 

gratification. As Fliess puts it, "The mother employs the 'transitivism' of the psychotic" - 

"I am you and you are me" - in her experiencing and treatment of her daughter. The 

result, in Fliess's patients, was that these daughters, as neurotics, duplicated many 

features of their mothers' psychotic symptoms, and retained severe ego and body-ego 

distortions. Their ego and body-ego retained an undifferentiated connection to their 

mother. Their relation to reality was, like an infant's, mediated by their mother as 

external ego. 

Thus, these mothers maintained their daughters in a nonindividuated state through 

behavior which grew out of their own ego and body-ego boundary blurring and their 

perception of their daughters as one with, and interchangeable with, themselves. If we 

are to believe Fliess's account, this particular pathology - the psychotic distortion and 

prolongation of the normal pre-Oedipal relationship - is predominantly a mother-

daughter phenomenon. 

Olden, Enid Balint, and Angel provide further examples of the tendencies Fliess 

describes. Balint describes a state she calls "being empty of oneself - a feeling of lack of 

self, or emptiness. This happens especially when a person who has this feeling is with 

others who read the social and emotional setting differently but do not recognize this, nor 

recognize that the person herself is in a different world. 

Balint claims that women are more likely to experience themselves this way. Women 

who feel empty of themselves feel that they are not being accorded a separate reality nor 

the agency to interpret the world in their own way. This feeling has its origins in 

In what follows, I rely on extensive accounting and quoting. This is necessary because a simple assertion of 

the distinctions that I wish to demonstrate would not be persuasive without the clinical illustrations. 
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the early mother-daughter relationship. Balint provides a case example to illustrate. She 

claims that the "empathy" of the patient's mother was a false empathy, that from the 

outset it was probably a distorted projection of what the mother thought her infant 

daughter's needs should be. As her daughter grew, and was able to express wants and 

needs, the mother systematically ignored these expressions and gave feedback not to her 

actual behavior but rather to what she had in the first place projected onto her child. 

Balint describes the results of this false empathy: "Because of this lack of feedback, 

Sarah felt that she was unrecognized, that she was empty of herself, that she had to live 

in a void." This mother-infant interaction began in earliest infancy, but certainly 

continued throughout the patient's childhood. It is useful to quote Balint at length to 

indicate the quality of this mother-daughter interaction: 

(i) [Although she] on the surface developed satisfactorily, there was apparently a vitally 
important area where there was no reliable understanding between mother and daughter. (ii) 
Although the mother tried her best, she responded more to her own preconceived 
ideas as to what a baby ought to feel than to what her baby actually felt ___ Probably 
Sarah's mother could not bear unhappiness or violence or fear in her child, did not 
respond to it, and tried to manipulate her so that everything wrong was either put right at 
once or denied. 
(Hi) What was missing, therefore, was the acceptance that there might be bad things, or 
even good ones, which must be recognized; that it is not sufficient merely to put things 
right; moreover, that the child was neither identical with her mother, nor with what the 
mother wanted her to be __  

Sarah's mother was impervious to any communication which was different from the 
picture she had of her daughter, and, in consequence, Sarah could not understand her 
mother's communications and felt that her mother never saw her as she was; neither 
found an echo in the other; and consequently only a spurious interaction between the 
growing child and the environment could develop. 

Olden describes a disruption in mother-child empathy that occurs when mothers who 

had originally formed (or seem to have formed) an appropriate unity with their infant 

were then unable to give it up. She is describing "a specific psychic immaturity that will 

keep a mother from sensing her child's needs, from following his pace and understanding 

his infantile world; and in turn keep the child from developing ego capacities." Olden 

does not note that both cases she recounts are mother-daughter cases (one in which the 

daughter - a child - was in analysis, the other from an analysis of the mother). Both 

mothers felt unreal and were depressed. Olden described characteristics that both Balint 

and Fliess describe. The mothers lacked real empathy but had pseudo-empathy which 

kept the daughters from forming their own identity, either through identifying and feeling 

like someone or through contrasting themselves to someone (this was more true for the 

daughter who had less relationship to her father). The mothers attained instinctual 

gratification through their daughters, not through directly using their daughters for 

autoerotic gratification, but by identifying vicariously with their sexuality and sex lives. 

The Olden cases move even further from pathology than Balint, and further toward the 

norm that the direction of pathology implies. These mothers felt real closeness to their 

daughters, unlike the Balint and Fliess examples.  Olden describes 

The mothers were, in Fliess's terms, hypersymbiotic but not asymbiotic. 
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two very immature mothers who shared and, as it were, acted out the children's wishes 
yet were unable to perceive their children's real needs. These mothers and their chil-
dren were extremely attached to each other; some of their friends characterized the 
relationship as "overidentification." Despite this emotional closeness, or perhaps on 
account of it, the mothers were unable to empathize with their children; the goal and 
function of this "closeness" was exclusively narcissistic. 

These mothers had maintained the primitive narcissistic mother-infant fusion with their 
children. This enabled them vicariously to gratify their own frustrated instinctual needs 
by virtue of projecting themselves onto the child. 

Angel provides further examples, this time by contrasting adult patients rather than by 

discussing the mother-infant relationship itself. He is contrasting "symbiosis and 

pseudosymbiosis" - two versions of fantasies and wishes of merging in adult patients. 

In (real) symbiosis, according to Angel, there is an extreme fear of merging as well as 

a wish to merge, because there is no firm sense of individuation in the first place. In 

pseudosymbiosis, there need not be and is not such fear, because the distinction between 

self and object is firm, and the wish to (re)merge is only a defensive one, usually against 

feelings of aggression toward the object: 

1 In symbiosis, merging fantasies are a true reflection of the state of the ego; the self 
and object representations are merged. 

2 In pseudosymbiosis, merging fantasies are defensive formations, and the self and 
object representations are more or less distinct. 

3 In adults with true symbiotic object relations, the scale is weighted heavily on the 
side of fixation to the infantile symbiotic phase. In pseudosymbiosis, the element of 
fixation is minimal or absent, and the scale is weighted heavily on the side of 
defensive regression.26 

Between symbiosis and pseudosymbiosis is a middle syndrome, which arises through 

fixation to the period when separateness is being established but still fluctuates and is in 

doubt. Like Olden, Angel does not tie his distinction to gender differences. His case 

examples of true symbiosis and in-between syndrome are women, however, and his case 

example of pseudosymbiosis is a man. This points again to gender differences in issues 

of separateness and sense of self. 

The choices of examples by Fliess, Olden, Angel, and Balint are not accidental. The 

patterns of fusion, projection, narcissistic extension, and denial of separateness they 

describe are more likely to happen in early mother-daughter relationships than in those of 

mothers and sons. The same personality characteristics in mothers certainly produce 

problematic mother-son relationships, but of a different kind. In all these cases, the 

mother does not recognize or denies the existence of the daughter as a separate person, 

and the daughter herself then comes not to recognize, or to have difficulty recognizing, 

herself as a separate person. She experiences herself, rather, as a continuation or 

extension of (or, in the Balint case, a subsumption within) her mother in particular, and 

later of the world in general. 

In the next two examples, my interpretation is less secure. Both authors give examples 

of mothers and daughters and mothers and sons to demonstrate a larger issue - as 

Burlingham phrases it, "empathy between infant and mother,"    and as 
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Sperling puts it, "children's interpretations and reaction to the unconscious of their 

mother."28 It is my impression that although there was certainly understanding or 

empathy between mothers and children of both genders, and ways in which children of 

both genders lived out their mother's preoccupations or fantasies, the quality of the child's 

empathy and its reaction to the mother's unconscious differed according to gender. With 

one possible exception, Burlingham and Sperling describe girls who act as extensions of 

their mothers, who act out the aggression which their mothers feel but do not allow 

themselves to recognize or act on. They describe boys, by contrast, who equally 

intuitively react to their mothers' feelings and wishes as if they were the objects of their 

mothers' fantasies rather than the subjects. Girls, then, seem to become and experience 

themselves as the self of the mother's fantasy, whereas boys become the other. 

Neither Burlingham nor Sperling links her insights to gender differences. However, 

Burlingham mentions that when she and her children were in analysis at the same time, 

and an issue preoccupying her would arise in the analysis of her children, appearing "out 

of context... as if it were a foreign body," these links were more obvious with sons than 

daughters. Burlingham does not have an explanation. If my interpretation is right, then 

the explanation is that her daughter's preoccupations, as continuations of her, might 

appear more ego-syntonic - seeming to emerge out of her daughter's ego - and thus be 

less identifiable than issues which emphasized her sons as acted-on objects. 

These accounts indicate the significance of gender differences, despite the lack of 

attention paid to these differences. With the exception of Balint, who says that being 

empty of oneself is found more often in women, the authors claim simply to focus on a 

certain kind of person and certain kind of early mother-infant relationship, and then either 

use predominantly mother-daughter examples or mother-daughter and mother-son 

examples which reflect gender-linked variations in the processes they discuss, as in the 

cases of Angel, Burlingham, and Sperling. All these accounts indicate, in different ways, 

that prolonged symbiosis and narcissistic over-identification are particularly 

characteristic of early relationships between mothers and daughters. 

Pre-Oedipal Mother-Son Relationships: The Clinical Picture 

Both the absence of mother-son examples in some discussions, and their character in 

others, indicate how early mother-daughter relationships contrast to those between a 

mother and son. In Burlingham and Sperling, sons are objects for their mothers, even 

while they maintain symbiotic bonds of empathy and oneness of identification. In the 

Angel case, a man pretends symbiosis when boundaries are in fact established. 

It is hard to substantiate this impression without repeating all of the cases involved. I report them, however, 

because there are few such cases in the literature. I encourage the most committed (or skeptical) to read them. 
Ann, described by Sperling. '     In one case, for instance, a son (Paul, described by Sperling) has become a 

substitute for the mother's brother, toward whom she had and continues to have very complicated feelings. 
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Psychoanalytic and anthropological clinical accounts further illuminate specific 

tendencies in early mother-son relationships.3 Bibring argues that the decline of the 

husband's presence in the home has resulted in a wife "as much in need of a husband as 

the son is of a father." This wife is likely to turn her affection and interest to the next 

obvious male - her son - and to become particularly seductive toward him. Just as the 

father is often not enough present to prevent or break up the mother-daughter boundary 

confusion, he is also not available to prevent either his wife's seductiveness or his son's 

growing reciprocated incestuous impulses. A mother, here, is again experiencing her son 

as a definite other - an opposite-gendered and -sexed other. Her emotional investments 

and conflicts, given her socialization around issues of gender and sex and membership in 

a sexist society, make this experience of him particularly strong. The son's solution, 

moreover, emphasizes differentiation buttressed by heavy emotional investment. He 

projects his own fears and desires onto his mother, whose behavior he then gives that 

much more significance and weight. 

Slater's account of Greek mother-son relationships in the Classical period, read into his 

later work on contemporary American society, gives us further insight into the dynamics 

Bibring discusses.*32 Greek marriages, Slater suggests, were characterized by a weak 

marital bond, and the society was ridden with sex antagonism and masculine fear and 

devaluation of mature women. Wives were isolated in their marital homes with children. 

In reaction, mothers reproduced in their own sons the same masculine fears and behaviors 

that their husbands and the men in their society had. They produced in these sons a 

precarious and vulnerable masculinity and sense of differentiation by alternating sexual 

praise and seductive behavior with hostile deflation, ridicule, and intrusive definitions of 

their sons' intrapsychic situation. Like the maternal treatment Bibring discusses, this 

treatment kept sons dependent on their mothers for a sense of self-sufficiency and self-

esteem. At the same time, it emphasized these sons' sexuality and sexual difference, and 

encouraged participation in a heavily sexualized relationship in boys who had not 

resolved early issues of individuation and the establishment of ego boundaries. 

Bibring's and Slater's work implies that in societies like ours, which are male-

dominated but have relatively father-absent families and little paternal participation in 

family life and child care, masculinity and sexual difference ("Oedipal" issues) 

Slater discusses the psychic outcome of structural features of the family and the organization and ideology 

of gender not unique to Greek society but very much present in our own. His later works do not present his 

analysis in such full detail, though they assume that it is very much applicable to American society. Therefore, I 

rely in what follows on the analysis of Greece to shed light on our contemporary situation. 
This combination of the blurring of generational boundaries between mother and son, and the elevation of 

the son to a role as masculine partner, or opposite, to the mother, replicates Lidz's description of 

schizophrenogenic family structure and practice for boys.33 Slater in fact suggests that maternal treatment of 

sons in Greece was schizophrenogenic. He points out that we have no record of the actual incidence of madness 

in ancient Greek society, but that Greek culture was dominated by maternally caused madness: "No other 

mythology with which I am familiar contains so many explicitly designated 
instances of madness ___ The most striking fact is that of all the clear instances of madness deliberately 
produced in one being by another, none can be said to be caused by a truly masculine or paternal agent. Most 

are afflicted by goddesses, and the remainder by the effeminate Dionysus, himself a previous victim 
at the hands of Hera ____ Nor is the relationship between the sex of an agent and the sex of a victim a 
random one: in the overwhelming majority of cases madness is induced in persons of the opposite sex." 
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become intertwined with separation-individuation ("pre-Oedipal") issues almost from the 

beginning of a boy's life. This conclusion receives confirmation from Whiting's cross-

cultural analyses of patrilocal societies with sleeping arrangements in which children 

sleep exclusively with their mothers during their first two years (and husband/fathers 

sleep elsewhere) and postpartum sex taboos. Such societies are usually characterized by 

a general pattern of sex segregation and sex antagonism -again, a (perhaps) extreme form 

of the sex-gender arrangements in modern society. 

Such arrangements create difficulties for the development of a sense of masculinity in 

boys. Although their account is allegedly about feminine role identification, Whiting and 

his colleagues are in fact talking about the period of early infancy. In some formulations 

of the problem, it is clear that they are concerned with fundamental feelings of 

dependence, overwhelming attachment, and merging with the mother, developed by a 

son during the intense and exclusive early years, that he feels he must overcome in order 

to attain independence and a masculine self-identification. They suggest further that an 

explicitly sexual relationship between mother and son may exist. Citing "clinical 

evidence from women in our own society suggesting that nursing is sexually gratifying to 

some women at least,"3 and informant reports in one society with postpartum sex taboo 

and mother-infant sleeping arrangements that mothers had no desire for sex as long as 

they were nursing, they suggest that "it is possible that the mother obtains some 

substitute sexual gratification from nursing and caring for her infant." 

Cross-cultural accounts of father-absence and mother-infant sleeping arrangements do 

not mention the effects of extreme father-absence and antagonism between the sexes on 

mother-daughter relationships or on female development. It may well be that the kind of 

mother-daughter boundary confusion and overidentification I have discussed here is the 

answer. Slater suggests that it is not simply sleeping arrangements but maternal 

ambivalence and inconsistent behavior toward sons which lead to the results Whiting 

describes. Without this ambivalence and seductiveness, mother-infant sleeping 

arrangements may not produce conflict and dependency. Alternatively, it may be that 

dependency in girls is not, in the patriarchal cultural case, an obstacle to the successful 

attainment of femininity. 

I conclude, from the evidence in Bibring's, Slater's and Whiting's accounts, that a mother, 

of a different gender from her son and deprived of adult emotional, social, and physical 

contact with men (and often without any supportive adult contact at all), may push her 

son out of his pre-Oedipal relationship to her into an Oedipally toned relationship defined 

by its sexuality and gender distinction. Her son's maleness and oppositeness as a sexual 

other become important, even while his being an infant remains important as well. 

Because of this, sons (men) come to have different kinds of pre-Oedipally engendered 

problems than daughters (women). Greenacre points to these in her discussion of the 

genesis of "perversions" and especially of fetishism, which, according to psychoanalysts, 

are predominantly masculine phenomena. 

Slater does not restrict his discussion to the period of the early mother-son relationship. But all the 

relational and ego problems he discusses, and his use of the label "oral-narcissistic dilemma" to summarize 

these, point to early mother-infant issues: myths concerned with birth, with maternal attacks on the infant in the 

womb or on the neonate, with oral reincorporation by the mother; or with the maternal lack of reality principle 

vis-a-vis her son. 
In fact, their omission provided the original impetus for my study here. 
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Greenacre suggests that fetishes, and other perversions as well, serve to deny (on an 

unconscious level usually) that women do not have penises: "The phallic woman [is a] 

ubiquitous fantasy in perversions."* The reason the fetishist needs to deny the existence 

of different genitalia than his own is that his sense of his own genital body identity is not 

firm. Being presented with different genitalia, therefore, he feels threatened and 

potentially castrated himself. Greenacre argues that fetishism is a result of conflict 

centering on issues of separation and individuation in the early years. It results from 

boundary confusion and a lack of sense of self firmly distinguished from his mother, 

leading him to experience (again, all this is probably not conscious) as his own what he 

takes to be the castration of first his mother and then women in general. 

Greenacre's account points to gender differences surrounding early issues of dif-

ferentiation and individuation. Even while primary separateness is being established in 

boys, issues of masculinity and conflicts around genital differences are important. Her 

account also leads me to conclude that the early period is sexualized for boys in a way 

that it is not for girls, that phallic-masculine issues become intertwined with supposedly 

nongender-differentiated object-relational and ego issues concerning the creation of a 

sense of separate self. 

According to Greenacre and Herman Roiphe, children of both genders go through a 

phase during their second year when their genitals become important as part of their 

developing body self and their developing gender identity. l Conflictual object-relations 

concerning these issues can lead a child to focus anxiety and emotion on genital 

difference - to develop castration anxiety or penis envy. Greenacre's account indicates, 

however, that this aspect of individuation is more important and conflictual for men. That 

the early mother-son relationship is likely to emphasize phallic Oedi-pal issues along 

with pre-Oedipal individuation issues explains this difference. It is another instance in 

which a supposedly nongender-differentiated process has different meanings for boys and 

girls. 

In a society like ours, in which mothers have exclusive care for infants and are isolated 

from other adults, in which there is physical and social separation of men/ fathers from 

women/mothers and children, and institutionalized male dominance, a mother may 

impose her reactions to this situation on her son, and confuse her relationship to him as 

an infant with a sexualized relationship to him as a male. It is precisely such a situation 

which accounts for the early entrance into the Oedipus situation on the part of boys in 

our society. 

I realize that this kind of claim verges on the incredible to those unpersuaded by psychoanalytic theory. It is 

certainly the area in psychoanalytic theory in which I feel least comfortable, but in this case Greenacre's 

account is persuasive and illuminating. 
As noted previously, children of both genders go through a symbiotic phase of unity, primary 

identification, and mutual empathy with their mother, and then go through a period of differentiation from her - 

but these issues remain more central for women. 
Barbara Deck (personal communication) suggests that whether the boy is a child or an adult makes a big 

difference to his mother. As a little man with a penis, he excites her; however, in order for her fondling and 

sexualized treatment not to produce conscious guilt, he must remain a neuter baby. This ambivalence does not 

arise in the case of a girl baby, who is "just a baby" or at most a "baby mother/ self." She is not an other, like a 

"baby husband" or a "baby father." 
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Conclusions 

The clinical and cultural examples I have discussed all point to the conclusion that pre-

Oedipal experiences of girls and boys differ. The girl's pre-Oedipal mother-love and 

preoccupation with pre-Oedipal issues are prolonged in a way that they are not for the 

boy. With the exception of Whiting's cross-cultural analysis, all the examples I cite are 

cases which their authors have taken to be noteworthy for their "abnormality" or 

"pathology." However, the extent of such pathology varies (from preoccupation to mild 

neurosis to psychosis). More important, there is systematic variation in the form it takes 

depending on whether a person is female or male - on whether we are talking about 

mother-daughter or mother-son relationships. In all cases the pathology reflects, in 

exaggerated form, differences in what are in fact normal tendencies. The cases give us, 

as Freud suggests about neurosis in general, insight into what we would otherwise miss 

just because it is subtle, typical, and familiar. These cases, then, point to typical gender 

differences in the pre-Oedipal period, differences that are a product of the asymmetrical 

organization of parenting which founds our family structure. 

Because they are the same gender as their daughters and have been girls, mothers of 

daughters tend not to experience these infant daughters as separate from them in the 

same way as do mothers of infant sons. In both C3.SCS, 3. mother is likely to experience a 

sense of oneness and continuity with her infant. However, this sense is stronger, and lasts 

longer, vis-a-vis daughters. Primary identification and symbiosis with daughters tend to 

be stronger and cathexis of daughters is more likely to retain and emphasize narcissistic 

elements, that is, to be based on experiencing a daughter as an extension or double of a 

mother herself, with cathexis of the daughter as a sexual other usually remaining a 

weaker, less significant theme. 

Other accounts also suggest that mothers normally identify more with daughters and 

experience them as less separate. Signe Hammer's book, Daughters and Mothers: 

Mothers and Daughters, based on interviews with over seventy-five mothers, daughters, 

and grandmothers, describes how issues of primary identification, oneness, and 

separateness follow mother-daughter pairs from a daughter's earliest infancy until she is 

well into being a mother or even grandmother herself: 

Most of the daughters in this book have received enough support from their mothers to 
emerge from the stage of complete symbiosis in early infancy. But for the vast majority 
of mothers and daughters, this emergence remains only partial. At some level mothers 
and daughters tend to remain emotionally bound up with each other in what might be 
called a semisymbiotic relationship, in which neither ever quite sees herself or the other 

42 
as a separate person. 

Hammer's study is certainly confirmed by my own discussions with a number of mothers 

of daughters and sons, first in a women's group devoted to the discussion and analysis of 

mother-daughter relationships in particular and family relationships in general, and later 

with individual acquaintances. Finally, the resurfacing and prevalence of pre-Oedipal 

mother-daughter issues in adolescence (anxiety, intense and exclusive attachment, orality 

and food, maternal control of a daughter's body, primary identification) provide clinical 

verification of the claim that elements of the pre-Oedipal mother-daughter relationship 

are maintained and prolonged in both maternal and filial psyche. 
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Because they are of different gender than their sons, by contrast, mothers experience 

their sons as a male opposite. Their cathexis of sons is more likely to consist from early 

on in an object cathexis of a sexual other, perhaps in addition to narcissistic components. 

Sons tend to be experienced as differentiated from their mothers, and mothers push this 

differentiation (even while retaining, in some cases, a kind of intrusive controlling power 

over their sons). Maternal behavior, at the same time, tends to help propel sons into a 

sexualized, genitally toned relationship, which in its turn draws the son into triangular 

conflicts. 

Early psychoanalytic findings about the special importance of the pre-Oedipal mother-

daughter relationship describe the first stage of a general process in which separation and 

individuation remain particularly female developmental issues. The cases I describe 

suggest that there is a tendency in women toward boundary confusion and a lack of sense 

of separateness from the world. Most women do develop ego boundaries and a sense of 

separate self. However, women's ego and object-relational issues are concerned with this 

tendency on one level (of potential conflict, of experience of object-relations), even as on 

another level (in the formation of ego boundaries and the development of a separate 

identity) the issues are resolved. 

That these issues become more important for girls than for boys is a product of 

children of both genders growing up in families where women, who have a greater sense 

of sameness with daughters than sons, perform primary parenting functions. As long as 

women mother, we can expect that a girl's pre-Oedipal period will be longer than that of a 

boy and that women, more than men, will be more open to and preoccupied with those 

very relational issues that go into mothering - feelings of primary identification, lack of 

separateness or differentiation, ego and body-ego boundary issues and primary love not 

under the sway of the reality principle. A girl does not simply identify with her mother or 

want to be like her mother. Rather, mother and daughter maintain elements of their 

primary relationship which means they will feel alike in fundamental ways. Object-

relations and conflicts in the Oedipal period build upon this pre-Oedipal base. 
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Political Criticism: From Marxism 
to Cultural Materialism 



Introduction: Starting with Zero 

Julie Rivkin and Michael Ryan 

A debate emerged in literary studies in the past several decades around what many see as 

the importation of politics to an endeavor that should concern itself with purely literary 

issues. The argument against the importation of politics assumes, of course, that politics 

was not in literature in the first place and that literary criticism, even when limited to a 

concern for form, style, theme, and the like, is not implicitly shaped by political choices. 

That question becomes especially marked when one considers works such as Conrad's 

Heart of Darkness, a novella about the brutalities of economic colonialism, or 

Shakespeare's Henry plays, which depict a ruler who engages in an unprovoked invasion 

of another land that resulted in thousands of deaths. A purely "literary" examination of 

the works in terms of narrative irony or rhetorical eloquence would seem to ask a great 

deal of readers. They have to ignore the palpable political issues these works address in 

order for literary form to be the main topic of critical conversation. 

The entry of politics into literary discussion, beginning in the 1970s, was not so much 

an entry as a re-entry. If one goes back far enough in the library, one will find works of 

criticism in the nineteenth century that deal with liberalism in English literature or the 

way political struggles are rendered in literature. But in the era after World War II, when 

the US and the Soviet Union were engaged in a "Cold War," it was difficult for literary 

critics to frame literature politically, especially if that framing meant drawing on the 

concepts and vocabulary of Marxism. Marxism was critical of capitalism, and during that 

era, the "West" defined itself in terms of the defense of capitalism against the egalitarian 

aspirations of Marxist socialism. 

The end of colonialism in the 1960s and 1970s spurred a new interest in Marxism and 

in Left politics in the US and in England. It was the generation of scholars who entered 

the profession during these years - Richard Ohmann, Martha Vicinus, Paul Lauter, Terry 

Eagleton, Fredric Jameson, and others - who were responsible for the re-entry of politics 

into literary study. Among other things, they argued that the exclusive concern with form 

that the New Criticism fostered was itself political. The erasure of history from literature 

constituted a turning away from crucial matters of political substance without which 

literature would not be literature. One could, of course, choose to study John Donne's 

poetry exclusively in terms of the structure of paradox, but that would be to ignore the 

rather loud din of battle in the background, as the English Civil War slowly unfolded. 

There are many modern varieties of political criticism, and it is not unusual for 

political critics to combine approaches - feminism, Marxism, Post-structuralism, 
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post-coloniality, etc. One of the most enduring forms of political criticism is Marxism. 

Although ostensibly a doctrine concerned more with economics and politics than with 

culture and literature, Marxism has from its inception in the late nineteenth century given 

rise to statements about the nature of art, literature, and culture. In contrast to Formalist 

approaches, which isolate the literary work from its historical context, Marxism begins 

with the assumption that literature can only be understood if its full context - historical, 

economic, social, economic, cultural - is taken into account. Moreover, for Marxists, 

literature is an active agent in its social and cultural world. It can work to expose wrongs 

in a society, or it can paper over troubling fissures and make a class-divided society seem 

unified and content. One major assumption of Marxists is that culture, including 

literature, functions to reproduce the class structure of society. It does so by representing 

class differences in such a way that they seem legitimate and natural. But many writers, 

themselves at times influenced by Marxist ideas, take up the pen (or the word processor) 

as a weapon in "class struggle." When Upton Sinclair wrote in a realistic vein about the 

wrongdoings of the giant meat companies in the US in The Jungle, he hoped to change 

the world by influencing public opinion, and he succeeded. 

Marxism derives from the work of Karl Marx, a German philosopher who lived in 

Paris and London in the middle of the nineteenth century, a time of severe industri-

alization that was creating a new class of industrial workers that he called the "prole-

tariat." When Marx wrote his major works The German Ideology (1846), The Manifesto 

of the Communist Party (1848), and Capital (1867), the ideals of socialism (that wealth 

should be distributed more equitably, that class differences should be abolished, that 

society should be devoted to providing for everyone's basic needs, etc.) were emerging in 

counterpoint to the principles and realities of industrial capitalism - individual freedom in 

economic matters, an intractable inequality in the distribution of wealth, severe class 

differentiation, and brutal poverty for those without property. It was also a time of 

revolution. Across Europe in 1848, monarchies were overthrown by democratic uprisings, 

and nations long dominated by others struggled for independence. In 1870-1, workers 

seized power in Paris, and the Commune briefly established an egalitarian alternative to 

capitalism before it was defeated by reactionary armies and the participants executed. It 

was a time when "bourgeois" society itself, which was organized around the ideal of the 

private accumulation of wealth in an economy unhampered by state regulation, was being 

challenged for the first time. That Marx was deeply influenced by his historical context is 

itself a lesson in Marxist methodology. According to Marx, we are all situated historically 

and socially, and our social and historical contexts "determine" or shape our lives. This is 

as true of literature as it is of human beings: literature is not, according to Marxist 

criticism, the expression of universal or eternal ideas, as the New Critics claimed, nor is 

it, as the Russian Formalists claimed, an autonomous realm of aesthetic or formal devices 

and techniques that act independently of their material setting in society and history. 

Rather, literature is in the first instance a social phenomenon, and as such, it cannot be 

studied independently of the social -relations, the economic forms, and the political 

realities of the time in which it was written. 

Marxist literary criticism has traditionally been concerned with studying the 

embeddedness of a work within its historical, social, and economic contexts. Some 

Marxist criticism argues that literature reflects unproblematically the values and ideals of 

the class in dominance. In order to make it onto the stage at all, Shake- 



Starting with Zero 645 

speare's plays had somehow to address (which is to say, accept and further) the values 

and ideals of monarchial English culture. Shakespeare's history plays all celebrate 

kingship not because he was a political conservative but because the material context of 

literary production places limits on what can and cannot be said or expressed at a 

particular historical moment. Shakespeare could not have expressed counter-monarchial 

ideas and still been "Shakespeare," that is, someone hired to produce plays for the king's 

court. All literature is in this respect "determined" by economics, by the translation into 

cultural limitations and imperatives of the sheer weight of how material life in a society 

is conducted. Those limitations range from the choosing of what will or will not be 

published to the implanted selection procedures that readers inherit from schooling 

within a culture and that shape what and how they read (whether or not they can even 

understand the language of a play like Lear, for example). 

This "reflectionist" approach to literature has been supplanted by critical approaches 

that emphasize the complexity of the relationships between literature and its ambient 

context. While some contemporary Marxist critics continue to emphasize the role of 

literature and of culture in reproducing class society, others look for ways in which 

literature undermines or subverts the dominant ideologies of the culture. One function of 

literature is to offer those on the losing end images that assure them that their situation of 

relative deprivation is the natural result of fair play and fair rules, not of systematic 

dispossession that is a structural feature of the society. In Shakespeare's plays, for 

example, the lower-class characters, though likeable and comic for the most part, seem to 

deserve their lower-class status. Their speech and patterns of thought suggest less refined 

natures than those possessed by their "betters," who usually happen to be aristocrats. The 

plays legitimate class division. 

But literature also displays signs of contradictions (between classes, between 

ideologies and realities) that threaten society from within and are put on display in 

literature. No matter how much it spuriously resolves contradictions in society between 

the rich and the poor or between an ideal of "freedom" and a reality of economic 

enslavement, literature must also show them forth for all to see. According to this 

approach, all attempts to naturalize social divisions reveal their artificiality, and all 

ideological resolutions put their "imaginary" quality on display. In Shakespeare's plays, 

for example, the nobility may consistently triumph, but the very necessity of depicting 

such triumph over adversaries suggests that there is trouble, rather than peace and 

universal contentment, in the society. In the effort to reassure the nobility, the plays draw 

attention both to divisions in society and to the need on the part of those in power to 

make those divisions seem easily resolvable. The very effort suggests that the class 

differences harbor potential dangers for the rule of the aristocracy. 

British Marxism has evolved in two different directions. Influenced less by dialectical 

theory, it has developed in much more historicist directions. Raymond Williams, for 

many years the sole practitioner of Marxist literary studies on either side of the Atlantic, 

helped to foster a concern in British Marxist literary criticism with the evolution of 

literature in relation to social, political, and economic changes. Terry Eagleton has 

refined this historicist approach by linking literary form to social ideology. According to 

Eagleton, literary form is itself ideological and laden with political meanings. In his 

book, Criticism and Ideology (1977), Eagleton argued that as one moves from the 

nineteenth into the twentieth century, works of literature provide 
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different and differently ideological pictures of the social universe both in their content 

and in the way they are written. The organic form of the Romantics suggested a 

virtuously cohesive society in which class difference is an accepted feature of life, while 

T. S. Eliot's fragmented Modernist poetic form embodies his reactionary sense that 

modern democratic life represents a falling away from a good cultural tradition based on 

conservative values. 

Another school of British Marxism, called Cultural Materialism, draws on Post-

Structuralist and feminist theory. Cultural Materialist scholars such as Alan Sinfield take 

issue with the idea that literature reflects and promotes social power or embodies in an 

unproblematic way the interests of a ruling class. All power structures are contingent; 

that is, they lack a logical ground or a natural foundation. As a result, they must rely on 

cultural narratives that assure their legitimacy. Such narratives strive for plausibility, but 

they must work against the contingency of the institutions they defend, a contingency 

that leaves them open to counter-narratives that suggest different social possibilities. 

Moreover, all class-divided societies project into culture the instabilities on which they 

are built. Those instabilities register in literary works as dissidence and as dissonance. 

The narratives of such works usually evoke social adversaries in order to quell them, as, 

for example, Edmund in King Lear is evoked as a pretender to power but ultimately 

killed by "true" nobles. He represents a dissident presence in the social world of the era, a 

new class of merchants, small businessmen, and industrialists who were struggling for 

power against the reigning nobility. His presence in the play, moreover, produces 

dissonance within the play's discourse. True, "virtue" (the ideological term the nobility 

used to anoint itself with the right to rule) triumphs in the end, but it can do so only by 

evoking vice and by giving it time on stage. Even as the play asserts the right of the 

nobility to rule, it evokes the reality that such rule was being contested at the time. By 

having the defeat of Edmund hang solely on an act of violence (Edgar, the true noble, 

defeats him in combat), the play also draws attention to the fact that the nobility's claim 

to legitimacy is tenuous. 



The Sublime Object of Ideology 

Slavoj Zizek 

Slavoj Zizek is most often associated with Lacanian psychoanalysis. In The Sublime Object of 

Ideology (1989), he blends Lacan with Marx and, in this selection, makes a link between the 

psychoanalytic theory of fantasy and the Marxist theory of ideology. 

Marx, Freud: The Analysis of Form 

According to Lacan, it was none other than Karl Marx who invented the notion of 

symptom. Is this Lacanian thesis just a sally of wit, a vague analogy, or does it possess a 

pertinent theoretical foundation? If Marx really articulated the notion of the symptom as 

it is also at work in the Freudian field, then we must ask ourselves the Kantian question 

concerning the epistemological "conditions of possibility" of such an encounter: how was 

it possible for Marx, in his analysis of the world of commodities, to produce a notion 

which applies also to the analysis of dreams, hysterical phenomena, and so on? 

The answer is that there is a fundamental homology between the interpretative 

procedure of Marx and Freud - more precisely, between their analysis of commodity and 

of dreams. In both cases the point is to avoid the properly fetishistic fascination of the 

"content" supposedly hidden behind the form: the "secret" to be unveiled through 

analysis is not the content hidden by the form (the form of commodities, the form of 

dreams) but, on the contrary, the "secret" of this form itself. The theoretical intelligence 

of the form of dreams does not consist in penetrating from the manifest content to its 

"hidden kernel," to the latent dream-thoughts; it consists in the answer to the question: 

why have the latent dream-thoughts assumed such a form, why were they transposed into 

the form of a dream? It is the same with commodities: the real problem is not to penetrate 

to the "hidden kernel" of the commodity - the determination of its value by the quantity 

of the work consumed in its production - but to explain why work assumed the form of 

the value of a commodity, why it can affirm its social character only in the commodity-

form of its product.... 

The structure is always triple; there are always three elements at work: the manifest 

dream-text, the latent dream-content or thought, and the unconscious desire articulated in 

a dream. This desire attaches itself to the dream, it intercalates itself in the interspace 

between the latent thought and the manifest text; it is therefore not "more concealed, 

deeper" in relation to the latent thought, it is decidedly more "on the surface," consisting 

entirely of the signifier's mechanisms, of the treatment to which the latent thought is 

submitted. In other words, its only place is in the form of the 
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"dream": the real subject matter of the dream (the unconscious desire) articulates itself in 

the dream-work, in the elaboration of its "latent content." ... 

The crucial thing to note here is that we find exactly the same articulation in two 

stages with Marx, in his analysis of the "secret of the commodity-form." 

First, we must break the appearance according to which the value of a commodity 

depends on pure hazard - on an accidental interplay between supply and demand, for 

example. We must accomplish the crucial step of conceiving the hidden "meaning" 

behind the commodity-form, the signification "expressed" by this form; we must 

penetrate the "secret" of the value of commodities: 

The determination of the magnitude of value by labor-time is therefore a secret, hidden 
under the apparent fluctuations in the relative values of commodities. Its discovery, 
while removing all appearance of mere accidentality from the determination of the 
magnitude of the values of products, yet in no way alters the mode in which that 
determination takes place. 

But as Marx points out, there is a certain "yet": the unmasking of the secret is not 

sufficient. Classical bourgeois political economy has already discovered the "secret" of 

the commodity-form; its limit is that it is not able to disengage itself from this fascination 

in the secret hidden behind the commodity-form - that its attention is captivated by labor 

as the true source of wealth. In other words, classical political economy is interested only 

in contents concealed behind the commodity-form, which is why it cannot explain the 

true secret, not the secret behind the form but the secret of this form itself. In spite of its 

quite correct explanation of the "secret of the magnitude of value," the commodity 

remains for classical political economy a mysterious, enigmatic thing. It is the same as 

with the dream: even after we have explained its hidden meaning, its latent thought, the 

dream remains an enigmatic phenomenon; what is not yet explained is simply its form, 

the process by means of which the hidden meaning disguised itself in such a form. 

We must, then, accomplish another crucial step and analyze the genesis of the 

commodity-form itself. It is not sufficient to reduce the form to the essence, to the hidden 

kernel, we must also examine the process - homologous to the "dream-work" - by means 

of which the concealed content assumes such a form, because, as Marx points out: 

"Whence, then, arises the enigmatical character of the product of labor, as soon as it 

assumes the form of commodities? Clearly from this form itself."2 It is this step towards 

the genesis of the form that classical political economy cannot accomplish, and this is its 

crucial weakness: 

Political economy has indeed analyzed value and its magnitude, however incompletely, 
and has uncovered the content concealed within these forms. But it has never once 
asked the question why this content has assumed that particular form, that is to say, 
why labor is expressed in value, and why the measurement of labor by its duration is 
expressed in the magnitude of the value of the product.3 

The Unconscious of the Commodity-Form 

Why did the Marxian analysis of the commodity-form - which, prima facie, concerns a 

purely economic question - exert such an influence in the general field of social 
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sciences; why has it fascinated generations of philosophers, sociologists, art historians, 

and others? Because it offers a kind of matrix enabling us to generate all other forms of 

the "fetishistic inversion": it is as if the dialectics of the commodity-form presents us with 

a pure - distilled, so to speak - version of a mechanism offering us a key to the theoretical 

understanding of phenomena which, at first sight, have nothing whatsoever to do with the 

field of political economy (law, religion, and so on). In the commodity-form there is 

definitely more at stake than the commodity-form itself, and it was precisely this "more" 

which exerted such a fascinating power of attraction. The theoretician who has gone 

furthest in unfolding the universal reach of the commodity-form is indubitably Alfred 

Sohn-Rethel, one of the "fellow travelers" of the Frankfurt School. His fundamental 

thesis was that 

the formal analysis of the commodity holds the key not only to the critique of political 
economy, but also to the historical explanation of the abstract conceptual mode of 
thinking and of the division of intellectual and manual labor which came into existence 
with it.4 

In other words, in the structure of the commodity-form it is possible to find the 

transcendental subject: the commodity-form articulates in advance the anatomy, the 

skeleton of the Kantian transcendental subject - that is, the network of transcendental 

categories which constitute the a priori frame of "objective" scientific knowledge. Herein 

lies the paradox of the commodity-form: it - this inner-worldly, "pathological" (in the 

Kantian meaning of the word) phenomenon - offers us a key to solving the fundamental 

question of the theory of knowledge: objective knowledge with universal validity - how 

is this possible? 

After a series of detailed analyses, Sohn-Rethel came to the following conclusion: the 

apparatus of categories presupposed, implied by the scientific procedure (that, of course, 

of the Newtonian science of nature), the network of notions by means of which it seizes 

nature, is already present in the social effectivity, already at work in the act of commodity 

exchange. Before thought could arrive at pure abstraction, the abstraction was already at 

work in the social effectivity of the market. The exchange of commodities implies a 

double abstraction: the abstraction from the changeable character of the commodity 

during the act of exchange and the abstraction from the concrete, empirical, sensual, 

particular character of the commodity (in the act of exchange, the distinct, particular 

qualitative determination of a commodity is not taken into account; a commodity is 

reduced to an abstract entity which - irrespective of its particular nature, of its "use-value" 

- possesses "the same value" as another commodity for which it is being exchanged). 

Before thought could arrive at the idea of a purely quantitative determination, a sine 

qua non of the modern science of nature, pure quantity was already at work in money, 

that commodity which renders possible the commensurability of the value of all other 

commodities notwithstanding their particular qualitative determination. Before physics 

could articulate the notion of a purely abstract movement going on in a geometric space, 

independently of all qualitative determinations of the moving objects, the social act of 

exchange had already realized such a "pure," abstract movement which leaves totally 

intact the concrete-sensual properties of the object caught in movement: the transference 

of property. And Sohn-Rethel demonstrated the same about the relationship of substance 

and its accidents, about the notion of 
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causality operative in Newtonian science - in short, about the whole network of 

categories of pure reason. 

In this way, the transcendental subject, the support of the net of a priori categories, is 

confronted with the disquieting fact that it depends, in its very formal genesis, on some 

inner-worldly, "pathological" process - a scandal, a nonsensical impossibility from the 

transcendental point of view, in so far as the formal-transcendental a priori is by 

definition independent of all positive contents: a scandal corresponding perfectly to the 

"scandalous" character of the Freudian unconscious, which is also unbearable from the 

transcendental-philosophical perspective. That is to say, if we look closely at the 

ontological status of what Sohn-Rethel calls the "real abstraction" [das reale Abstraktion] 

(that is, the act of abstraction at work in the very effective process of the exchange of 

commodities), the homology between its status and that of the unconscious, this 

signifying chain which persists on "another Scene," is striking: the "real abstraction" is the 

unconscious of the transcendental subject, the support of objective-universal scientific 

knowledge.... 

This does not mean, on the other hand, that everyday "practical" consciousness, as 

opposed to the philosophical-theoretical one - the consciousness of the individuals 

partaking in the act of exchange - is not also subjected to a complementary blindness. 

During the act of exchange, individuals proceed as "practical solipsists," they 

misrecognize the socio-synthetic function of exchange: that is the level of the "real 

abstraction" as the form of socialization of private production through the medium of the 

market: "What the commodity owners do in an exchange relation is practical solipsism - 

irrespective of what they think and say about it." Such a misrecognition is the sine qua 

non of the effectuation of an act of exchange - if the participants were to take note of the 

dimension of "real abstraction," the "effective" act of exchange itself would no longer be 

possible: 

Thus, in speaking of the abstractness of exchange we must be careful not to apply the 
term to the consciousness of the exchange agents. They are supposed to be occupied with 
the use of the commodities they see, but occupied in their imagination only. It is the 
action of exchange, and the action alone, that is abstract... the abstractness of that action 
cannot be noted when it happens because the consciousness of its agents is taken up with 
their business and with the empirical appearance of things which pertain to their use. 
One could say that the abstractness of their action is beyond realization by the actors 
because their very consciousness stands in the way. Were the abstractness to catch their 
minds their action would cease to be exchange and the abstraction would not arise. 

This misrecognition brings about the fissure of the consciousness into "practical" and 

"theoretical": the proprietor partaking in the act of exchange proceeds as a "practical 

solipsist": he overlooks the universal, socio-synthetic dimension of his act, reducing it to 

a casual encounter of atomized individuals in the market. This "repressed" social 

dimension of his act emerges thereupon in the form of its contrary -as universal Reason 

turned towards the observation of nature (the network of categories of "pure reason" as 

the conceptual frame of natural sciences). 

The crucial paradox of this relationship between the social effectivity of the com-

modity exchange and the "consciousness" of it is that - to use again a concise formulation 

by Sohn-Rethel - "this non-knowledge of the reality is part of its very essence": the social 

effectivity of the exchange process is a kind of reality which is 
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possible only on condition that the individuals partaking in it are not aware of its proper 

logic; that is, a kind of reality whose very ontological consistency implies a certain non-

knowledge of its participants - if we come to "know too much," to pierce the true 

functioning of social reality, this reality would dissolve itself. 

This is probably the fundamental dimension of "ideology": ideology is not simply a 

"false consciousness," an illusory representation of reality, it is rather this reality itself 

which is already to be conceived as "ideological" - "ideological" is a social reality whose 

very existence implies the non-knowledge of its participants as to its essence -that is, the social 

effectivity, the very reproduction of which implies that the individuals "do not know what 

they are doing." "Ideological" is not the "false consciousness" of a (social) being but this 

being itself in so far as it is supported by "false consciousness. " Thus we have finally reached 

the dimension of the symptom, because one of its possible definitions would also be "a 

formation whose very consistency implies a certain non-knowledge on the part of the 

subject": the subject can "enjoy his symptom" only in so far as its logic escapes him - the 

measure of the success of its interpretation is precisely its dissolution. 

The Social Symptom 

How, then, can we define the Marxian symptom? Marx "invented the symptom" (Lacan) 

by means of detecting a certain fissure, an asymmetry, a certain "pathological" imbalance 

which belies the universalism of the bourgeois "rights and duties." This imbalance, far 

from announcing the "imperfect realization" of these universal principles - that is, an 

insufficiency to be abolished by further development - functions as their constitutive 

moment: the "symptom" is, strictly speaking, a particular element which subverts its own 

universal foundation, a species subverting its own genus. In this sense, we can say that 

the elementary Marxian procedure of "criticism of ideology" is already "symptomatic": it 

consists in detecting a point of breakdown heterogenous to a given ideological field and 

at the same time necessary for that field to achieve its closure, its accomplished form. 

This procedure thus implies a certain logic of exception: every ideological Universal - 

for example freedom, equality - is "false" in so far as it necessarily includes a specific 

case which breaks its unity, lays open its falsity. Freedom, for example: a universal 

notion comprising a number of species (freedom of speech and press, freedom of 

consciousness, freedom of commerce, political freedom, and so on) but also, by means of 

a structural necessity, a specific freedom (that of the worker to sell freely his own labor 

on the market) which subverts this universal notion. That is to say, this freedom is the 

very opposite of effective freedom: by selling his labor "freely," the worker loses his 

freedom - the real content of this free act of sale is the worker's enslavement to capital. 

The crucial point is, of course, that it is precisely this paradoxical freedom, the form of 

its opposite, which closes the circle of "bourgeois freedoms." 

The same can also be shown for fair, equivalent exchange, this ideal of the market. 

When, in pre-capitalist society, the production of commodities has not yet attained 

universal character - that is, when it is still so-called "natural production" which 

predominates - the proprietors of the means of production are still themselves producers 

(as a rule, at least): it is artisan production; the proprietors themselves work and 
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sell their products on the market. At this stage of development there is no exploitation (in 

principle, at least - that is, if we do not consider the exploitation of apprentices, and so 

on); the exchange on the market is equivalent, every commodity is paid its full value. But 

as soon as production for the market prevails in the economic edifice of a given society, 

this generalization is necessarily accompanied by the appearance of a new, paradoxical 

type of commodity: the labor force, the workers who are not themselves proprietors of 

the means of production and who are consequently obliged to sell on the market their 

own labor instead of the products of their labor. 

With this new commodity, the equivalent exchange becomes its own negation -the 

very form of exploitation, of appropriation of the surplus-value. The crucial point not to 

be missed here is that this negation is strictly internal to equivalent exchange, not its 

simple violation: the labor force is not "exploited" in the sense that its full value is not 

remunerated; in principle at least, the exchange between labor and capital is wholly 

equivalent and equitable. The catch is that the labor force is a peculiar commodity, the 

use of which - labor itself - produces a certain surplus-value, and it is this surplus over 

the value of the labor force itself which is appropriated by the capitalist. 

We have here again a certain ideological Universal, that of equivalent and equitable 

exchange, and a particular paradoxical exchange - that of the labor force for its wages - 

which, precisely as an equivalent, functions as the very form of exploitation. The 

"quantitative" development itself, the universalization of the production of commodities, 

brings about a new "quality," the emergence of a new commodity representing the 

internal negation of the universal principle of equivalent exchange of commodities; in 

other words, it brings about a symptom. And in the Marxian perspective, Utopian 

socialism consists in the very belief that a society is possible in which the relations of 

exchange are universalized and production for the market predominates, but workers 

themselves none the less remain proprietors of their means of production and are 

therefore not exploited - in short, "utopian" conveys a belief in the possibility of a 

universality without its symptom, without the point of exception functioning as its 

internal negation. 

This is also the logic of the Marxian critique of Hegel, of the Hegelian notion of 

society as a rational totality: as soon as we try to conceive the existing social order as 

a rational totality, we must include in it a paradoxical element which, without ceasing 

to be its internal constituent, functions as its symptom - subverts the very universal 

rational principle of this totality. For Marx, this "irrational" element of the existing 

society was, of course, the proletariat, "the unreason of reason itself (Marx), the 

point at which the Reason embodied in the existing social order encounters its own 

unreason __  

Cynicism as a Form of Ideology 

The most elementary definition of ideology is probably the well-known phrase from 

Marx's Capital: "Sie wissen das nicht, aber sie tun es" - "they do not know it, but they are 

doing it." The very concept of ideology implies a kind of basic, constitutive naivete: the 

misrecognition of its own presuppositions, of its own effective conditions, a distance, a 

divergence between so-called social reality and our distorted representation, our false 

consciousness of it. That is why such a "naive 
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consciousness" can be submitted to a critical-ideological procedure. The aim of this 

procedure is to lead the naive ideological consciousness to a point at which it can 

recognize its own effective conditions, the social reality that it is distorting, and through 

this very act dissolve itself. In the more sophisticated versions of the critics of ideology - 

that developed by the Frankfurt School, for example - it is not just a question of seeing 

things (that is, social reality) as they "really are," of throwing away the distorting 

spectacles of ideology; the main point is to see how the reality itself cannot reproduce 

itself without this so-called ideological mystification. The mask is not simply hiding the 

real state of things; the ideological distortion is written into its very essence. 

We find, then, the paradox of a being which can: reproduce itself only in so far as it is 

misrecognized and overlooked: the moment we see it "as it really is," this being dissolves 

itself into nothingness or, more precisely, it changes into another kind of reality. That is 

why we must avoid the simple metaphors of demasking, of throwing away the veils 

which are supposed to hide the naked reality. We can see why Lacan, in his Seminar on 

the Ethics of Psychoanalysis, distances himself from the liberating gesture of saying 

finally that "the emperor has no clothes." The point is, as Lacan puts it, that the emperor 

is naked only beneath his clothes, so if there is an unmasking gesture of psychoanalysis, it 

is closer to Alphonse Allais's well-known joke, quoted by Lacan: somebody points at a 

woman and utters a horrified cry, "Look at her, what a shame, under her clothes, she is 

totally naked." 

But all this is already well known: it is the classic concept of ideology as "false 

consciousness," misrecognition of the social reality which is part of this reality itself. Our 

question is: Does this concept of ideology as a naive consciousness still apply to today's 

world? Is it still operating today? In the Critique of Cynical Reason (1983), a great 

bestseller in Germany, Peter Sloterdijk puts forward the thesis that ideology's dominant 

mode of functioning is cynical, which renders impossible - or, more precisely, vain - the 

classic critical-ideological procedure. The cynical subject is quite aware of the distance 

between the ideological mask and the social reality, but he none the less still insists upon 

the mask. The formula, as proposed by Sloterdijk, would then be: "they know very well 

what they are doing, but still, they are doing it." Cynical reason is no longer naive, but is 

a paradox of an enlightened false consciousness: one knows the falsehood very well, one 

is well aware of a particular interest hidden behind an ideological universality, but still 

one does not renounce it. 

We must distinguish this cynical position strictly from what Sloterdijk calls kyni-cism. 

Kynicism represents the popular, plebeian rejection of the official culture by means of 

irony and sarcasm: the classical kynical procedure is to confront the pathetic phrases of 

the ruling official ideology - its solemn, grave tonality - with everyday banality and to 

hold them up to ridicule, thus exposing behind the sublime noblesse of the ideological 

phrases the egotistical interests, the violence, the brutal claims to power. This procedure, 

then, is more pragmatic than argumentative: it subverts the official proposition by 

confronting it with the situation of its enunciation; it proceeds ad hominem (for example 

when a politician preaches the duty of patriotic sacrifice, kynicism exposes the personal 

gain he is making from the sacrifice of others). 

Cynicism is the answer of the ruling culture to this kynical subversion: it recognizes, it 

takes into account, the particular interest behind the ideological universality, the distance 

between the ideological mask and the reality, but it still finds reasons to retain the mask. 

This cynicism is not a direct position of immorality, it is more like 
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morality itself put in the service of immorality - the model of cynical wisdom is to 

conceive probity, integrity, as a supreme form of dishonesty, and morals as a supreme 

form of profligacy, the truth as the most effective form of a lie. This cynicism is 

therefore a kind of perverted "negation of the negation" of the official ideology 

confronted with illegal enrichment, with robbery, the cynical reaction consists in saying 

that legal enrichment is a lot more effective and, moreover, protected by the law. As 

Bertolt Brecht puts it in his Threepenny Opera: "what is the robbery of a bank compared 

to the founding of a new bank?" 

It is clear, therefore, that confronted with such cynical reason, the traditional critique 

of ideology no longer works. We can no longer subject the ideological text to 

"symptomatic reading," confronting it with its blank spots, with what it must repress to 

organize itself, to preserve its consistency - cynical reason takes this distance into 

account in advance. Is then the only issue left to us to affirm that, with the reign of 

cynical reason, we find ourselves in the so-called post-ideological world? Even Adorno 

came to this conclusion, starting from the premiss that ideology is, strictly speaking, only 

a system which makes a claim to the truth - that is, which is not simply a lie but a lie 

experienced as truth, a lie which pretends to be taken seriously. Totalitarian ideology no 

longer has this pretension. It is no longer meant, even by its authors, to be taken seriously 

- its status is just that of a means of manipulation, purely external and instrumental; its 

rule is secured not by its truth-value but by simple extra-ideological violence and promise 

of gain. 

It is here, at this point, that the distinction between symptom and fantasy must be 

introduced in order to show how the idea that we live in a post-ideological society 

proceeds a little too quickly: cynical reason, with all its ironic detachment, leaves 

untouched the fundamental level of ideological fantasy, the level on which ideology 

structures the social reality itself. 

Ideological Fantasy 

If we want to grasp this dimension of fantasy, we must return to the Marxian formula 

"they do not know it, but they are doing it," and pose ourselves a very simple question: 

Where is the place of ideological illusion, in the "knowing" or in the "doing" in the reality 

itself? At first sight, the answer seems obvious: ideological illusion lies in the "knowing." 

It is a matter of a discordance between what people are effectively doing and what they 

think they are doing - ideology consists in the very fact that the people "do not know 

what they are really doing," that they have a false representation of the social reality to 

which they belong (the distortion produced, of course, by the same reality). Let us take 

again the classic Marxian example of so-called commodity fetishism: money is in reality 

just an embodiment, a condensation, a materialization of a network of social relations - 

the fact that it functions as a universal equivalent of all commodities is conditioned by its 

position in the texture of social relations. But to the individuals themselves, this function 

of money - to be the embodiment of wealth - appears as an immediate, natural property of 

a thing called "money," as if money is already in itself, in its immediate material reality, 

the embodiment of wealth. Here, we have touched upon the classic Marxist motive of 

"reification": behind the things, the relation between things, we must detect the social 

relations, the relations between human subjects. 
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But such a reading of the Marxian formula leaves out an illusion, an error, a distortion 

which is already at work in the social reality itself, at the level of what the individuals are 

doing, and not only what they think or know they are doing. When individuals use 

money, they know very well that there is nothing magical about it -that money, in its 

materiality, is simply an expression of social relations. The everyday spontaneous 

ideology reduces money to a simple sign giving the individual possessing it a right to a 

certain part of the social product. So, on an everyday level, the individuals know very 

well that there are relations between people behind the relations between things. The 

problem is that in their social activity itself, in what they are doing, they are acting as if 

money, in its material reality, is the immediate embodiment of wealth as such. They are 

fetishists in practice, not in theory. What they "do not know," what they misrecognize, is 

the fact that in their social reality itself, in their social activity - in the act of commodity 

exchange - they are guided by the fetishistic illusion. 

To make this clear, let us again take the classic Marxian motive of the speculative 

inversion of the relationship between the Universal and the Particular. The Universal is 

just a property of particular objects which really exist, but when we are victims of 

commodity fetishism it appears as if the concrete content of a commodity (its use-value) 

is an expression of its abstract universality (its exchange-value) - the abstract Universal, 

the Value, appears as a real Substance which successively incarnates itself in a series of 

concrete objects. That is the basic Marxian thesis: it is already the effective world of 

commodities which behaves like a Hegelian subject-substance, like a Universal going 

through a series of particular embodiments. Marx speaks about "commodity 

metaphysics," about the "religion of everyday life." The roots of philosophical 

speculative idealism are in the social reality of the world of commodities; it is this world 

which behaves "idealistically" - or, as Marx puts it in the first chapter of the first edition 

of Capital: 

This inversion through which what is sensible and concrete counts only as a phenomenal 
form of what is abstract and universal, contrary to the real state of things where the 
abstract and the universal count only as a property of the concrete - such an inversion 
is characteristic of the expression of value, and it is this inversion which, at the same 
time, makes the understanding of this expression so difficult. If I say: Roman law and 
German law are both laws, it is something which goes by itself. But if, on the contrary, 
I say: THE Law, this abstract thing, realizes itself in Roman law and in German law, i.e. 
in these concrete laws, the interconnection becomes mystical. 

The question to ask again is: Where is the illusion here? We must not forget that the 

bourgeois individual, in his everyday ideology, is definitely not a speculative Hegelian: 

he does not conceive the particular content as resulting from an autonomous movement 

of the universal Idea. He is, on the contrary, a good Anglo-Saxon nominalist, thinking 

that the Universal is a property of the Particular - that is, of really existing things. Value 

in itself does not exist, there are just individual things which, among other properties, 

have value. The problem is that in his practice, in his real activity, he acts as if the 

particular things (the commodities) were just so many embodiments of universal Value. 

To rephrase Marx: He knows very well that Roman law and German law are just two 

kinds of law, but in his practice, he acts as if the Law itself, this abstract entity, realizes 

itself in Roman law and in German law. 
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So now we have made a decisive step forward; we have established a new way to read 

the Marxian formula "they do not know it, but they are doing it." The illusion is not on 

the side of knowledge, it is already on the side of reality itself, of what the people are 

doing. What they do not know is that their social reality itself, their activity, is guided by 

an illusion, by a fetishistic inversion. What they overlook, what they misrecognize, is not 

the reality but the illusion which is structuring their reality, their real social activity. They 

know very well how things really are, but still they are doing it as if they did not know. 

The illusion is therefore double: it consists in overlooking the illusion which is 

structuring our real, effective relationship to reality. And this overlooked, unconscious 

illusion is what may be called the ideological fantasy. 

If our concept of ideology remains the classic one in which the illusion is located in 

knowledge, then today's society must appear post-ideological: the prevailing ideology is 

that of cynicism; people no longer believe in ideological truth; they do not take 

ideological propositions seriously. The fundamental level of ideology, however, is not of 

an illusion masking the real state of things but that of an (unconscious) fantasy 

structuring our social reality itself. And at this level, we are of course far from being 

post-ideological society. Cynical distance is just one way - one of many ways - to blind 

ourselves to the structuring power of ideological fantasy: even if we do not take things 

seriously, even if we keep an ironical distance, we are still doing them. 

It is from this standpoint that we can account for the formula of cynical reason 

proposed by Sloterdijk: "they know very well what they are doing, but still, they are 

doing it." If the illusion were on the side of knowledge, then the cynical position would 

really be a post-ideological position, simply a position without illusions: "they know 

what they are doing, and they are doing it." But if the place of the illusion is in the reality 

of doing itself, then this formula can be read in quite another way: "they know that, in 

their activity, they are following an illusion, but still, they are doing it." For example, 

they know that their idea of Freedom is masking a particular form of exploitation, but 

they still continue to follow this idea of Freedom.... 

Let us explain by starting from the fundamental Lacanian thesis that in the opposition 

between dream and reality, fantasy is on the side of reality; it is, as Lacan once said, the 

support that gives consistency to what we call "reality." 

In his Seminar on the Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, Lacan develops 

this through an interpretation of the well-known dream about the "burning child": 

A father had been watching beside his child's sick-bed for days and nights on end. After 
the child had died, he went into the next room to lie down, but left the door open so that 
he could see from his bedroom into the room in which his child's body was laid out, with 
tall candles standing round it. An old man had been engaged to keep watch over it, and 
sat beside the body murmuring prayers. After a few hours' sleep, the father had a dream 
that his child was standing beside his bed, caught him by the arm and whispered to him 
reproachfully: "Father, don't you see I'm burning?" He woke up, noticed a bright glare 
of light from the next room, hurried into it and found the old watchman had dropped off 
to sleep and that the wrappings and one of the arms of his beloved child's dead body had 
been burned by a lighted candle that had fallen on them. 

The usual interpretation of this dream is based on a thesis that one of the functions of the 

dream is to enable the dreamer to prolong his sleep. The sleeper is suddenly exposed to 

an exterior irritation, a stimulus coming from reality (the ringing of an alarm clock, 

knocking on the door, or, in this case, the smell of smoke), and to 
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prolong his sleep he quickly, on the spot, constructs a dream: a little scene, a small story, 

which includes this irritating element. However, the external irritation soon becomes too 

strong and the subject is awakened. 

The Lacanian reading is directly opposed to this. The subject does not awake himself 

when the external irritation becomes too strong; the logic of his awakening is quite 

different. First he constructs a dream, a story which enables him to prolong his sleep, to 

avoid awakening into reality. But the thing that he encounters in the dream, the reality of 

his desire, the Lacanian Real - in our case, the reality of the child's reproach to his father, 

"Can't you see that I am burning?," implying the father's fundamental guilt - is more 

terrifying than so-called external reality itself, and that is why he awakens: to escape the 

Real of his desire, which announces itself in the terrifying dream. He escapes into so-

called reality to be able to continue to sleep, to maintain his blindness, to elude 

awakening into the Real of his desire. We can rephrase here the old "hippy" motto of the 

1960s: reality is for those who cannot support [tolerate] the dream. "Reality" is a fantasy-

construction which enables us to mask the Real of our desire. 

It is exactly the same with ideology. Ideology is not a dreamlike illusion that we 

build to escape insupportable [intolerable] reality, in its basic dimension it is a 

fantasy-construction which serves as a support for our "reality" itself: an "illusion" 

which structures our effective, real social relations and thereby masks some insup 

portable, real, impossible kernel (conceptualized by Ernesto Laclau and Chantal 

Mouffe as "antagonism": a traumatic social division which cannot be symbolized). 

The function of ideology is not to offer us a point of escape from our reality but to 

offer us the social reality itself as an escape from some traumatic, real kernel --------  

Fantasy as a Support of Reality 

This problem must be approached from the Lacanian thesis that it is only in the dream 

that we come close to the real awakening - that is, to the Real of our desire. When Lacan 

says that the last support of what we call "reality" is a fantasy, this is definitely not to be 

understood in the sense of "life is just a dream," "what we call reality is just an illusion," 

and so forth. We find such a theme in many science-fiction stories: reality as a 

generalized dream or illusion. The story is usually told from the perspective of a hero 

who gradually makes the horrifying discovery that all the people around him are not 

really human beings but some kind of automatons, robots, who only look and act like real 

human beings; the final point of these stories is of course the hero's discovery that he 

himself is also such an automaton and not a real human being. Such a generalized 

illusion is impossible: we find the same paradox in a well-known drawing by Escher of 

two hands drawing each other. 

The Lacanian thesis is, on the contrary, that there is always a hard kernel, a leftover 

which persists and cannot be reduced to a universal play of illusory mirroring. The 

difference between Lacan and "naive realism" is that for Lacan, the only point at which 

we approach this hard kernel of the Real is indeed the dream. When we awaken into reality 

after a dream, we usually say to ourselves "it was just a dream," thereby blinding 

ourselves to the fact that in our everyday, wakening reality we are nothing but a 

consciousness of this dream. It was only in the dream that we approached the fantasy-

framework which determines our activity, our mode of acting in reality itself. 
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It is the same with the ideological dream, with the determination of ideology as a 

dreamlike construction hindering us from seeing the real state of things, reality as such. 

In vain do we try to break out of the ideological dream by "opening our eyes and trying 

to see reality as it is," by throwing away the ideological spectacles as the subjects of such 

a post-ideological, objective, sober look, free of so-called ideological prejudices, as the 

subjects of a look which views the facts as they are, we remain throughout "the 

consciousness of our ideological dream." The only way to break the power of our 

ideological dream is to confront the Real of our desire which announces itself in this 

dream. 

Let us examine anti-Semitism. It is not enough to say that we must liberate ourselves 

of so-called "anti-Semitic prejudices" and learn to see Jews as they really are - in this 

way we will certainly remain victims of these so-called prejudices. We must confront 

ourselves with how the ideological figure of the "Jew" is invested with our unconscious 

desire, with how we have constructed this figure to escape a certain deadlock of our 

desire. 

Let us suppose, for example, that an objective look would confirm - why not? -that 

Jews really do financially exploit the rest of the population, that they do sometimes 

seduce our young daughters, that some of them do not wash regularly. Is it not clear that 

this has nothing to do with the real roots of our anti-Semitism? Here, we have only to 

remember the Lacanian proposition concerning the pathologically jealous husband: even 

if all the facts he quotes in support of his jealousy are true, even if his wife really is 

sleeping around with other men, this does not change one bit the fact that his jealousy is a 

pathological, paranoid construction. 

Let us ask ourselves a simple question: In the Germany of the late 1930s, what would 

be the result of such a non-ideological, objective approach? Probably something like: 

"The Nazis are condemning the Jews too hastily, without proper argument, so let us take 

a cool, sober look and see if they are really guilty or not, let us see if there is some truth 

in the accusations against them." Is it really necessary to add that such an approach 

would merely confirm our so-called "unconscious prejudices" with additional 

rationalizations? The proper answer to anti-Semitism is therefore not "Jews are really not 

like that" but "the anti-Semitic idea of Jew has nothing to do with Jews; the ideological 

figure of a Jew is a way to stitch up the inconsistency of our own ideological system." 

That is why we are also unable to shake so-called ideological prejudices by taking into 

account the pre-ideological level of everyday experience. The basis of this argument is 

that the ideological construction always finds its limits in the field of everyday experi-

ence - that it is unable to reduce, to contain, to absorb, and annihilate this level. Let us 

again take a typical individual in Germany in the late 1930s. He is bombarded by anti-

Semitic propaganda depicting a Jew as a monstrous incarnation of Evil, the great wire-

puller, and so on. But when he returns home he encounters Mr Stern, his neighbor, a 

good man to chat with in the evenings, whose children play with his. Does not this 

everyday experience offer an irreducible resistance to the ideological construction? 

The answer is, of course, no. If everyday experience offers such a resistance, then the 

anti-Semitic ideology has not yet really grasped us. An ideology is really "holding us" 

only when we do not feel any opposition between it and reality - that is, when the 

ideology succeeds in determining the mode of our everyday experience of reality itself. 

How then would our poor German, if he were a good anti-Semite, react to this gap 

between the ideological figure of the Jew (schemer, wire-puller, exploiting our 
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brave men and so on) and the common everyday experience of his good neighbor, Mr Stern? His 

answer would be to turn this gap, this discrepancy itself, into an argument for anti-Semitism: "You 

see how dangerous they really are? It is difficult to recognize their real nature. They hide it behind 

the mask of everyday appearance - and it is exactly this hiding of one's real nature, this duplicity, 

that is a basic feature of the Jewish nature." An ideology really succeeds when even the facts which 

at first sight contradict it start to function as arguments in its favor. 
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Introduction: Feminist Paradigms 

Julie Rivkin and Michael Ryan 

Contemporary feminist literary criticism begins as much in the women's movement of the 

late 1960s and early 1970s as it does in the academy. Its antecedents go back much 

further, of course, whether one takes Virginia Woolf's A Room of One's Own or an even 

earlier text as a point of departure (Maggie Humm cites Inanna, a text written 2,000 years 

before the Bible, which presents the fate of a goddess who questions sexual discourse). 

Feminist criticism's self-transformations over the past several decades as it engages with 

both critiques from within and encounters from without - encounters with psychoanalysis, 

Marxism, Post-Structuralisms, ethnic studies, post-colonial theory, and lesbian and gay 

studies - have produced a complex proliferation of work not easily subsumed to a single 

description. The title of a recent collection of essays - Conflicts in Feminism - speaks to 

the situation of feminist criticism at the present: equality versus difference, cultural 

feminism versus Post-Structuralist feminism, essentialism versus social constructionism. 

Feminism and gender theory? Feminism or gender theory? Feminism with ethnic 

specificity or with other crossings? Feminism national or feminism international? If the 

student of literature in the early 1970s was moved to ask why is there not a feminist 

criticism, the student of literary theory in the late 1990s might well be moved to shift the 

emphasis and ask but why is there not a feminist criticism? The frustrations of 

proliferation can also be construed as the pains of progress, and if the tone of feminist 

criticism has lost the celebratory solidarity of its early days, it has gained a much needed 

complexity of analysis. An analysis of gender that "ignores" race, class, nationality, and 

sexuality is one that assumes a white, middle-class, heterosexual woman inclined toward 

motherhood as the subject of feminism; only by questioning the status of the subject of 

feminism - "woman" - does a feminist criticism avoid replicating the masculinist cultural 

error of taking the dominant for the universal. 

For the women's movement of the 1960s and early 1970s the subject of feminism was 

women's experience under patriarchy, the long tradition of male rule in society which 

silenced women's voices, distorted their lives, and treated their concerns as peripheral. To 

be a woman under such conditions was in some respects not to exist at all. "When We 

Dead Awaken" seemed to Adrienne Rich a justified title for an address regarding women 

at the Modern Language Association in 1970. With other noteworthy feminists of the 

1960s and 1970s like Germaine Greer {The Female Eunuch) and Kate Millett {Sexual 

Politics), Rich inspired into life a school of feminist literary criticism that took the history 

of women's oppression and the silencing of their voices as twin beacons to guide its work. 

But how was that history to be interpreted, those voices to be read? Were they the voices 

of fellow beings who 
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shared a common biology or ontology? Or were history and social context so constitutive 

of all being that no thing called "woman" could be said to exist outside them? Was 

"woman" something to be escaped from or into? 

Early on, feminist scholars realized that the "canon" taught in schools was over-

whelmingly male. To be a woman graduate student in the 1960s was to hear recognizably 

male points of view, some of which were noticeably misogynist, declared to be 

"universal." Were there no women writers, then, aside from George Eliot and Jane 

Austen, Willa Gather or Emily Dickinson? And how were feminist scholars to deal with 

the canon? Elaine Showalter set about reconstructing a history of women writers {A 

Literature of Their Own). Judith Fetter ley took up the question of how women are 

represented in "great" American literature {The Resisting Reader). And Sandra Gilbert 

and Susan Gubar examined the issue of what it meant for women writers to seek entry to 

a tradition dominated by images that did such violence to women {The Madwoman in the 

Attic). 

The movement very quickly leapt across ethnic and gender boundaries (if indeed, 

given Rich's work both on her own ethnicity and her own gender difference, it might not 

be said to always have been across such boundaries). African American feminist scholars 

like Mary Helen Washington, Barbara Smith, and bell hooks depicted a history of 

African American women's experience along the twin axes of race and gender that had a 

unique specificity. Lesbian feminist critics like Bonnie Zimmerman and Susan Griffin 

reconstructed a hidden tradition of lesbian writing and explored the experience of radical 

alterity within a heterosexist world. Feminist literary scholarship in the 1970s and early 

1980s was a rich, sometimes vexed, sometimes convivial, world in which words like 

"sisterhood" had a certain currency. 

This early period is sometimes described as having two stages, one concerned with the 

critique of misogynist stereotypes in male literature, the other devoted to the recovery of 

a lost tradition and to the long labor of historical reconstruction. Banished from education 

and from public life, women writers had found refuge in literary forms despised by men, 

in diaries and letters and in sentimental fiction. Feminist scholars began to notice how the 

seemingly disinterested aesthetic categories that imbued literary scholarship in the 

academy automatically disqualified such writing from consideration for inclusion in the 

canon. 

The mid-1980s are in retrospect a moment of great change in feminist criticism. What 

is called "French feminism" - essentially the work of Julia Kristeva, Luce Irigaray, and 

Helene Cixous - began to have an impact on how feminist scholars thought about their 

work and about the assumptions that inspired it. "Woman," that unproblematic 

"character" of feminist stories about the world, suddenly became a matter of 

interpretation. Gender, rather than be the sight line that allowed one to trace woman's 

banishment from an androcentric culture, might instead be a construct of culture, 

something written into the psyche by language. Liberal and radical feminists had been in 

disagreement since the 1970s regarding the direction the women's movement should take 

- toward a deeper identification with a female "essence" or toward a departure from the 

way women had been made to be by patriarchy, the very thing radical feminists construed 

as essentially female. That difference now gained volatility within feminist literary 

critical discussions, and two perspectives began to form, one "constructionist" or 

accepting of the idea that gender is made by culture in history, the other "essentialist," 

more inclined to the idea that gender reflects a natural difference between men and 

women that is as much psychological, even linguistic, as it is 
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biological. And there was no possible meeting of minds between the two, for each 

necessarily denied the other. Feminism was suddenly feminisms. 

Each perspective derived support from different theoretical sources, and both, curiously 

enough, found support in French Post-Structuralism. The essentialists looked to the work 

of feminist psychoanalyst Nancy Chodorow (The Reproduction of Mothering), ethical 

philosopher Carol Gilligan {In a Different Voice), and French feminist philosopher Luce 

Irigaray {Speculum of the Other Woman and This Sex Which Is Not One) and argued that 

women's physical differences alone (birthing, lactation, menstruation, etc.) make them 

more connected with matter or with the physical world than men. Luce Irigaray 

distinguishes between blood and sham, between the direct link to material nature in 

women's bodies and the flight from such contact that is the driving force of male 

abstraction, its pretense to be above matter and outside of nature (in civilization). She 

notes how matter (which she links etymologically to maternity and to the matrix, the 

space that is the prop for male philosophical speculation or abstract thinking) is 

irreducible to male Western concep-tuality; outside and making possible, yet impossible 

to assimilate to male reason, matter is what makes women women, an identity and an 

experience of their own, forever apart from male power and male concepts. 

Women, essentialists argued, are innately capable of offering a different ethics from 

men, one more attuned to preserving the earth from destruction by weapons devised by 

men. Men must abstract themselves from the material world as they separate from mothers 

in order to acquire a license to enter the patriarchate, and they consequently adopt a violent 

and aggressive posture toward the world left behind, which is now construed as an "object." 

The primary matter they must separate from is the mother, who for them represents the tie 

to nature that must be overcome by the cut into abstraction that inaugurates civilization as 

men understand it (a set of abstract rules for assigning identities, appropriate social roles 

and the like that favor male power over women). Women, on the other hand, are not 

requirecrto separate from the mother as they acquire a gender identity; they simply identify 

with v the closest person to them as they grow up, their own mother. No cut is required, no 

separation that launches a precarious journey toward a fragile "identity" predicated on 

separation that simply denies its links to the physical world. Essentialist feminists argued 

that men think in terms of rights when confronted with ethical issues, while women think in 

terms of responsibilities to others. Women are more caring because their psychological and 

physical ties to physical being remain unbroken. 

While one strand of essentialist theory finds common ground with Post-Structuralism 

around the body (that which male-defined reason must transcend but which includes and 

exceeds it always), another finds in Post-Structuralism an argument against all identity. 

What lies outside male reason is precisely everything such reason abhors - contradiction, 

nonidentity, fluidity, nonrationality, illogicality, mixing of genres, etc. Domination 

through categorical analysis (the violent cut of distinction) is impossible in the realm of 

matter where things flow into one another and are unamenable to philosophical 

opposition. Woman names this nonidentity, and her language, what the French feminists 

call ecriture feminine or feminine writing, is exercised in a heterogeneous style that 

deliberately undermines all the hierarchical orders of male rationalist philosophy by 

breaking from the ideal of coherent meaning and good rational style. (It should be noted 

that for writers like Cixous, feminine writing also characterizes the work of male writers 

like Joyce.) 
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The constructivist position took inspiration from the Marxist theory of the social 

construction of individual subjectivity (Althusser) and from the Post-Structuralist idea 

that language writes rather than reflects identities. Gender identity is no less a 

construction of patriarchal culture than the idea that men are somehow superior to 

women; both are born at the same time and with the same stroke of the pen. The 

psychology or identity that feminist essentialists think is different from men's is merely 

the product of conditioning under patriarchy, a conditioning to be caring, relational, and 

maternal that may make women seem more ethical than men, but a conditioning 

nonetheless. The constructionists worried that the essentialists were taking an effect to be 

a cause, interpreting the subordination of women as women's nature. What must change, 

they contended, is not the way androcentric culture traps and stifles a woman's identity 

that should be liberated into separation, but rather the way all gender, both male and 

female, is fabricated. Marxist feminists especially noted that much of what the 

essentialists took to be signs of a good female nature were in fact attributes assigned 

women in capitalist culture to make them better domestic laborers, better angels in the 

house. 

At its most radical, the constructivist counter-paradigm embraces such categories as 

performativity, masquerade, and imitation, which are seen as cultural processes that 

generate gender identities that only appear to possess a pre-existing natural or material 

substance. Of more importance than physical or biological difference might be 

psychological identity (across a range from "masculine" to "feminine," from aggressivity 

and self-assertiveness to emotional flexibility and psychological relation-alky). Women 

can be just as much "masculine" as men, and biological men might simply be 

"masculine" (or pretend to be such) only out of obedience to cultural codes. Feminist 

critics like Judith Butler began to argue in the mid-1980s that all gender is 

"performative," an imitation of a code that refers to no natural substance. Masculine 

means not feminine as much as it means anything natural. Susan Jeffords in The 

Remasculinization of American Culture notices, for example, that male masculinity in US 

culture after the Vietnam War is constructed through an expulsion of emotional traits 

associated with femininity. 

The encounter with psychoanalysis has been crucial to the development of con-

temporary feminist thinking about literature and culture. Millett attacked Freud's most 

noteworthy mistakes regarding women, but later feminists have argued that the 

engagement with psychoanalysis should not be one entirely of rejection. Juliet Mitchell 

has argued that what is important about Freud is the theory of engendering. Gender is 

socially constructed, and although Freud's own account is patriarchal, other accounts are 

possible, as are other ways of constructing human subjectivity. While Freud favored the 

Oedipal drama of gender inscription, whereby the father's intervention between mother 

and son initiates the separation that preserves civilization, feminists have urged that 

greater attention be given the pre-Oedipal period, one shaped by the child's relationship 

with its mother (at least in traditional households in which men work and women do 

domestic labor). In the mother-child relationship might be found more of the constituents 

of identity (as object relations psychoanalytic theory claims) than are given during the 

later Oedipal stage. This shift in attention has the virtue of displacing a central theoretical 

premise of patriarchal culture - that fathers determine sexual identity - but it broaches the 

dangerous possibility of reducing a sociological postulate - mothering - to a biological 

destiny. Is "mothering" constructed within patriarchy as the other of "fathering" 

(understood 
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as nondomestic labor), or is it a value, an ideal, and a human relationship that offers a 

way out of patriarchy, a different voice and perhaps even a different language? 

Feminist literary criticism moves with time from the criticism of writing by men and 

the exploration of writing by women to a questioning of what it means at all to engage 

with or in language. If all language carries worlds within it, assumptions and values that 

lie embedded in the simplest of utterances, then how can women take up such language, 

the language of patriarchy, and hope to use it to forge a better world for women? Or is 

language neutral, an indifferent instrument that can be wielded in any number of socially 

constructive ways? And what does it mean here to speak of "a better world for women"? 

Is that not to nominate into an indifferent identity a splintered multiplicity of women's 

lives around the world and around any one community or society? And if feminism, in its 

inspiration, is about the painful particularities of any one person's experience, their right 

to be heard despite centuries of deafness and deliberate, systematic muting, then how can 

it especially name into silence voices that know no language with which to speak? 

Shouldn't women especially know what it means to need to speak and be denied a 

language with which to speak? Yet isn't to speak for "other" women, women outside the 

glow of the tent lights of highly literate literary culture, even if it is to take up their cause 

and stand in for them at the podium of history, to do what men have always done for 

women? How can language be given when it takes so much away? Yet a woman was 

stoned to death on March 30, 1997, for being in the company of someone not of her 

"kin." If silence is complicity, what form should speech take in such a situation? Should 

it adopt the language of rights, the one created by men? Or is there a different con-

struction of the problem, one less abstract, made more angry by painful experience, that 

is more appropriately "feminist"? 

At its outer boundary, the feminist literary criticism that arose in the 1960s and 1970s 

in the US and the Commonwealth countries discovers the conditions as well as the limits 

of its own possibility in language and in literacy. And by looking beyond the boundary it 

encounters its own origin in the pain of denied speech and the presumption of assigned 

speech. There as well, perhaps, from the achieved vantage of an international, 

transethnic, parasexual perspective, it discovers a field of work that takes it back beyond 

its own beginning in the emergence from silence into language - to undo the silence of 

those who still do not speak. 
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Introduction: Contingencies of Gender 

Julie Rivkin and Michael Ryan 

In 1968 a revolution occurred. It seemed small at first, but like many other small gestures 

of rebellion, it represented the first significant fissure in the crystalline edifice of a certain 

social order. Ultimately that fissure widened, and in spreading broke the system that 

defined what otherwise might have been a night's fun as a gesture of rebellion in the first 

place. In retrospect, the fact that a group of gays, lesbians, and transvestites should resist 

undergoing the by then routine procedure of being harassed and arrested by the New 

York police seems fairly happenstance. But something much bigger was at stake in the 

riot that occurred that night. That something was the regime of what Adrienne Rich calls 

"compulsory heterosexuality." That regime had as a major correlate (if not 

presupposition) the banishment of alternative sexual practices and the violation of bearers 

of non-heterosexual gender identities. If women were to be compelled to be child-

productive wives by the dominant social group of heterosexual men, then women's 

friendships would be deemed suspicious, and lesbianism would be enjoined. If men were 

to behave in accordance with the dictates of compulsory heterosexuality and not engage 

in sexual practices that placed the reigning code of heterosexual masculinity in question, 

then their friendships too would be suspect, and male homosexuality would also be 

forbidden. Those guilty of daring to challenge this social and cultural regime - Oscar 

Wilde comes to mind - would be the objects of calumny, if not of overt violence. And all 

of this would be called "normality" while all of "that" would be stigmatized as 

"perversion." That science and medicine were complicit in this regime only says once 

again, in case it needs repeating, that science and medicine could do to rethink their 

founding rationalist criteria and their principles of social constitution, two things that 

always coexist but whose coexistence science always has trouble recognizing. 

The emergence of a Gay and Lesbian Liberation Movement in the late 1960s and early 

1970s intersected necessarily with the work of feminists who were concerned with issues 

of sexuality and of gender identity. For a time, the two movements seemed to share a 

common ground; women and gays were objects of oppression by a dominant male 

heterosexual group. But in other respects (and in hindsight), there were grounds for 

difference. 

In the 1980s, feminism began to change direction. For some time, feminist theorists 

had been discussing the idea that there might be a difference within feminism proper 

between biological sexual identity (the physical difference that makes women women 

and men men) and gender identity. If biological sexual identity belonged to nature and 

could allow a general class of "women" to be identified as "not male," gender identity 

seemed more subject to the contingencies of culture and history, 
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more something constructed in and variable across society and through history. It might 

not lend itself to an opposition such as that between "man" and "woman." The generality 

of the category "women" might in fact conceal and suppress differentiations between 

women in regard to choice of sexual object, sexual practices, and psychological identities, 

some of which might be "masculine." While a masculine woman would for Feminists of 

the 1970s be "male-identified," for the emerging Gender Studies and Gay/Lesbian 

Theories of the 1980s, such a person might simply be one of a variety of possible gender 

and sexual locations, an intersection of biology and culture, or physicality and 

psychology that is not easily identified (and certainly not easily vilified). The path-

breaking work of anthropologists like Gayle Rubin and historians like Alan Bray and 

Michel Foucault bore out the point that gender is variable: in history and between 

societies, there is variation between different ways of practicing sex and being one gender 

or another. Sexual practices like anal intercourse, intercourse between women, fellatio, 

and cunnilingus are coded differently across different societies and throughout history. 

Anal intercourse and fellatio between men were common in fifth-century Greek society, 

and only later (in the late nineteenth century, according to Foucault) would they be 

"discovered" to be signs of an identifiable "perversion." Christianity stands between the 

two dates or sites and probably has a great deal to do with how non-reproductive sexual 

practices became stigmatized over time. 

Gay and lesbian scholars during the 1970s and 1980s began to peel away the layers of 

prejudice that had made it almost impossible, before the Stonewall riot, to study the 

history of gay and lesbian writing or to analyze how gays and lesbian life and experience 

were distorted in cultural history. Some of this early work included Guy Hocquengham's 

examination of the psychology of homophobia, Jeffrey Weeks's history of "coming out," 

Richard Dyer's exploration of representations of gays and lesbians in film, Terry Castle's 

study of "things not fit to be mentioned" in eighteenth-century literature, Lillian 

Faderman's work on love between women in the Renaissance, the Combahee River 

Collective's manifesto for African American lesbians, Andrew Britton's rebuttal of 

normative homophobia on the intellectual Left, Adrienne Rich's celebrated statement 

against "compulsory heterosexuality," Sharon O'Brien's exploration of Willa Gather's 

problematic attitude toward her own lesbianism, John D'Emilio's history of how 

homosexuals were minoritized in US culture, and Jeffrey Escoffier's analysis of the need 

for a gay revolution equivalent to the socialist one against capitalism. One of the more 

attention-getting publications during this period was the translation of the first volume of 

Foucault's History of Sexuality (1978). Foucault's argument that "homosexuality" is a 

social, medical, and ontological category invented in the late nineteenth century and 

imposed on sexual practices that prior to that point had enjoyed an absence of such 

"scientific" scrutiny provided impetus to the idea that modern heterocentric gender culture 

founds itself on the anathemizing of non-reproductive sexual alternatives that are in fact 

everywhere present in human society. 

In the mid to late 1970s and into the early 1980s, a new field of Gender Studies 

constituted itself in conjunction with Gay and Lesbian Studies. It turned its attention on 

all gender formations, both heterosexual and homosexual. Gender scholars found that 

heterosexuality can be understood as forming a continuum with homosexuality in that 

such ideals as heterosexual masculinity seem inseparable from a "panic" component, an 

apotropaic move or turn away from a certain homosexuality 
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that helps construct heterosexuality. In Between Men (1985), Eve Sedgwick notices that 

male heterosexual desire is always modeled on another male's desire and always has a 

"homosocial" cast. The male bonding that sutures patriarchy is necessarily homophilic 

and forms a continuum with homosexuality. 

More so than Gay Studies, Lesbian Studies has demonstrated a tendency towards 

separatism, perhaps because as women, lesbians suffer a double oppression. (If one 

factors in ethnic prejudice, as in the case of Gloria Anzaldua (Borderlands/La Fron-tera), 

the sense of pain grows exponentially.) A separatist strand of Lesbian Studies was 

theorized by Monique Wittig ("The Straight Mind," 1980) and Luce Irigaray (in her This 

Sex Which Is Not One (1977; English translation, 1985)). Lesbian women, Irigaray 

argues, can only exist as such in a world of their own apart from patrocentric culture. The 

difference of Lesbian Studies from Feminism also began to be marked at this time. Judith 

Butler's Gender Trouble (1990) made the argument against enclosing Lesbian Studies 

within Feminism emphatic by deconstructing the very notion of an identity of "woman" 

and demonstrating that all gender identity is a performance, an apparent substance that is 

an effect of a prior act of imitation. That same year Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick published 

her celebrated theoretical analysis of "closeting" (Epistemology of the Closet). Building 

on her earlier work, Sedgwick contends that one cannot logically separate men-loving-

men within patriarchy from homosexuality. Sedgwick's work demonstrates the 

significance of Post-Structuralist thinking for Gender Theory, since it underscores the 

contingency of all supposedly axiomatic oppositions as that between homosexuality and 

heterosexuality. Sexuality and gender are variable and indeterminate; they do not align 

with simple polarities and can take multiple, highly differentiated forms. In 1994, Lee 

Edelman's Homo-graphesis brought deconstructive theory to bear on the question of gay 

identity and the issue of recognizability. The gay is a "homograph," someone who 

simulates the "normality" of masculinity or heterosexuality only to displace them as 

grounding ontological categories. 

In the mid to late 1980s, Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome killed many people 

in the gay community. Queer Theory, which emerged around this time, is in some 

respects a response to the epidemic, both a way of providing gays and lesbians with a 

common term around which to unite and a more radical way of calling attention to the 

issues raised by them. Queer Theory adopted a term of stigmatiza-tion ("queer" being a 

derogatory name for a gay or lesbian person) and turned it against the perpetrator by 

transforming it into a token of pride. The shift in name also indicates a shift in analytic 

strategy, for now gay and lesbian theorists began to explore the "queerness" of 

supposedly "normal" sexual culture. The controversy over the photographs of Robert 

Mapplethorpe, some of which depict aspects of the gay sadomasochistic subculture, 

helped focus attention on the mendacity of a heterosexual sex gender system that 

condemned as "perversion" in others what it practiced on a routine basis in its own 

homes. The work of Michael Moon and Paul Morrison is especially compelling in this 

regard. Morrison suggests that one reason Mapplethorpe's pictures of men in leather 

bound with chains sitting in living rooms and looking very normal, almost like dinner 

guests awaiting their cue to head for the table, were so disturbing to the dominant 

heterosexual community is that they draw attention to the discipline and coercion 

operative in those living rooms. That discipline is normal, whereas the gay mimesis or 

enactment of such violence in the routines of sadism or masochism is stigmatized.   In a 

similar fashion, Moon uses Freud's 
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notion of the "uncanny," the disturbing other within, to intimate that routine male 

heterosexual identity is premised on violent competition between men that has a sadistic 

component. Where we draw the lines between normal and nonnormal is, Moon suggests, 

entirely contingent. 

Gender Studies, Gay/Lesbian Studies, and Queer Theory have delineated three broad 

areas of work in literary and cultural theory. First, the examination of the history of the 

oppression of gays, lesbians, and practitioners of sexualities other than those deemed 

normal by the dominant heterosexual group. Second, the exploration of the 

countercultures of gay and lesbian writing that existed in parallel fashion with the 

dominant heterosexual culture. And third, the analysis of the instability and 

indeterminacy of all gender identity, such that even "normal" heterosexuality itself might 

be seen as a kind of panicked closure imposed on a variable, contingent, and multiple 

sexuality whose mobility and potentiality is signaled by the worlds of possibility opened 

up by gays and lesbians. 

Notes 

1 Paul Morrison, "Coffee Table Sex," Genders, no. 11 (Fall 1991), pp. 17-34. 
2 Moon's essay is included in this anthology (see pp. 922-34). 



Performative Acts and Gender 
Constitution 

Judith Butler 

Judith Butler's book Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (1990) helped 

to found contemporary Queer Theory. In this 1988 essay, she begins to develop her ideas 

regarding the relationship between performance and gender identity. For Butler, gender is 

entirely imitative. She quarrels with Freud, who contended that lesbians strive to imitate a 

masculine ideal. Lesbianism, in Freudian theory, has no secure ontological status as a 

gender; rather, it is a neurotic imitation, a desire on the part of women to be men. Butler 

argues that all gender can be understood, using Freud's own account of how identity is 

formed, as an imitation of an ideal or norm. One cannot therefore distinguish between the 

original and the imitation. All gender identity is performed or enacted. 

Philosophers rarely think about acting in the theatrical sense, but they do have a discourse 

of "acts" that maintains associative semantic meanings with theories of performance and 

acting. For example, John Searle's "speech acts," those verbal assurance and promises 

which seem not only to refer to a speaking relationship, but to constitute a moral bond 

between speakers, illustrate one of the illocutionary gestures that constitutes the stage of 

the analytic philosophy of language. Further, "action theory," a domain of moral 

philosophy, seeks to understand what it is "to do" prior to any claim of what one ought to 

do. Finally, the phenomenological theory of "acts," espoused by Edmund Husserl, 

Maurice Merleau-Ponty, and George Herbert Mead, among others, seeks to explain the 

mundane way in which social agents constitute social reality through language, gesture, 

and all manner of symbolic social sign. Though phenomenology sometimes appears to 

assume the existence of a choosing and constituting agent prior to language (who poses 

as the sole source of its constituting acts), there is also a more radical use of the doctrine 

of constitution that takes the social agent as an object rather than the subject of 

constitutive acts. 

When Simone de Beauvoir claims, "one is not born, but, rather, becomes a woman," 

she is appropriating and reinterpreting this doctrine of constituting acts from the 

phenomenological tradition.1 In this sense, gender is in no way a stable identity or locus 

of agency from which various acts proceed; rather, it is an identity tenuously constituted 

in time - an identity instituted through a stylized repetition of acts. Further, gender is 

instituted through the stylization of the body and, hence, must be understood as the 

mundane way in which bodily gestures, movements, and enactments of various kinds 

constitute the illusion of an abiding gendered self. This formulation moves the conception 

of gender off the ground of a substantial model of 
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identity to one that requires a conception of a constituted social temporality. Signifi-

cantly, if gender is instituted through acts which are internally discontinuous, then the 

appearance of substance is precisely that, a constructed identity, a performative 

accomplishment which the mundane social audience, including the actors themselves, 

come to believe and to perform in the mode of belief. If the ground of gender identity is 

the stylized repetition of acts through time, and not a seemingly seamless identity, then 

the possibilities of gender transformation are to be found in the arbitrary relation between 

such acts, in the possibility of a different sort of repeating, in the breaking or subversive 

repetition of that style. 

Through the conception of gender acts sketched above, I will try to show some ways 

in which reified and naturalized conceptions of gender might be understood as 

constituted and, hence, capable of being constituted differently. In opposition to 

theatrical or phenomenological models which take the gendered self to be prior to its 

acts, I will understand constituting acts not only as constituting the identity of the actor, 

but as constituting that identity as a compelling illusion, an object of belief In the course 

of making my argument, I will draw from theatrical, anthropological, and philosophical 

discourses, but mainly phenomenology, to show that what is called gender identity is a 

performative accomplishment compelled by social sanction and taboo. In its very 

character as performative resides the possibility of contesting its reified status. 

I    Sex/gender: Feminist and Phenomenological Views 

Feminist theory has often been critical of naturalistic explanations of sex and sexuality 

that assume that the meaning of women's social existence can be derived from some fact 

of their physiology. In distinguishing sex from gender, feminist theorists have disputed 

causal explanations that assume that sex dictates or necessitates certain social meanings 

for women's experience. Phenomenological theories of human embodiment have also 

been concerned to distinguish between the various physiological and biological 

causalities that structure bodily existence and the meanings that embodied existence 

assumes in the context of lived experience. In Merleau-Ponty's reflections in The 

Phenomenology of Perception on "the body in its sexual being," he takes issue with such 

accounts of bodily experience and claims that the body is "an historical idea" rather than 

"a natural species."2 Significantly, it is this claim that Simone de Beauvoir cites in The 

Second Sex when she sets the stage for her claim that "woman," and by extension, any 

gender, is an historical situation rather than a natural fact. 

In both contexts, the existence and facticity of the material or natural dimensions of 

the body are not denied, but reconceived as distinct from the process by which the body 

comes to bear cultural meanings. For both Beauvoir and Merleau-Ponty, the body is 

understood to be an active process of embodying certain cultural and historical 

possibilities, a complicated process of appropriation which any phenomenological theory 

of embodiment needs to describe. In order to describe the gendered body, a 

phenomenological theory of constitution requires an expansion of the conventional view 

of acts to mean both that which constitutes meaning and that through which meaning is 

performed or enacted. In other words, the acts by which gender is constituted bear 

similarities to performative acts within theatrical contexts. My task, 
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then, is to examine in what ways gender is constructed through specific corporeal acts, 

and what possibilities exist for the cultural transformation of gender through such acts. 

Merleau-Ponty maintains not only that the body is an historical idea but a set of 

possibilities to be continually realized. In claiming that the body is an historical idea, 

Merleau-Ponty means that it gains its meaning through a concrete and historically 

mediated expression in the world. That the body is a set of possibilities signifies (a) that 

its appearance in the world, for perception, is not predetermined by some manner of 

interior essence, and (b) that its concrete expression in the world must be understood as 

the taking up and rendering specific of a set of historical possibilities. Hence, there is an 

agency which is understood as the process of rendering such possibilities determinate. 

These possibilities are necessarily constrained by available historical conventions. The 

body is not a self-identical or merely factic materiality; it is a materiality that bears 

meaning, if nothing else, and the manner of this bearing is fundamentally dramatic. By 

dramatic I mean only that the body is not merely matter but a continual and incessant 

materializing of possibilities. One is not simply a body, but, in some very key sense, one 

does one's body and, indeed, one does one's body differently from one's contemporaries 

and from one's embodied predecessors and successors as well. 

It is, however, clearly unfortunate grammar to claim that there is a "we" or an "I" that 

does its body, as if a disembodied agency preceded and directed an embodied exterior. 

More appropriate, I suggest, would be a vocabulary that resists the substance metaphysics 

of subject-verb formations and relies instead on an ontology of present participles. The 

"I" that is its body is, of necessity, a mode of embodying, and the "what" that it embodies 

is possibilities. But here again the grammar of the formulation misleads, for the 

possibilities that are embodied are not fundamentally exterior or antecedent to the process 

of embodying itself. As an intentionally organized materiality, the body is always an 

embodying of possibilities both conditioned and circumscribed by historical convention. 

In other words, the body is a historical situation, as Beauvoir has claimed, and is a 

manner of doing, dramatizing, and reproducing a historical situation. 

To do, to dramatize, to reproduce, these seem to be some of the elementary structures 

of embodiment. This doing of gender is not merely a way in which embodied agents are 

exterior, surfaced, open to the perception of others. Embodiment clearly manifests a set 

of strategies or what Sartre would perhaps have called a style of being or Foucault, "a 

stylistics of existence." This style is never fully self-styled, for living styles have a 

history, and that history conditions and limits possibilities. Consider gender, for instance, 

as a corporeal style, an "act," as it were, which is both intentional and performative, 

where "performative" itself carries the double-meaning of "dramatic" and "non-

referential." 

When Beauvoir claims that "woman" is a historical idea and not a natural fact, she 

clearly underscores the distinction between sex, as biological facticity, and gender, as the 

cultural interpretation or signification of that facticity. To be female is, according to that 

distinction, a facticity which has no meaning, but to be a woman is to have become a 

woman, to compel the body to conform to an historical idea of "woman," to induce the 

body to become a cultural sign, to materialize oneself in obedience to an historically 

delimited possibility, and to do this as a sustained and repeated corporeal project. The 

notion of a "project," however, suggests the originating force of a 
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radical will, and because gender is a project which has cultural survival as its end, the 

term "strategy" better suggests the situation of duress under which gender performance 

always and variously occurs. Hence, as a strategy of survival, gender is a performance 

with clearly punitive consequences. Discrete genders are part of what "humanizes" 

individuals within contemporary culture; indeed, those who fail to do their gender right 

are regularly punished. Because there is neither an "essence" that gender expresses or 

externalizes nor an objective ideal to which gender aspires; because gender is not a fact, 

the various acts of gender create the idea of gender, and without those acts, there would 

be no gender at all. Gender is, thus, a construction that regularly conceals its genesis. The 

tacit collective agreement to perform, produce, and sustain discrete and polar genders as 

cultural fictions is obscured by the credibility of its own production. The authors of 

gender become entranced by their own fictions whereby the construction compels one's 

belief in its necessity and naturalness. The historical possibilities materialized through 

various corporeal styles are nothing other than those punitively regulated cultural fictions 

that are alternatively embodied and disguised under duress. 

How useful is a phenomenological point of departure for a feminist description of 

gender? On the surface it appears that phenomenology shares with feminist analysis a 

commitment to grounding theory in lived experience, and in revealing the way in which 

the world is produced through the constituting acts of subjective experience. Clearly, not 

all feminist theory would privilege the point of view of the subject (Kristeva once 

objected to feminist theory as "too existentialist"), and yet the feminist claim that the 

personal is political suggests, in part, that subjective experience is not only structured by 

existing political arrangements, but effects and structures those arrangements in turn. 

Feminist theory has sought to understand the way in which systemic or pervasive 

political and cultural structures are enacted and reproduced through individual acts and 

practices, and how the analysis of ostensibly personal situations is clarified through 

situating the issues in a broader and shared cultural context. Indeed, the feminist impulse, 

and I am sure there is more than one, has often emerged in the recognition that my pain 

or my silence or my anger or my perception is finally not mine alone, and that it delimits 

me in a shared cultural situation which in turn enables and empowers me in certain 

unanticipated ways. The personal is thus implicitly political inasmuch as it is conditioned 

by shared social structures, but the personal has also been immunized against political 

challenge to the extent that public/private distinctions endure. For feminist theory, then, 

the personal becomes an expansive category, one which accommodates, if only 

implicitly, political structures usually viewed as public. Indeed, the very meaning of the 

political expands as well. At its best, feminist theory involves a dialectical expansion of 

both of these categories. My situation does not cease to be mine just because it is the 

situation of someone else, and my acts, individual as they are, nevertheless reproduce the 

situation of my gender, and do that in various ways. In other words, there is, latent in the 

personal is political formulation of feminist theory, a supposition that the life-world of 

gender relations is constituted, at least partially, through the concrete and historically 

mediated acts of individuals. Considering that "the" body is invariably transformed into 

his body or her body, the body is only known through its gendered appearance. It would 

seem imperative to consider the way in which this gendering of the body occurs. My 

suggestion is that the body becomes its gender through a series of acts which are 

renewed, revised, 
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and consolidated through time. From a feminist point of view, one might try to 

reconceive the gendered body as the legacy of sedimented acts rather than a predeter-

mined or foreclosed structure, essence or fact, whether natural, cultural, or linguistic. 

The feminist appropriation of the phenomenological theory of constitution might 

employ the notion of an act in a richly ambiguous sense. If the personal is a category 

which expands to include the wider political and social structures, then the acts of the 

gendered subject would be similarly expansive. Clearly, there are political acts which are 

deliberate and instrumental actions of political organizing, resistance collective 

intervention with the broad aim of instating a more just set of social and political 

relations. There are thus acts which are done in the name of women, and then there are 

acts in and of themselves, apart from any instrumental consequence, that challenge the 

category of women itself. Indeed, one ought to consider the futility of a political program 

which seeks radically to transform the social situation of women without first 

determining whether the category of woman is socially constructed in such a way that to 

be a woman is, by definition, to be in an oppressed situation. In an understandable desire 

to forge bonds of solidarity, feminist discourse has often relied upon the category of 

woman as a universal presupposition of cultural experience which, in its universal status, 

provides a false ontological promise of eventual political solidarity. In a culture in which 

the false universal of "man" has for the most part been presupposed as coextensive with 

humanness itself, feminist theory has sought with success to bring female specificity into 

visibility and to rewrite the history of culture in terms which acknowledge the presence, 

the influence, and the oppression of women. Yet, in this effort to combat the invisibility 

of women as a category feminists run the risk of rendering visible a category which may 

or may not be representative of the concrete lives of women. As feminists, we have been 

less eager, I think, to consider the status of the category itself and, indeed, to discern the 

conditions of oppression which issue from an unexamined reproduction of gender 

identities which sustain discrete and binary categories of man and woman. 

When Beauvoir claims that woman is an "historical situation," she emphasizes that the 

body suffers a certain cultural construction, not only through conventions that sanction 

and proscribe how one acts one's body, the "act" or performance that one's body is, but 

also in the tacit conventions that structure the way the body is culturally perceived. 

Indeed, if gender is the cultural significance that the sexed body assumes, and if that 

significance is codetermined through various acts and their cultural perception, then it 

would appear that from within the terms of culture it is not possible to know sex as 

distinct from gender. The reproduction of the category of gender is enacted on a large 

political scale, as when women first enter a profession or gain certain rights, or are 

reconceived in legal or political discourse in significantly new ways. But the more 

mundane reproduction of gendered identity takes place through the various ways in 

which bodies are acted in relationship to the deeply entrenched or sedimented 

expectations of gendered existence. Consider that there is a sedimentation of gender 

norms that produces the peculiar phenomenon of a natural sex, or a real woman, or any 

number of prevalent and compelling social fictions, and that this is a sedimentation that 

over time has produced a set of corporeal styles which, in reified form, appear as the 

natural configuration of bodies into sexes which exist in a binary relation to one another. 
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II    Binary Genders and the Heterosexual Contract 

To guarantee the reproduction of a given culture, various requirements, well-established 

in the anthropological literature of kinship, have instated sexual reproduction within the 

confines of a heterosexually-based system of marriage which requires the reproduction of 

human beings in certain gendered modes which, in effect, guarantee the eventual 

reproduction of that kinship system. As Foucault and others have pointed out, the 

association of a natural sex with a discrete gender and with an ostensibly natural 

"attraction" to the opposing sex/gender is an unnatural conjunction of cultural constructs 

in the service of reproductive interests. Feminist cultural anthropology and kinship 

studies have shown how cultures are governed by conventions that not only regulate and 

guarantee the production, exchange, and consumption of material goods, but also 

reproduce the bonds of kinship itself, which require taboos and a punitive regulation of 

reproduction to effect that end. Levi-Strauss has shown how the incest taboo works to 

guarantee the channeling of sexuality into various modes of heterosexual marriage. Gayle 

Rubin has argued convincingly that the incest taboo produces certain kinds of discrete 

gendered identities and sexualities. My point is simply that one way in which this system 

of compulsory heterosexuality is reproduced and concealed is through the cultivation of 

bodies into discrete sexes with "natural" appearances and "natural" heterosexual 

dispositions. Although the enthnocentric conceit suggests a progression beyond the 

mandatory structures of kinship relations as described by Levi-Strauss, I would suggest, 

along with Rubin, that contemporary gender identities are so many marks or "traces" of 

residual kinship. The contention that sex, gender, and heterosexuality are historical 

products which have become conjoined and reified as natural over time has received a 

good deal of critical attention not only from Michel Foucault, but Monique Wittig, gay 

historians, and various cultural anthropologists and social psychologists in recent years. 

These theories, however, still lack the critical resources for thinking radically about the 

historical sedimentation of sexuality and sex-related constructs if they do not delimit and 

describe the mundane manner in which these constructs are produced, reproduced, and 

maintained within the field of bodies. 

Can phenomenology assist a feminist reconstruction of the sedimented character of 

sex, gender, and sexuality at the level of the body? In the first place, the phenomeno-

logical focus on the various acts by which cultural identity is constituted and assumed 

provides a felicitous starting point for the feminist effort to understand the mundane 

manner in which bodies get crafted into genders. The formulation of the body as a mode 

of dramatizing or enacting possibilities offers a way to understand how a cultural 

convention is embodied and enacted. But it seems difficult, if not impossible, to imagine 

a way to conceptualize the scale and systemic character of women's oppression from a 

theoretical position which takes constituting acts to be its point of departure. Although 

individual acts do work to maintain and reproduce systems of oppression and, indeed, 

any theory of personal political responsibility presupposes such a view, it doesn't follow 

that oppression is a sole consequence of such acts. One might argue that without human 

beings whose various acts, largely construed, produce and maintain oppressive 

conditions, those conditions would fall away, but note that the relation between acts and 

conditions is neither unilateral nor 
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unmediated. There are social contexts and conventions within which certain acts not only 

become possible but become conceivable as acts at all. The transformation of social 

relations becomes a matter, then, of transforming hegemonic social conditions rather than 

the individual acts that are spawned by those conditions. Indeed, one runs the risk of 

addressing the merely indirect, if not epiphenomenal, reflection of those conditions if one 

remains restricted to a politics of acts. 

But the theatrical sense of an "act" forces a revision of the individualist assumptions 

underlying the more restricted view of constituting acts within phenomeno-logical 

discourse. As a given temporal duration within the entire performance, "acts" are a shared 

experience and "collective action." Just as within feminist theory the very category of the 

personal is expanded to include political structures, so is there a theatrically-based and, 

indeed, less individually oriented view of acts that goes some of the way to defusing the 

criticism of act theory as "too existentialist." The act that gender is, the act that embodied 

agents are inasmuch as they dramatically and actively embody and, indeed, wear certain 

cultural significations, is clearly not one's act alone. Surely, there are nuanced and 

individual ways of doing one's gender, but that one does it, and that one does it in accord 

with certain sanctions and prescriptions, is clearly not a fully individual matter. Here 

again, I don't mean to minimize the effect of certain gender norms which originate within 

the family and are enforced through certain familial modes of punishment and reward 

and which, as a consequence might be construed as highly individual, for even there 

family relations recapitulate, individualize, and specify pre-existing cultural relations; 

they are rarely, if even radically original. The act that one does, the act that one performs, 

is, in a sense, an act that has been going on before one arrived on the scene. Hence, 

gender is an act which has been rehearsed, much as a script survives the particular actors 

who make use of it; but which requires individual actors in order to be actualized and 

reproduced as reality once again. The complex components that go into an act must be 

distinguished in order to understand the kind of acting in concert and acting in accord 

which acting one's gender invariably is. 

In what senses, then, is gender an act? As anthropologist Victor Turner suggests in his 

studies of ritual social drama, social action requires a performance which is repeated. 

This repetition is at once a reenactment and reexperiencing of a set of meanings already 

socially established; it is the mundane and ritualized form of their legitimation. When this 

conception of social performance is applied to gender, it is clear that although there are 

individual bodies that enact these significations by becoming stylized into gendered 

modes, this "action" is immediately public as well. There are temporal and collective 

dimensions to these actions, and their public nature is not inconsequential; indeed, the 

performance is effected with the strategic aim of maintaining gender within its binary 

frame. Understood in pedagogical terms, the performance renders social laws explicit. 

As a public action and performative act, gender is not a radical choice or project that 

reflects a merely individual choice, but neither is it imposed or inscribed upon the 

individual, as some post-structuralist displacements of the subject would contend. The 

body is not passively scripted with cultural codes, as if it were a lifeless recipient of 

wholly pre-given cultural relations. But neither do embodied selves pre-exist the cultural 

conventions which essentially signify bodies. Actors are always already on the stage, 

within the terms of the performance. Just as a script may be enacted in various ways, and 

just as the play requires both text and interpretation, so the 
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gendered body acts its part in a culturally restricted corporeal space and enacts 

interpretations within the confines of already existing directives. 

Although the links between a theatrical and a social role are complex and the 

distinctions not easily drawn (Bruce Wilshire points out the limits of the comparison in 

Role-Playing and Identity: The Limits of Theatre as Metaphor ), it seems clear that, 

although theatrical performances can meet with political censorship and scathing 

criticism, gender performances in non-theatrical contexts are governed by more clearly 

punitive and regulatory social conventions. Indeed, the sight of a transvestite onstage can 

compel pleasure and applause while the sight of the same transvestite on the seat next to 

us on the bus can compel fear, rage, even violence. The conventions which mediate 

proximity and identification in these two instances are clearly quite different. I want to 

make two different kinds of claims, regarding this tentative distinction. In the theatre, one 

can say, "this is just an act," and de-realize the act, make acting into something quite 

distinct from what is real. Because of this distinction, one can maintain one's sense of 

reality in the face of this temporary challenge to our existing ontological assumptions 

about gender arrangements; the various conventions which announce that "this is only a 

play" allows strict lines to be drawn between the performance and life. On the street or in 

the bus, the act becomes dangerous, if it does, precisely because there are no theatrical 

conventions to delimit the purely imaginary character of the act, indeed, on the street or 

in the bus, there is no presumption that the act is distinct from a reality; the disquieting 

effect of the act is that there are no conventions that facilitate making this separation. 

Clearly, there is theatre which attempts to contest or, indeed, break down those 

conventions that demarcate the imaginary from the real (Richard Schechner brings this 

out quite clearly in Between Theatre and Anthropology ). Yet in those cases one 

confronts the same phenomenon, namely, that the act is not contrasted with the real, but 

constitutes a reality that is in some sense new, a modality of gender that cannot readily be 

assimilated into the pre-existing categories that regulate gender reality. From the point of 

view of those established categories, one may want to claim, but oh, this is really a girl or 

a woman, or this is really a boy or a man, and further that the appearance contradicts the 

reality of the gender, that the discrete and familiar reality must be there, nascent, 

temporarily unrealized, perhaps realized at other times or other places. The transvestite, 

however, can do more than simply express the distinction between sex and gender, but 

challenges, at least implicitly, the distinction between appearance and reality that 

structures a good deal of popular thinking about gender identity. If the "reality" of gender 

is constituted by the performance itself, then there is no recourse to an essential and 

unrealized "sex" or "gender" which gender performances ostensibly express. Indeed, the 

transvestite's gender is as fully real as anyone whose performance complies with social 

expectations. 

Gender reality is performative which means, quite simply, that it is real only to the 

extent that it is performed. It seems fair to say that certain kinds of acts are usually 

interpreted as expressive of a gender core or identity, and that these acts either conform 

to an expected gender identity or contest that expectation in some way. That expectation, 

in turn, is based upon the perception of sex, where sex is understood to be the discrete 

and factic datum of primary sexual characteristics. This implicit and popular theory of 

acts and gestures as expressive of gender suggests that gender itself is something prior to 

the various acts, postures, and gestures by which it is dramatized and known; indeed, 

gender appears to the popular imagination as a 
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substantial core which might well be understood as the spiritual or psychological 

correlate of biological sex.12 If gender attributes, however, are not expressive but 

performative, then these attributes effectively constitute the identity they are said to 

express or reveal. The distinction between expression and performativeness is quite 

crucial, for if gender attributes and acts, the various ways in which a body shows or 

produces its cultural signification, are performative, then there is no preexisting identity 

by which an act or attribute might be measured; there would be no true or false, real or 

distorted acts of gender, and the postulation of a true gender identity would be revealed 

as a regulatory fiction. That gender reality is created through sustained social 

performances means that the very notions of an essential sex, a true or abiding 

masculinity or femininity, are also constituted as part of the strategy by which the 

performative aspect of gender is concealed. 

As a consequence, gender cannot be understood as a role which either expresses or 

disguises an interior "self," whether that "self" is conceived as sexed or not. As 

performance which is performative, gender is an "act," broadly construed, which 

constructs the social fiction of its own psychological interiority. As opposed to a view 

such as Erving Goffman's which posits a self which assumes and exchanges various 

"roles" within the complex social expectations of the "game" of modern life, I am 

suggesting that this self is not only irretrievably "outside," constituted in social discourse, 

but that the ascription of interiority is itself a publicly regulated and sanctioned form of 

essence fabrication. Genders, then, can be neither true nor false, neither real nor apparent. 

And yet, one is compelled to live in a world in which genders constitute univocal 

signifiers, in which gender is stabilized, polarized, rendered discrete and intractable. In 

effect, gender is made to comply with a model of truth and falsity which not only 

contradicts its own performative fluidity, but serves a social policy of gender regulation 

and control. Performing one's gender wrong initiates a set of punishments both obvious 

and indirect, and performing it well provides the reassurance that there is an essentialism 

of gender identity after all. That this reassurance is so easily displaced by anxiety, that 

culture so readily punishes or marginalizes those who fail to perform the illusion of 

gender essentialism should be sign enough that on some level there is social knowledge 

that the truth or falsity of gender is only socially compelled and in no sense ontologically 

necessitated. 

Ill    Feminist-Theory: Beyond an Expressive Model of Gender 

This view of gender does not pose as a comprehensive theory about what gender is or the 

manner of its construction, and neither does it prescribe an explicit feminist political 

program. Indeed, I can imagine this view of gender being used for a number of discrepant 

political strategies. Some of my friends may fault me for this and insist that any theory of 

gender constitution has political presuppositions and implications, and that it is 

impossible to separate a theory of gender from a political philosophy of feminism. In 

fact, I would agree, and argue that it is primarily political interests which create the social 

phenomena of gender itself, and that without a radical critique of gender constitution 

feminist theory fails to take stock of the way in which oppression structures the 

ontological categories through which gender is conceived. Gayatri Spivak has argued that 

feminists need to rely on an operational essentialism, 
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a false ontology of women as a universal in order to advance a feminist political 

program.15 She knows that the category of "women" is not fully expressive, that the 

multiplicity and discontinuity of the referent mocks and rebels against the univocity of 

the sign, but suggests it could be used for strategic purposes. Kristeva suggests something 

similar, I think, when she prescribes that feminists use the category of women as a 

political tool without attributing ontological integrity to the term, and adds that, strictly 

speaking, women cannot be said to exist.16 Feminists might well worry about the political 

implications of claiming that women do not exist, especially in light of the persuasive 

arguments advanced by Mary Anne Warren in her book, Gendercide. She argues that 

social policies regarding population control and reproductive technology are designed to 

limit and, at times, eradicate the existence of women altogether. In light of such a claim, 

what good does it do to quarrel about the metaphysical status of the term, and perhaps, 

for clearly political reasons, feminists ought to silence the quarrel altogether. 

But it is one thing to use the term and know its ontological insufficiency and quite 

another to articulate a normative vision for feminist theory which celebrates or 

emancipates an essence, a nature, or a shared cultural reality which cannot be found. The 

option I am defending is not to redescribe the world from the point of view of women. I 

don't know what that point of view is, but whatever it is, it is not singular, and not mine to 

espouse. It would only be half-right to claim that I am interested in how the phenomenon 

of a men's or women's point of view gets constituted, for while I do think that those points 

of view are, indeed, socially constituted, and that a reflexive genealogy of those points of 

view is important to do, it is not primarily the gender episteme that I am interested in 

exposing, deconstructing, or reconstructing,, Indeed, it is the presupposition of the 

category of woman itself that requires a critical genealogy of the complex institutional and 

discursive means by which it is constituted. Although some feminist literary critics 

suggest that the presupposition of sexual difference is necessary for all discourse, that 

position reifies sexual difference as the founding moment of culture and precludes an 

analysis not only of how sexual difference is constituted to begin with but how it is 

continuously constituted, both by the masculine tradition that preempts the universal point 

of view, and by those feminist positions that construct the uni vocal category of "women" 

in the name of expressing or, indeed, liberating a subjected class. As Foucault claimed 

about those humanist efforts to liberate the criminalized subject, the subject that is freed is 

even more deeply shackled than originally thought.18 

Clearly, though, I envision the critical genealogy of gender to rely on a phenom-

enological set of presuppositions, most important among them the expanded conception 

of an "act" which is both socially shared and historically constituted, and which is 

performative in the sense I previously described. But a critical genealogy needs to be 

supplemented by a politics of performative gender acts, one which both rede-scribes 

existing gender identities and offers a prescriptive view about the kind of gender reality 

there ought to be. The redescription needs to expose the reifications that tacitly serve as 

substantial gender cores or identities, and to elucidate both the act and the strategy of 

disavowal which at once constitute and conceal gender as we live it. The prescription is 

invariably more difficult, if only because we need to think a world in which acts, 

gestures, the visual body, the clothed body, the various physical attributes usually 

associated with gender, express nothing. In a sense, the prescription is not Utopian, but 

consists in an imperative to acknowledge the existing 
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complexity of gender which our vocabulary invariably disguises and to bring that 

complexity into a dramatic cultural interplay without punitive consequences. 

Certainly, it remains politically important to represent women, but to do that in a way 

that does not distort and reify the very collectivity the theory is supposed to emancipate. 

Feminist theory which presupposes sexual difference as the necessary and invariant 

theoretical point of departure clearly improves upon those humanist discourses which 

conflate the universal with the masculine and appropriate all of culture as masculine 

property. Clearly, it is necessary to reread the texts of western philosophy from the 

various points of view that have been excluded, not only to reveal the particular 

perspective and set of interests informing those ostensibly transparent descriptions of the 

real, but to offer alternative descriptions and prescriptions; indeed, to establish 

philosophy as a cultural practice, and to criticize its tenets from marginalized cultural 

locations. I have no quarrel with this procedure, and have clearly benefited from those 

analyses. My only concern is that sexual difference not become a reification which 

unwittingly preserves a binary restriction on gender identity and an implicitly 

heterosexual framework for the description of gender, gender identity, and sexuality. 

There is, in my view, nothing about femaleness that is waiting to be expressed; there is, 

on the other hand, a good deal about the diverse experiences of women that is being 

expressed and still needs to be expressed, but caution is needed with respect to that 

theoretical language, for it does not simply report a pre-linguistic experience, but 

constructs that experience as well as the limits of its analysis. Regardless of the pervasive 

character of patriarchy and the prevalence of sexual difference as an operative cultural 

distinction, there is nothing about a binary gender system that is given. As a corporeal 

field of cultural play, gender is a basically innovative affair, although it is quite clear that 

there are strict punishments for contesting the script by performing out of turn or through 

unwarranted improvisations. Gender is not passively scripted on the body, and neither is 

it determined by nature, language, the symbolic, or the overwhelming history of 

patriarchy. Gender is what is put on, invariably, under constraint, daily and incessantly, 

with anxiety and pleasure, but if this continuous act is mistaken for a natural or linguistic 

given, power is relinquished to expand the cultural field bodily through subversive 

performances of various kinds. 
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Introduction: English Without Shadows: 
Literature on a World Scale 

Julie Rivkin and Michael Ryan 

"English," the name given the literary tradition of a body of work produced in the dialect 

of the southeastern region of an island off the west coast of Europe, supplanted the 

"Classics," the literature of two Mediterranean peninsulas dating back to over two 

thousand years ago, as the body of texts used in the cultural training of young 

professional men in Great Britain in the late nineteenth century. Instead of Homer, 

Aeschylus, Pindar, Seneca, and Cicero, men in training now read Shakespeare, Milton, 

Pope, Wordsworth, and Eliot. This change might have been inconsequential enough had 

Great Britain not been the center of a global empire. But because of that imperial status, 

"English" soon became a very powerful global cultural institution. Most of you reading 

this book will be doing so in the context of an "English Department" at an institution of 

higher learning. Those of you not doing so in such a context will probably be doing so for 

related reasons: either because you are in a literature department where the language in 

use is English even if the literature in question is not (is Australian or Canadian, say) or 

because the largest publishing market for literary discussions of any kind is in English 

even though your native language is something else. 

While during the age of empire English the language was providing large parts of the 

world with a cultural, political, and economic lingua franca (as also French and Spanish) 

and English the cultural institution providing a supposedly universal set of ideals for 

proper living, people's lives were being changed and people's bodies moved in ways that 

made for painful and brutal contrasts to the benign values the English literary tradition 

supposedly fostered. The enslavement and displacement of large numbers of Africans to 

the Caribbean and North America is only the most powerful and violent example of such 

a counter-reality. The violence done by empire (with the US slave system being 

considered here a kind of internal imperialism) generated the negative energies that 

would eventually end empire and which have been the seeds out of which alternatives to 

"English" have grown. 

That English the language and English the cultural institution are inseparable from the 

experience of empire does not mean that English is or was in itself an imperial 

undertaking. It was indeed used to help create a more "literate" and, one might argue, 

docile class of colonized subjects capable of co-administering empire, and English (the 

literary tradition and the conjoined academic institution) has for a long time and for 

reasons of empire occupied a central place in literature departments in many parts of the 

world. The cultural misconstrual of the local for the 
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universal could only endure for so long, however, and English's status for some time has 

also been changing, as indigenous literatures, from Australia to Africa to North America, 

have emerged to assume equal standing with or to displace entirely the English tradition. 

Those changes are bound up with the end of official empire and the transfer of political, 

if not always economic power, to formerly colonialized peoples in the latter half of the 

twentieth century. 

These historical developments wrought great changes in literature and in the discussion 

and teaching of literature. Entire bodies of writing emerged out of the imperial front, that 

line of contact between colonizer and colonized which is characterized as much by 

reciprocal envy and adulation as by reciprocal fear and resentment. On the one side of 

that front stand works like Forster's Passage to India or Kipling's Kim, while on the other 

stand such works as Rhys's Wide Sargasso Sea or Kincaid's A Small Place. Each 

colonized nation also produced its own body of literature that dealt with the imperial 

experience or attempted to define a post-imperial sense of national and cultural identity, 

with the works of African writers such as Wole Soyinka and Ngugi wa Thiong'o being 

exemplary in this regard. In places like the United States, the former slave population of 

displaced Africans has given rise to a literary tradition of its own, many works of which, 

from the poetry of Langston Hughes to the novels of Toni Morrison, seek to make sense 

of their history and their continuing experience of racism. And throughout the world, 

peoples in diasporic situations of dispersal sought to establish a sense of cultural and 

ethnic identity within locales like England itself, where the majority ethnic group tended 

to control the production of mainstream culture. 

The 1960s are once again a time of enormous transformation. English in England 

expanded to include the literature of the Commonwealth, while in the former colonies 

like the Caribbean it began to be displaced by indigenous traditions. In the US, it came to 

embrace the long ignored tradition of African-American writing in the form of Afro-

American Programs. Such changes in institutional shape and disciplinary self-definition 

both fostered and were brought about by new developments in literary criticism. Scholars 

emerged who were less interested in the European tradition and more interested in post-

colonial writers like V. S. Naipaul or Nadine Gordimer. 

If English was losing some of its institutional power, it was also being cast in a new 

light as a result of these developments. No longer could it present itself as a repository of 

good values or of appropriate style if those values were connected, albeit metonymically 

rather than metaphorically, to imperial violence or if that style could be shown to be the 

result of a history of the forced displacement of other linguistic forms which had the 

misfortune alone of being practiced by people with smaller or no guns. Scholars began to 

take note of the fact that many great works of English literature promoted beliefs and 

assumptions regarding other geographic regions and other ethnic groups - from 

Shakespeare's Caliban to Bronte's Mrs Rochester — that created the cultural 

preconditions for and no doubt enabled the work of empire. The promotion of such 

beliefs and assumptions in literature, Edward Said noted in his pathbreaking Orientalism 

(1978), was just one part of larger processes of discursive construction in a variety of 

forms of writing, from novels to scholarly treatises on geography and philology, that 

represented other peoples (in Said's example, the people of "the Orient") as less civilized 

or less capable and as needing western paternalist assistance. Any attention to processes 

of domination 
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usually spurs an interest in counter-processes of resistance, and as interest in colonial and 

post-colonial literature increased in the 1980s, attention turned, especially in the work of 

Homi Bhabha and in the collective volume The Empire Writes Back (1989), to the 

complex interface between colonizer and colonized, an interface that Bhabha found 

characterized as much by a subversive work of parody and mimicry as by straightforward 

domination. Later work along these lines, especially Paul Gilroy's The Black Atlantic 

(1993), has moved away from inter-national or inter-ethnic demarcations and toward an 

understanding of the para-national and trans-regional flows of culture. From the 

Caribbean to New York to London, black cultural influences and migrations tend not to 

heed traditional literary boundary lines, and these new realities demand new modes of 

non-national critical thinking. 

Much of the early work in this rather large and diverse area of ethnic, post-colonial, 

and international studies was shaped by categories that have since been rethought by 

scholars in the field whose critical perspective is shaped by Structuralism, Feminism, and 

Post-Structuralism. While early anti-imperialist thinkers like DuBois and Fanon resorted 

to unproblematic notions of ethnic identity or to ideals of a traditional "people's culture," 

later thinkers have pointed out the isomorphism of racist and racialist ideologies as well 

as the mistake of assuming the unproblematic existence of such things as ethnic identities 

where fluctuation, change, and temporary blood-line settlements are more likely to be the 

case. Others have contended that recourse to a supposedly more authentic traditional 

culture as a counterpoint to imperial or neocolonial domination merely reduces the 

complex history of cultural change to an inaccurate folkloric myth and selectively 

privileges quaint "tribal" practices which are misconstrued as original and without 

history. Feminists have noted that there would be no ethnic identity without the forced 

containment and channeling of women's reproductive capacities along consanguine 

family and clan lines and that the privileging of ideals of ethnic or national cultural 

identity conceals internal fissures of gender and sexual domination. And Post-

Structuralists in the field suggest that other concepts of identity, from the nation or the 

ethnic group to the national culture, are no longer relevant to a transnational, migratory, 

and diaspo-ric world culture. What the experience of geographic displacement teaches is 

that all the supposedly stable equations of place, ethnos, and national political institution 

are imaginary constructs which displace displacement by substituting for the history of 

permanent migratory dislocation an ontologizing image of home or of a homeland, a 

proper place where a spuriously pure ethnos can authenticate itself. 

The recent critical attention to such concepts as exile, home, and diaspora as much 

reflects the influence of Post-Structuralism's re-examination of taken-for-granted notions 

of identity as it does the experience of writers and theorists of African, Asian, or 

Caribbean descent who live in former imperial centers like Britain. DuBois first 

formulated the problematic nature of such experience when he spoke of "two-ness," the 

twin experience of being both American and black, loyal to a nation while yet a victim of 

its prejudice against the minority ethnic group. For Fanon, the problem of twoness 

reappeared in a different guise, that of travelers to the imperial center from the colonized 

periphery who adopted the imperial culture as their own out of a sense of the inferiority 

of their own native culture. Since they wrote and since the emergence of new generations 

of people whose immigrant ethnic roots do not conflict with a sense of at-homeness in an 

imperial center like England, twoness gives way to a bilateral sense of parallel cultures 

and to a sense of multiple 
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belongings, plural identities with no one more standard or normal or appropriate than 

another. And with that change of experience comes, of course, the possibility of multiple 

languages - not Creole or English, as Fanon noticed, but Creole and English. 

What does all of this mean for English, for English as an academic institution that still 

in many places consists of the teaching of THE national tradition century by century? It 

has meant the creation of new slots for an African-American specialist or a Post-Colonial 

specialist. And it has meant the reconceptualization of at least twentieth-century English 

literature to include Commonwealth literature and the emergence of new ways of 

organizing the American literary canon so that it includes more African and other voices 

(the much praised Heath Anthology). But if one source of empire was the national 

parochialism embodied in the ideal of the teaching of one's national literature alone and 

one result of the new ethnic, post-colonial, and international criticism is a sense of how 

all national literatures, especially those with global connections or with apparently 

singular ethnic roots, always cast shadows and are therefore always shadowed by their 

others, from Caliban to Mrs Rochester to Beloved, then perhaps English itself should be 

reconsidered as a project of knowledge limited by national and linguistic boundaries. The 

national parochialism of empire continues as the national parochialism of "international 

competition," with each nation or ethnic group's imaginary sanctity and identity upheld 

by just the kind of national literary traditions and academic literary institutions that made 

English English. But by piercing its others and walking with its shadows, English also 

generated a migratory and cultural reciprocity that means that the future of English in 

England at least is necessarily multicultural and multiethnic (if not polylingual). It is also, 

Paul Gilroy would argue, transgeographical, a culture without national boundaries that 

thrives on lateral connections and syncretisms, a culture where in-betweenness replaces 

identity as the defining trope of cultural production. And such a new English is in some 

respects a model (shades of empire) for a new kind of Literature Department, one that 

would be at once national, international, and non-national or non-ethnic, one in which 

students might become as familiar with African as with English literature and learn 

thereby, not falsely universal values or accurately parochial national traditions, but the 

complex reality of difference. 



igns Taken for Wonders 

Homi K. Bhabha 

While many Colonial and Post-Colonial scholars have been concerned with developing ac-

counts of the workings of imperial consciousness in literature and culture, others have 

noticed the instabilities and ambivalences inherent in any attempt to impose domination on 

another people. The term "resistance" has also been used to characterize the way colonized 

peoples react to the imposition on them of an alien language and culture. Homi K. Bhabha 

has taken the lead in articulating the dissonance at the heart of the colonial discursive 

enterprise. His concepts of ambivalence, mimicry, and hybridity have become central to many 

scholars' understanding of how colonialism both works and is unworked. In this essay from 

1985, he introduces the concepts of ambivalence and hybridity. 

A remarkable peculiarity is that they (the English) always write the personal pro-

noun I with a capital letter. May we not consider this Great I as an unintended 

proof how much an Englishman thinks of his own consequence? 

- Robert Southey, Letters from England 

There is a scene in the cultural writings of English colonialism which repeats so 

insistently after the early nineteenth century - and, through that repetition, so tri-

umphantly inaugurates a literature of empire - that I am bound to repeat it once more. It 

is the scenario, played out in the wild and wordless wastes of colonial India, Africa, the 

Caribbean, of the sudden, fortuitous discovery of the English book. It is, like all myths of 

origin, memorable for its balance between epiphany and enunciation. The discovery of 

the book is, at once, a moment of originality and authority, as well as a process of 

displacement that, paradoxically, makes the presence of the book wondrous to the extent 

to which it is repeated, translated, misread, displaced. It is with the emblem of the 

English book - "signs taken for wonders" - as an insignia of colonial authority and a 

signifier of colonial desire and discipline, that I want to begin this essay. 

In the first week of May 1817, Anund Messeh, one of the earliest Indian catech-ists, 

made a hurried and excited journey from his mission in Meerut to a grove of trees just 

outside Delhi. 

He found about 500 people, men, women and children, seated under the shade of the 
trees, and employed, as had been related to him, in reading and conversation. He went up 
to an elderly looking man, and accosted him, and the following conversation passed. 'Pray 
who are all these people? and whence come they?' 'We are poor and lowly, and 
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we read and love this book.' - 'What is that book?' 'The book of God!' - 'Let me look at it, if 

you please.' Anund, on opening the book, perceived it to be the Gospel of our Lord, 

translated into the Hindoostanee Tongue, many copies of which seemed to be in the 

possession of the party: some were PRINTED, others WRITTEN by themselves from the printed 

ones. Anund pointed to the name of Jesus, and asked, 'Who is that?' 'That is God! He gave us 

this book.' - 'Where did you obtain it?' 'An Angel from heaven gave it us, at Hurdwar fair.' - 

'An Angel?' 'Yes, to us he was God's Angel: but he was a man, a learned Pundit.' (Doubtless 

these translated Gospels must have been the books distributed, five or six years ago, at 

Hurdwar by the Missionary.) 'The written copies we write ourselves, having no other means 

of obtaining more of this blessed word.' -'These books,' said Anund, 'teach the religion of the 

European Sahibs. It is THEIR book; and they printed it in our language, for our use.' 'Ah! no,' 

replied the stranger, 'that cannot be, for they eat flesh.' - 'Jesus Christ,' said Anund, 'teaches 

that it does not signify what a man eats or drinks, EATING is nothing before God. Not that 

which entereth into a man's mouth defileth him, but that which cometh out of the mouth, this 

defileth a man: for vile things come forth from the heart. Out of the heart proceed evil 

thoughts, murders, adulteries, fornications, thefts; and these are the things that defile.'' 
'That is true; but how can it be the European Book, when we believe that it is God's gift to 

us? He sent it to us at Hurdwar.' 'God gave it long ago to the Sahibs, and THEY sent it to 

us.'... The ignorance and simplicity of many are very striking, never having heard of a 

printed book before; and its very appearance was to them miraculous. A great stir was 

excited by the gradual increasing information hereby obtained, and all united to 

acknowledge the superiority of the doctrines of this Holy Book to every thing which they 

had hitherto heard or known. An indifference to the distinctions of Caste soon manifested 

itself; and the interference and tyrannical authority of the Brahmins became more offensive 

and contemptible. At last, it was determined to separate themselves from the rest of their 

Hindoo Brethren; and to establish a party of their own choosing, four or five, who could 

read the best, to be the public teachers from this newly-acquired 
Book __ Anund asked them, 'Why are you all dressed in white?' 'The people of God 
should wear white raiment,' was the reply, 'as a sign that they are clean, and rid of their sins.' 

- Anund observed, 'You ought to be BAPTIZED, in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and 

of the Holy Ghost. Come to Meerut: there is a Christian Padre there; and he will shew you 

what you ought to do.' They answered, 'Now we must go home to the harvest; but, as we 

mean to meet once a year, perhaps the next year we may come to Meerut.'... I explained to 

them the nature of the Sacrament and of Baptism; in answer to which, they replied, 'We are 

willing to be baptized, but we will never take the Sacrament. To all the other customs of 

Christians we are willing to conform, but not to the Sacrament, because the Europeans eat 

cow's flesh, and this will never do for us.' To this I answered, 'This WORD is of God, and not 

of men; and when HE makes your hearts to understand, then you will PROPERLY comprehend 

it.' They replied, 'If all our country will receive this Sacrament, then will we.' I then 

observed, 'The time is at hand, when all the countries will receive this WORD!' They replied, 

'True!' 

Almost a hundred years later, in 1902, Joseph Conrad's Marlow, traveling in the Congo, in the 

night of the first ages, without a sign and no memories, cut off from the comprehension of his 

surroundings, desperately in need of a deliberate belief, comes upon Towson's (or Towser's) 

Inquiry into some Points of Seamanship. 

Not a very enthralling book; but at the first glance you could see there a singleness of 

intention, an honest concern for the right way of going to work, which made these humble 

pages, thought out so many years ago, luminous with another than a professional 
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light --- 1 assure you to leave off reading was like tearing myself away from the shelter 
of an old and solid friendship __  

"It must be this miserable trader - this intruder," exclaimed the manager, looking back 
malevolently at the place we had left. "He must be English," I said. 

Half a century later, a young Trinidadian discovers that same volume of Towson's in 

that very passage from Conrad and draws from it a vision of literature and a lesson of 

history. "The scene," writes V. S. Naipaul, 

answered some of the political panic I was beginning to feel. 
To be a colonial was to know a kind of security; it was to inhabit a fixed world. And 

I suppose that in my fantasy I had seen myself coming to England as to some purely 
literary region, where, untrammeled by the accidents of history or background, I could 
make a romantic career for myself as a writer. But in the new world I felt that ground 
move below me __   Conrad... had been everywhere before me. Not as a man with a 
cause, but a man offering... a vision of the world's half-made societies... where always 
"something inherent in the necessities of successful action... carried with it the moral 
degradation of the idea." Dismal but deeply felt: a kind of truth and half a consolation.3 

Written as they are in the name of the father and the author, these texts of the 

civilizing mission immediately suggest the triumph of the colonialist moment in early 

English Evangelism and modern English literature. The discovery of the book installs the 

sign of appropriate representation: the word of God, truth, art creates the conditions for a 

beginning, a practice of history and narrative. But the institution of the Word in the wilds 

is also an Entstellung, a process of displacement, distortion, dislocation, repetition - the 

dazzling light of literature sheds only areas of darkness. Still the idea of the English book 

is presented as universally adequate: like the "metaphoric writing of the West," it 

communicates "the immediate vision of the thing, freed from the discourse that 

accompanied it, or even encumbered it."5 

Shortly before the discovery of the book, Marlow interrogates the odd, inappropriate, 

"colonial" transformation of a textile into an uncertain textual sign, possibly a fetish: 

Why? Where did he get it? Was it a badge - an ornament - a charm - a propitiatory 
act? Was there any idea at all connected with it? It looked startling round his black 
neck, this bit of white thread from beyond the seas.6 

Such questions of the historical act of enunciation, which carry a political intent, are lost, 

a few pages later, in the myth of origins and discovery. The immediate vision of the book 

figures those ideological correlatives of the Western sign - empiricism, idealism, 

mimeticism, monoculturalism (to use Edward Said's term) - that sustain a tradition of 

English "national" authority. It is, significantly, a normalizing myth whose organics and 

revisionary narrative is also the history of that nationalist discipline of Commonwealth 

history and its equally expansionist epigone, Commonwealth literature. Their versions of 

traditional, academicist wisdom moralize the conflictual moment of colonialist 

intervention into that constitutive chain of exemplum and imitation, what Friedrich 

Nietzsche describes as the monumental history beloved of "gifted egoists and visionary 

scoundrels."7 For despite first appearances, a repetition 
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of the episodes of the book reveals that they represent important moments in the 

historical transformation and discursive transfiguration of the colonial text and context. 

Anund Messeh's riposte to the natives who refuse the sacrament - "the time is at hand 

when all countries will receive this WORD" (my emphasis) - is both firmly and timely 

spoken in 1817. For it represents a shift away from the "orientalist" educational practice 

of, say, Warren Hastings and the much more interventionist and "interpellative" ambition 

of Charles Grant for a culturally and linguistically homogeneous English India. It was 

with Grant's election to the board of the East India Company in 1794 and to Parliament in 

1802, and through his energetic espousal of the Evangelical ideals of the Clapham sect, 

that the East India Company reintroduced a "pious clause" into its charter for 1813. By 

1817 the Church Missionary Society ran sixty-one schools, and in 1818 it commissioned 

the Burdwan Plan, a central plan of education for instruction in the English language. The 

aim of the plan anticipates, almost to the word, Thomas Macaulay's infamous 1835 

"Minute on Education": "to form a body of well instructed labourers, competent in their 

proficiency in English to act as Teachers, Translators, and Compilers of useful works for 

the masses of the people." Anund Messeh's lifeless repetition of chapter and verse, his 

artless technique of translation, participate in one of the most artful technologies of 

colonial power. In the same month that Anund Messeh discovered the miraculous effects 

of the book outside Delhi - May 1817 - a correspondent of the Church Missionary 

Society wrote to London describing the method of English education at Father John's 

mission in Tranquebar: 

The principal method of teaching them the English language would be by giving them 
English phrases and sentences, with a translation for them to commit to memory. These 
sentences might be so arranged as to teach them whatever sentiments the instructor 
should choose. They would become, in short, attached to the Mission; and though first 
put into the school from worldly motives alone, should any of them be converted, 
accustomed as they are to the language, manners and climate of the country, they might 
soon be prepared for a great usefulness in the cause of religion __ In this way the 
Heathens themselves might be made the instruments of pulling down their own reli-
gion, and of erecting in its ruins the standards of the Cross. [MR, May 1817, p. 187] 

Marlow's ruminative closing statement, "He must be English," acknowledges at the 

heart of darkness, in Conrad's fin de stick malaise which Ian Watt so thoroughly 

describes, the particular debt that both Marlow and Conrad owe to the ideals of English 

"liberty" and its liberal-conservative culture. Caught as he is - between the madness of 

"prehistoric" Africa and the unconscious desire to repeat the traumatic intervention of 

modern colonialism within the compass of a seaman's yarn -Towson's manual provides 

Marlow with a singleness of intention. It is the book of work that turns delirium into the 

discourse of civil address. For the ethic of work, as Conrad was to exemplify in 

"Tradition" (1918), provides a sense of right conduct and honour achievable only through 

the acceptance of those "customary" norms which are the signs of culturally cohesive 

"civil" communities. These aims of the civilizing mission, endorsed in the "idea" of 

British imperialism and enacted on the red sections of the map, speak with a peculiarly 

English authority based upon the customary practice on which both English common law 

and the English national 



Signs Taken for Wonders 1171 

language rely for their effectivity and appeal.11 It is the ideal of English civil discourse 

that permits Conrad to entertain the ideological ambivalences that riddle his narratives. It 

is under its watchful eye that he allows the fraught text of late nineteenth-century 

imperialism to implode within the practices of early modernism. The devastating effects 

of such an encounter are not only contained in an (uncommon yarn; they are concealed in 

the propriety of a civil "lie" told to the Intended (the complicity of the customary?): "The 

horror! The horror!" must not be repeated in the drawing-rooms of Europe. 

It is to preserve the peculiar sensibility of what he understands as a tradition of civility 

that Naipaul "translates" Conrad, from Africa to the Caribbean, in order to transform the 

despair of postcolonial history into an appeal for the autonomy of art. The more fiercely 

he believes that "the wisdom of the heart ha[s] no concern with the erection or demolition 

of theories," the more convinced he becomes of the unme-diated nature of the Western 

book - "the words it pronounces have the value of acts of integrity." The values that such 

a perspective generates for his own work, and for the once colonized world it chooses to 

represent and evaluate, are visible in the hideous panorama that some of his titles 

provide: The Loss of El Dorado, The Mimic Men, An Area of Darkness, A Wounded 

Civilization, The Overcrowded Barracoon. 

The discovery of the English book establishes both a measure of mimesis and a mode 

of civil authority and order. If these scenes, as I've narrated them, suggest the triumph of 

the writ of colonialist power, then it must be conceded that the wily letter of the law 

inscribes a much more ambivalent text of authority. For it is in between the edict of 

Englishness and the assault of the dark unruly spaces of the earth, through an act of 

repetition, that the colonial text emerges uncertainly. Anund Messeh disavows the 

natives' disturbing questions as he returns to repeat the now questionable "authority" of 

Evangelical dicta; Marlow turns away from the African jungle to recognize, in retrospect, 

the peculiarly "English" quality of the discovery of the book; Naipaul turns his back on 

the hybrid half-made colonial world to fix his eye on the universal domain of English 

literature. What we witness is neither an untroubled, innocent dream of England nor a 

"secondary revision" of the nightmare of India, Africa, the Caribbean. What is "English" 

in these discourses of colonial power cannot be represented as a plenitude or a "full" 

presence; it is determined by its belatedness. As a signifier of authority, the English book 

acquires its meaning after the traumatic scenario of colonial difference, cultural or racial, 

returns the eye of power to some prior, archaic image or identity. Paradoxically, however, 

such an image can neither be "original" - by virtue of the act of repetition that constructs 

it - nor "identical" - by virtue of the difference that defines it. Consequently, the colonial 

presence is always ambivalent, split between its appearance as original and authoritative 

and its articulation as repetition and difference. 

It is this ambivalence that makes the boundaries of colonial "positionality" - the 

division of self/other - and the question of colonial power - the differentiation of 

colonizer/colonized - different from both the Hegelian master/slave dialectic or the 

phenomenological projection of Otherness. It is a differance produced within the act of 

enunciation as a specifically colonial articulation of those two disproportionate sites of 

colonial discourse and power: the colonial scene as the invention of historicity, mastery, 

mimesis or as the "other scene" of Entstellung, displacement, fantasy, psychic defence, 

and an "open" textuality. Such a dis-play of difference produces a mode of authority that 

is agonistic (rather than antagonistic). Its discriminatory 
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effects are visible in those split subjects of the racist stereotype - the simian Negro, the 

effeminate Asiatic male - which ambivalently fix identity as the fantasy of difference.13 

To recognize the differance of the colonial presence is to realize that the colonial text 

occupies that space of double inscription, hallowed - no, hollowed - by Jacques Derrida: 

whenever any writing both marks and goes back over its mark with an undecidable 
stroke... [this] double mark escapes the pertinence or authority of truth: it does not 
overturn it but rather inscribes it within its play as one of its functions or parts. This 
displacement does not take place, has not taken place once as an event. It does not 
occupy a simple place. It does not take place in writing. This dis-location (is what) 
writes/is written. [D, p. 193] 

How can the question of authority, the power and presence of the English, be posed in 

the interstices of a double inscription? I have no wish to replace an idealist myth - the 

metaphoric English book - with a historicist one - the colonialist project of English 

civility. Such a reductive reading would deny what is obvious, that the representation of 

colonial authority depends less on a universal symbol of English identity than on its 

productivity as a sign of difference. Yet in my use of "English" there is a "transparency" 

of reference that registers a certain obvious presence: the Bible translated into Hindi, 

propagated by Dutch or native catechists, is still the English book; a Polish emigre, 

deeply influenced by Gustave Flaubert, writing about Africa, produces an English 

classic. What is there about such a process of visibility and recognition that never fails to 

be an authoritative acknowledgement without ceasing to be a "spacing between desire 

and fulfillment, between perpetuation and its recollection... [a] medium [which] has 

nothing to do with a center" (Z), p. 212)? 

This question demands a departure from Derrida's objectives in "The Double Session"; 

a turning away from the vicissitudes of interpretation in the mimetic act of reading to the 

question of the effects of power, the inscription of strategies of individuation and 

domination in those "dividing practices" which construct the colonial space - a departure 

from Derrida which is also a return to those moments in his essay when he acknowledges 

the problematic of "presence" as a certain quality of discursive transparency which he 

describes as "the production of mere reality-effects" or "the effect of content" or as the 

problematic relation between the "medium of writing and the determination of each 

textual unit." In the rich ruses and rebukes with which he shows up the "false appearance 

of the present," Derrida fails to decipher the specific and determinate system of address 

(not referent) that is signified by the "effect of content" (see D, pp. 173-85). It is precisely 

such a strategy of address - the immediate presence of the English - that engages the 

questions of authority that I want to raise. When the ocular metaphors of presence refer to 

the process by which content is fixed as an "effect of the present," we encounter not 

plenitude but the structured gaze of power whose objective is authority, whose "subjects" 

are historical. 

The reality effect constructs a mode of address in which a complementarity of meaning 

- not a correspondential notion of truth, as antirealists insist - produces the moment of 

discursive transparency. It is the moment when, "under the false appearance of the 

present," the semantic seems to prevail over the syntactic, the signified over the signifier. 

Contrary to current avant-garde orthodoxy, however, the transparent 
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is neither simply the triumph of the "imaginary" capture of the subject in realist narrative 

nor the ultimate interpellation of the individual by ideology. It is not a proposal that you 

cannot positively refuse. It is better described, I suggest, as a form of the disposal of 

those discursive signs of presence/the present within the strategies that articulate the 

range of meanings from "dispose to disposition." Transparency is the action of the 

distribution and arrangement of differential spaces, positions, knowledges in relation to 

each other, relative to a differential, not inherent, sense of order. This effects a regulation 

of spaces and places that is authoritatively assigned; it puts the addressee into the proper 

frame or condition for some action or result. Such a mode of governance addresses itself 

to a form of conduct that is achieved through a reality effect that equivocates between the 

sense of disposal, as the bestowal of a frame of reference, and disposition, as mental 

inclination, a frame of mind. Such equivocation allows neither an equivalence of the two 

sites of disposal nor their division as self/other, subject/object. Transparency achieves an 

effect of authority in the present (and an authoritative presence) through a process similar 

to what Michel Foucault describes as "an effect of fmalisation, relative to an objective," 

without its necessary attribution to a subject that makes a prohibitory law, thou shalt or 

thou shalt not. 

The place of difference and otherness, or the space of the adversarial, within such a 

system of "disposal" as I've proposed, is never entirely on the outside or implacably 

oppositional. It is a pressure, and a presence, that acts constantly, if unevenly, along the 

entire boundary of authorization, that is, on the surface between what I've called disposal-

as-bestowal and disposition-as-inclination. The contour of difference is agonistic, 

shifting, splitting, rather like Freud's description of the system of consciousness which 

occupies a position in space lying on the borderline between outside and inside, a surface 

of protection, reception, and projection. The power play of presence is lost if its 

transparency is treated naively as the nostalgia for plenitude that should be flung 

repeatedly into the abyss - mise en abime - from which its desire is born. Such 

theoreticist anarchism cannot intervene in the agonistic space of authority where 

the true and the false are separated and specific effects of power [are] attached to the 
true, it being understood also that it is not a matter of a battle "on behalf" of the truth, 
but of a battle about the status of truth and the economic and political role it plays. 

It is precisely to intervene in such a battle for the status of the truth that it becomes 

crucial to examine the presence of the English book. For it is this surface that stabilizes 

the agonistic colonial space; it is its appearance that regulates the ambivalence between 

origin and Entstellung, discipline and desire, mimesis and repetition. 

Despite appearances, the text of transparency inscribes a double vision: the field of the 

"true" emerges as a visible effect of knowledge/power only after the regulatory and 

displacing division of the true and the false. From this point of view, discursive 

"transparency" is best read in the photographic sense in which a transparency is also 

always a negative, processed into visibility through the technologies of reversal, 

enlargement, lighting, editing, projection, not a source but a re-source of light. Such a 

bringing to light is never a prevision; it is always a question of the provision of visibility 

as a capacity, a strategy, an agency but also in the sense in which the prefix pro(vision) 

might indicate an elision of sight, delegation, substitution, contiguity, in place of.. .what? 
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This is the question that brings us to the ambivalence of the presence of authority, 

peculiarly visible in its colonial articulation. For if transparency signifies discursive 

closure - intention, image, author — it does so through a disclosure of its rules of 

recognition - those social texts of epistemic, ethnocentric, nationalist intelligibility which 

cohere in the address of authority as the "present," the voice of modernity. The 

acknowledgement of authority depends upon the immediate - unmediated -visibility of its 

rules of recognition as the unmistakable referent of historical necessity. In the doubly 

inscribed space of colonial representation where the presence of authority - the English 

book - is also a question of its repetition and displacement, where transparency is techne, 

the immediate visibility of such a regime of recognition is resisted. Resistance is not 

necessarily an oppositional act of political intention, nor is it the simple negation or 

exclusion of the "content" of an other culture, as a difference once perceived. It is the 

effect of an ambivalence produced within the rules of recognition of dominating 

discourses as they articulate the signs of cultural difference and reimplicate them within 

the deferential relations of colonial power -hierarchy, normalization, marginalization, and 

so forth. For domination is achieved through a process of disavowal that denies the 

differance of colonialist power - the chaos of its intervention as Entstellung, its 

dislocatory presence - in order to preserve the authority of its identity in the universalist 

narrative of nineteenth-century historical and political evolutionism. 

The exercise of colonialist authority, however, requires the production of differen-

tiations, individuations, identity effects through which discriminatory practices can map 

out subject populations that are tarred with the visible and transparent mark of power. 

Such a mode of subjection is distinct from what Foucault describes as "power through 

transparency": the reign of opinion, after the late eighteenth century, which could not 

tolerate areas of darkness and sought to exercise power through the mere fact of things 

being known and people seen in an immediate, collective gaze. What radically 

differentiates the exercise of colonial power is the unsuitability of the Enlightenment 

assumption of collectivity and the eye that beholds it. For Jeremy Bentham (as Michel 

Perrot points out), the small group is representative of the whole society - the part is 

already the whole. Colonial authority requires modes of discrimination (cultural, racial, 

administrative...) that disallow a stable unitary assumption of collectivity. The "part" 

(which must be the colonialist foreign body) must be representative of the "whole" 

(conquered country), but the right of representation is based on its radical difference. 

Such doublethink is made viable only through the strategy of disavowal just described, 

which requires a theory of the "hybridization" of discourse and power that is ignored by 

Western post-structuralists who engage in the battle for "power" as the purists of 

difference. 

The discriminatory effects of the discourse of cultural colonialism, for instance, do not 

simply or singly refer to a "person," or to a dialectical power struggle between self and 

Other, or to a discrimination between mother culture and alien cultures. Produced 

through the strategy of disavowal, the reference of discrimination is always to a process 

of splitting as the condition of subjection: a discrimination between the mother culture 

and its bastards, the self and its doubles, where the trace of what is disavowed is not 

repressed but repeated as something different - a mutation, a hybrid. It is such a partial 

and double force that is more than the mimetic but less than the symbolic, that disturbs 

the visibility of the colonial presence and makes the recognition of its authority 

problematic. To be authoritative, its rules of recognition 
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must reflect consensual knowledge or opinion; to be powerful, these rules of recognition 

must be breached in order to represent the exorbitant objects of discrimination that lie 

beyond its purview. Consequently, if the unitary (and essentialist) reference to race, 

nation, or cultural tradition is essential to preserve the presence of authority as an 

immediate mimetic effect, such essentialism must be exceeded in the articulation of 

"differentiatory," discriminatory identities. 

To demonstrate such an "excess" is not merely to celebrate the joyous power of the 

signifier. Hybridity is the sign of the productivity of colonial power, its shifting forces 

and fixities; it is the name for the strategic reversal of the process of domination through 

disavowal (that is, the production of discriminatory identities that secure the "pure" and 

original identity of authority). Hybridity is the revaluation of the assumption of colonial 

identity through the repetition of discriminatory identity effects. It displays the necessary 

deformation and displacement of all sites of discrimination and domination. It unsettles 

the mimetic or narcissistic demands of colonial power but reimplicates its identifications 

in strategies of subversion that turn the gaze of the discriminated back upon the eye of 

power. For the colonial hybrid is the articulation of the ambivalent space where the rite 

of power is enacted on the site of desire, making its objects at once disciplinary and 

disseminatory - or, in my mixed metaphor, a negative transparency. If discriminatory 

effects enable the authorities to keep an eye on them, their proliferating difference evades 

that eye, escapes that surveillance. Those discriminated against may be instantly 

recognized, but they also force a re-cognition of the immediacy and articulacy of 

authority - a disturbing effect that is familiar in the repeated hesitancy afflicting the 

colonialist discourse when it contemplates its discriminated subjects: the inscrutability of 

the Chinese, the unspeakable rites of the Indians, the indescribable habits of the 

Hottentots. It is not that the voice of authority is at a loss for words. It is, rather, that the 

colonial discourse has reached that point when, faced with the hybridity of its objects, the 

presence of power is revealed as something other than what its rules of recognition 

assert. 

If the effect of colonial power is seen to be the production of hybridization rather than 

the noisy command of colonialist authority or the silent repression of native traditions, 

then an important change of perspective occurs. It reveals the ambivalence at the source 

of traditional discourses on authority and enables a form of subversion, founded on that 

uncertainty, that turns the discursive conditions of dominance into the grounds of 

intervention. It is traditional academic wisdom that the presence of authority is properly 

established through the nonexercise of private judgment and the exclusion of reasons, in 

conflict with the authoritative reason. The recognition of authority, however, requires a 

validation of its source that must be immediately, even intuitively, apparent - "You have 

that in your countenance which I would fain call master" - and held in common (rules of 

recognition). What is left unacknowledged is the paradox of such a demand for proof and 

the resulting ambivalence for positions of authority. If, as Steven Lukes rightly says, the 

acceptance of authority excludes any evaluation of the content of an utterance, and if its 

source, which must be acknowledged, disavows both conflicting reasons and personal 

judgment, then can the "signs" or "marks" of authority be anything more than "empty" 

presences of strategic devices? Need they be any the less effective because of that? Not 

less effective but effective in a different form, would be our answer. 

Tom Nairn reveals a basic ambivalence between the symbols of English imperialism 

which could not help "looking universal" and a "hollowness [that] sounds 
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through the English imperialist mind in a thousand forms: in Rider Haggard's necrophilia, 

in Kipling's moments of gloomy doubt,... in the gloomy cosmic truth of Forster's Marabar 

caves." Nairn explains this "imperial delirium" as the disproportion between the 

grandiose rhetoric of English imperialism and the real economic and political situation of 

late Victorian England. I would like to suggest that these crucial moments in English 

literature are not simply crises of England's own making. They are also the signs of a 

discontinuous history, an estrangement of the English book. They mark the disturbance of 

its authoritative representations by the uncanny forces of race, sexuality, violence, 

cultural and even climatic differences which emerge in the colonial discourse as the 

mixed and split texts of hybridity. If the appearance of the English book is read as a 

production of colonial hybridity, then it no longer simply commands authority. It gives 

rise to a series of questions of authority that, in my bastardized repetition, must sound 

strangely familiar: 

Was it a badge - an ornament - a charm - a propitiatory act? Was there any idea at all 
connected with it? It looked startling in this black neck of the woods, this bit of white 
writing from beyond the seas. 

In repeating the scenario of the English book, I hope I have succeeded in representing 

a colonial difference: it is the effect of uncertainty that afflicts the discourse of power, an 

uncertainty that estranges the familiar symbol of English "national" authority and 

emerges from its colonial appropriation as the sign of its difference. Hybridity is the 

name of this displacement of value from symbol to sign that causes the dominant 

discourse to split along the axis of its power to be representative, authoritative. Hybridity 

represents that ambivalent "turn" of the discriminated subject into the terrifying, 

exorbitant object of paranoid classification - a disturbing questioning of the images and 

presences of authority. To grasp the ambivalence of hybridity, it must be distinguished 

from an inversion that would suggest that the originary is, really, only the "effect" of an 

Entstellung. Hybridity has no such perspective of depth or truth to provide: it is not a 

third term that resolves the tension between two cultures, or the two scenes of the book, 

in a dialectical play of "recognition." The displacement from symbol to sign creates a 

crisis for any concept of authority based on a system of recognition: colonial specularity, 

doubly inscribed, does not produce a mirror where the self apprehends itself; it is always 

the split screen of the self and its doubling, the hybrid. 

These metaphors are very much to the point, because they suggest that colonial 

hybridity is not a problem of genealogy or identity between two different cultures which 

can then be resolved as an issue of cultural relativism. Hybridity is a problematic of 

colonial representation and individuation that reverses the effects of the colonialist 

disavowal, so that other "denied" knowledges enter upon the dominant discourse and 

estrange the basis of its authority - its rules of recognition. Again, it must be stressed, it is 

not simply the content of disavowed knowledges - be they forms of cultural Otherness or 

traditions of colonialist treachery - that return to be acknowledged as counterauthorities. 

For the resolution of conflicts between authorities, civil discourse always maintains an 

adjudicative procedure. What is irremediably estranging in the presence of the hybrid - in 

the revaluation of the symbol of national authority as the sign of colonial difference - is 

that the difference of cultures 
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can no longer be identified or evaluated as objects of epistemological or moral con-

templation: they are not simply there to be seen or appropriated. 

Hybridity reverses the formal process of disavowal so that the violent dislocation, the 

Entstellung of the act of colonization, becomes the conditionality of colonial discourse. 

The presence of colonialist authority is no longer immediately visible; its discriminatory 

identifications no longer have their authoritative reference to this culture's cannibalism or 

that people's perfidy. As an articulation of displacement and dislocation, it is now 

possible to identify "the cultural" as a disposal of power, a negative transparency that 

comes to be agonistically constructed on the boundary between frame of reference/frame 

of mind. It is crucial to remember that the colonial construction of the cultural (the site of 

the civilizing mission) through the process of disavowal is authoritative to the extent to 

which it is structured around the ambivalence of splitting, denial, repetition - strategies of 

defence that mobilize culture as an open-textured, warlike strategy whose aim "is rather a 

continued agony than a total disappearance of the pre-existing culture." To see the 

cultural not as the source of conflict - different cultures - but as the effect of 

discriminatory practices - the production of cultural differentiation as signs of authority - 

changes its value and its rules of recognition. What is preserved is the visible surfaces of 

its artefacts - the mere visibility of the symbol, as a fleeting immediacy. Hybridity 

intervenes in the exercise of authority not merely to indicate the impossibility of its 

identity but to represent the unpredictability of its presence. The book retains its 

presence, but it is no longer a representation of an essence; it is now a partial presence, a 

(strategic) device in a specific colonial engagement, an appurtenance of authority. 

This partializing process of hybridity is best described as a metonymy of presence. It 

shares Sigmund Freud's valuable insight into the strategy of disavowal as the persistence 

of the narcissistic demand in the acknowledgement of difference.21 This, however, exacts 

a price, for the existence of two contradictory knowledges (multiple beliefs) splits the ego 

(or the discourse) into two psychical attitudes, and forms of knowledge, toward the 

external world. The first of these takes reality into consideration while the second 

replaces it with a product of desire. What is remarkable is that these two contradictory 

objectives always represent a "partiality" in the construction of the fetish object, at once a 

substitute for the phallus and a mark of its absence. There is an important difference 

between fetishism and hybridity. The fetish reacts to the change in the value of the 

phallus by fixing on an object prior to the perception of difference, an object that can 

metaphorically substitute for its presence while registering the difference. So long as it 

fulfills the fetishistic ritual, the object can look like anything (or nothing!). The hybrid 

object, however, retains the actual semblance of the authoritative symbol but revalues its 

presence by resiting it as the signifier of Entstellung - after the intervention of difference. 

It is the power of this strange metonymy of presence to so disturb the systematic (and 

systemic) construction of discriminatory knowledges that the cultural, once recognized as 

the medium of authority, becomes virtually unrecognizable. Culture, as a colonial space 

of intervention and agonism, as the trace of the displacement of symbol to sign, can be 

transformed by the unpredictable and partial desire of hybridity. Deprived of their full 

presence, the knowledges of cultural authority may be articulated with forms of "native" 

knowledges or faced with those discriminated subjects that they must rule but can no 

longer represent. This may lead, as in the case of the natives outside Delhi, to questions 

of authority that the authorities - the Bible included - cannot answer. 
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Such a process is not the deconstruction of a cultural system from the margins of its own 

aporia nor, as in Derrida's "Double Session," the mime that haunts mimesis. The display 

of hybridity - its peculiar "replication" - terrorizes authority with the ruse of recognition, 

its mimicry, its mockery. 

Such a reading of colonial authority profoundly unsettles the demand that figures at the 

centre of the originary myth of colonialist power. It is the demand that the space it 

occupies be unbounded, its reality coincident with the emergence of an imperialist 

narrative and history, its discourse nondialogic, its enunciation unitary, unmarked by the 

trace of difference - a demand that is recognizable in a range of justificatory Western 

"civil" discourses where the presence of the "colony" often alienates its own language of 

liberty and reveals its universalist concepts of labour and property as particular, post-

Enlightenment ideological and technological practices. Consider, for example: Locke's 

notion of the wasteland of Carolina - "Thus in the beginning all the World was America"; 

Montesquieu's emblem of the wasteful and disorderly life and labour in despotic societies 

- "When the savages of Louisiana are desirous of fruit, they cut the tree to the root, and 

gather the fruit"; Grant's belief in the impossibility of law and history in Muslim and 

Hindu India - "where treasons and revolutions are continual; by which the insolent and 

abject frequently change places"; or the contemporary Zionist myth of the neglect of 

Palestine - "of a whole territory," Said writes, "essentially unused, unappreciated, 

misunderstood... to be made useful, appreciated, understandable." 

What renders this demand of colonial power impossible is precisely the point at which 

the question of authority emerges. For the unitary voice of command is interrupted by 

questions that arise from these heterogeneous sites and circuits of power which, though 

momentarily "fixed" in the authoritative alignment of subjects, must continually be re-

presented in the production of terror or fear - the paranoid threat from the hybrid is 

finally uncontainable because it breaks down the symmetry and duality of self/Other, 

inside/outside. In the productivity of power, the boundaries of authority - its reality 

effects - are always besieged by "the other scene" of fixations and phantoms. We can now 

understand the link between the psychic and political that is suggested in Frantz Fanon's 

figure of speech: the colon is an exhibitionist, because his preoccupation with security 

makes him "remind the native out loud that there he alone is master."23 The native, caught 

in the chains of colonialist command, achieves a "pseudopetrification" which further 

incites and excites him, thus making the settler-native boundary an anxious and 

ambivalent one. What then presents itself as the subject of authority in the discourse of 

colonial power is, in fact, a desire that so exceeds the original authority of the book and 

the immediate visibility of its metaphoric writing that we are bound to ask: What does 

colonial power want? My answer is only partially in agreement with Lacan's vel or 

Derrida's veil or hymen. For the desire of colonial discourse is a splitting of hybridity that 

is less than one and double; and if that sounds enigmatic, it is because its explanation has 

to wait upon the authority of those canny questions that the natives put, so insistently, to 

the English book. 

The native questions quite literally turn the origin of the book into an enigma. First: 

How can the word of God come from the flesh-eating mouths of the English? — a question 

that faces the unitary and universalist assumption of authority with the cultural difference 

of its historical moment of enunciation. And later: How can it be the European Book, 

when we believe that it is God's gift to us? He sent it to Hurdwar. 
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This is not merely an illustration of what Foucault would call the capillary effects of the 

microtechnics of power. It reveals the penetrative power - both psychic and social - of the 

technology of the printed word in early nineteenth-century rural India. Imagine the scene: 

the Bible, perhaps translated into a North Indian dialect like Brigbhasha, handed out free 

or for one rupee within a culture where usually only caste Hindus would possess a copy 

of the Scriptures, and received in awe by the natives as both a novelty and a household 

deity. Contemporary missionary records reveal that, in Middle India alone, by 1815 we 

could have witnessed the spectacle of the Gospel "doing its own work," as the 

Evangelicals put it, in at least eight languages and dialects, with a first edition of between 

one thousand and ten thousand copies in each translation (see MR, May 1816, pp. 181-2). 

It is the force of these colonialist practices that produce that discursive tension between 

Anund Messeh, whose address assumes its authority, and the natives who question the 

English presence and seek a culturally differentiated, "colonial" authority to address. 

The subversive character of the native questions will be realized only once we 

recognize the strategic disavowal of cultural/historical difference in Anund Messeh's 

Evangelical discourse. Having introduced the presence of the English and their inter-

cession - "God gave [the Book] long ago to the Sahibs, and THEY sent it to us" - he then 

disavows that political/linguistic "imposition" by attributing the intervention of the 

Church to the power of God and the received authority of chapter and verse. What is 

being disavowed is not entirely visible in Anund Messeh's contradictory statements, at 

the level of the "enounced." What he, as well as the English Bible-in-disguise, must 

conceal are their particular enunciatory conditions - that is, the design of the Burdwan 

Plan to deploy "natives" to destroy native culture and religion. This is done through the 

repeated production of a teleological narrative of Evangelical witness: eager conversions, 

bereft Brahmins, and Christian gatherings. The descent from God to the English is both 

linear and circular: "This WORD is of God, and not of men; and when HE makes your 

hearts to understand, then you will PROPERLY comprehend." The historical "evidence" of 

Christianity is plain for all to see, Indian evangelists would have argued, with the help of 

William Paley's Evidences of Christianity (1791), the most important missionary manual 

throughout the nineteenth century. The miraculous authority of colonial Christianity, they 

would have held, lies precisely in its being both English and universal, empirical and 

uncanny, for "ought we not rather to expect that such a Being on occasions of peculiar 

importance, may interrupt the order which he had appointed?"2 The Word, no less theo-

cratic than logocentric, would have certainly borne absolute witness to the gospel of 

Hurdwar had it not been for the rather tasteless fact that most Hindus were vegetarian! 

By taking their stand on the grounds of dietary law, the natives resist the miraculous 

equivalence of God and the English. They introduce the practice of colonial cultural 

differentiation as an indispensable enunciative function in the discourse of authority - a 

function Foucault describes as linked to "a 'referential' that... forms the place, the 

condition, the field of emergence, the authority to differentiate between individuals or 

objects, states of things and relations that are brought into play by the statement itself; it 

defines the possibilities of appearance and delimitation."25 Through the natives' strange 

questions, it is possible to see, with historical hindsight, what they resisted in questioning 

the presence of the English - as religious mediation and as a cultural and linguistic 

medium. What is the value of English in the offering 
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of the Hindi Bible? It is the creation of a print technology calculated to produce a visual 

effect that will not "look like the work of foreigners"; it is the decision to produce simple, 

abridged tracts of the plainest narrative that may inculcate the habit of "private, solitary 

reading," as a missionary wrote in 1816, so that the natives may resist the Brahmin's 

"monopoly of knowledge" and lessen their dependence on their own religious and 

cultural traditions; it is the opinion of the Reverend Donald Corrie that "on learning 

English they acquire ideas quite new, and of the first importance, respecting God and his 

government" (MR, July 1816, p. 193; Nov. 1816, pp. 444—5; Mar. 1816, pp. 106-7). It is 

the shrewd view of an unknown native, in 1819: 

For instance, I take a book of yours and read it awhile and whether I become a 
Christian or not, I leave the book in my family: after my death, my son, conceiving that 
I would leave nothing useless or bad in my house, will look into the book, understand 
its contents, consider that his father left him that book, and become a Christian. [MR, 
Jan. 1819, p. 27] 

When the natives demand an Indianized Gospel, they are using the powers of hybridity 

to resist baptism and to put the project of conversion in an impossible position. Any 

adaptation of the Bible was forbidden by the evidences of Christianity, for, as the bishop 

of Calcutta preached in his Christmas sermon in 1815: "I mean that it is a Historical 

Religion: the History of the whole dispensation is before us from the creation of the 

world to the present hour: and it is throughout consistent with itself and with the 

attributes of God" (MR, Jan. 1817, p. 31). Their stipulation that only mass conversion 

would persuade them to take the sacrament touches on a tension between missionary zeal 

and the East India Company Statutes for 1814 which strongly advised against such 

proselytizing. When they make these intercul-tural, hybrid demands, the natives are both 

challenging the boundaries of discourse and subtly changing its terms by setting up 

another specifically colonial space of power/knowledge. And they do this under the eye 

of authority, through the production of "partial" knowledges and positionalities in 

keeping with my earlier, more general explanation of hybridity. Such objects of 

knowledges make the signifiers of authority enigmatic in a way that is "less than one and 

double." They change their conditions of recognition while maintaining their visibility; 

they introduce a lack that is then represented as a doubling or mimicry. This mode of 

discursive disturbance is a sharp practice, rather like that of the perfidious barbers in the 

bazaars of Bombay who do not mug their customers with the blunt Lacanian vel "Your 

money or your life," leaving them with nothing. No, these wily oriental thieves, with far 

greater skill, pick their clients' pockets and cry out, "How the master's face shines!" and 

then, in a whisper, "But he's lost his mettle!" 

And this traveler's tale, told by a native, is an emblem of that form of splitting -less 

than one and double - that I have suggested for the reading of the ambivalence of 

colonial cultural texts. In estranging the word of God from the English medium, the 

natives' questions dispense the logical order of the discourse of authority -"These books... 

teach the religion of the European Sahibs. It is THEIR Book; and they printed it in our 

language, for our use." The natives expel the copula, or middle term, of the Evangelical 

"power = knowledge" equation, which then disarticulates the structure of the God-

Englishman equivalence. Such a crisis in the positionality and propositionality of 

colonialist authority destabilizes the sign of authority. For by 



Signs Taken for Wonders 1181 

alienating "English" as the middle term, the presence of authority is freed of a range of 

ideological correlates - for instance, intentionality, originality, authenticity, cultural 

normativity. The Bible is now ready for a specific colonial appropriation. On the one 

hand, its paradigmatic presence as the Word of God is assiduously preserved: it is only to 

the direct quotations from the Bible that the natives give their unquestioning approval - 

"True!" The expulsion of the copula, however, empties the presence of its syntagmatic 

supports - codes, connotations, and cultural associations that give it contiguity and 

continuity - that make its presence culturally and politically authoritative. 

In this sense, then, it may be said that the presence of the book has acceded to the logic 

of the signifier and has been "separated," in Lacan's use of the term, from "itself." If, on 

one side, its authority, or some symbol or meaning of it, is maintained - willy-nilly, less 

than one - then, on the other, it fades. It is at the point of its fading that the signifier of 

presence gets caught up in an alienating strategy of doubling or repetition. Doubling 

repeats the fixed and empty presence of authority by articulating it syntagmatically with a 

range of differential knowledges and positionalities that both estrange its "identity" and 

produce new forms of knowledge, new modes of differentiation, new sites of power. In 

the case of the colonial discourse, these syntagmatic appropriations of presence confront 

it with those contradictory and threatening differences of its enunciative function that had 

been disavowed. In their repetition, these disavowed knowledges return to make the 

presence of authority uncertain. This may take the form of multiple or contradictory 

belief, as in some forms of native knowledges: "We are willing to be baptized, but we 

will never take the Sacrament." Or they may be forms of mythic explanation that refuse 

to acknowledge the agency of the Evangelicals: "An Angel from heaven gave it [the 

Bible] us at Hurdwar fair." Or they may be the fetishistic repetition of litany in the face of 

an unanswerable challenge to authority: for instance, Anund Messeh's "Not that which 

entereth into a man's mouth defileth him, but that which cometh out of the mouth.'''' 

In each of these cases we see a colonial doubling which I've described as a strategic 

displacement of value through a process of the metonymy of presence. It is through this 

partial process, represented in its enigmatic, inappropriate signifiers - stereotypes, jokes, 

multiple and contradictory belief, the "native" Bible - that we begin to get a sense of a 

specific space of cultural colonial discourse. It is a "separate" space, a space of 

separation - less than one and double - which has been systematically denied by both 

colonialists and nationalists who have sought authority in the authenticity of "origins." It 

is precisely as a separation from origins and essences that this colonial space is 

constructed. It is separate, in the sense in which the French psychoanalyst Victor 

Smirnoff describes the separateness of the fetish as a "separate-ness that makes the fetish 

easily available, so that the subject can make use of it in his own way and establish it in 

an order of things that frees it from any subordination."26 

The metonymic strategy produces the signifier of colonial mimicry as the affect of 

hybridity - at once a mode of appropriation and of resistance, from the disciplined to the 

desiring. As the discriminated object, the metonym of presence becomes the support of 

an authoritarian voyeurism, all the better to exhibit the eye of power. Then, as 

discrimination turns into the assertion of the hybrid, the insignia of authority becomes a 

mask, a mockery. After our experience of the native interrogation, it is difficult to agree 

entirely with Fanon that the psychic choice is to "turn white or 
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disappear."27 There is the more ambivalent, third choice: camouflage, mimicry, black 

skins/white masks. "Mimicry reveals something in so far as it is distinct from what might 

be called an itself that is behind. The effect of mimicry," writes Lacan, "is camouflage, in 

the strictly technical sense. It is not a question of harmonizing with the background but, 

against a mottled background, of being mottled - exactly like the technique of 

camouflage practised in human warfare." 

Read as a masque of mimicry, Anund Messeh's tale emerges as a question of colonial 

authority, an agonistic space. To the extent to which discourse is a form of defensive 

warfare, mimicry marks those moments of civil disobedience within the discipline of 

civility: signs of spectacular resistance. When the words of the master become the site of 

hybridity - the warlike sign of the native - then we may not only read between the lines 

but even seek to change the often coercive reality that they so lucidly contain. It is with 

the strange sense of a hybrid history that I want to end. 

Despite Anund Messeh's miraculous evidence, "native Christians were never more 

than vain phantoms" as J. A. Dubois wrote in 1815, after twenty-five years in Madras. 

Their parlous partial state caused him particular anxiety, 

for in embracing the Christian religion they never entirely renounce their superstitions 
towards which they always keep a secret bent... there is no unfeigned, undisguised Chris-
tian among these Indians. [MR, Nov. 1816, p. 212] 

And what of the native discourse? Who can tell? 

The Reverend Mr. Corrie, the most eminent of the Indian evangelists, warned that 

till they came under the English Government, they have not been accustomed to assert 
the nose upon their face their own ------ This temper prevails, more or less, in the 
converted. [MR, Mar. 1816, pp. 106-7] 

Archdeacon Potts, in handing over charge to the Reverend J. P. Sperschneider in July 

1818, was a good deal more worried: 

If you urge them with their gross and unworthy misconceptions of the nature and will 
of God or the monstrous follies of their fabulous theology, they will turn it off with a 
sly civility perhaps, or with a popular and careless proverb. [MR, Sept. 1818, p. 375] 

Was it in the spirit of such sly civility that the native Christians parried so long with 

Anund Messeh and then, at the mention of baptism, politely excused themselves: 

"Now we must go home to the harvest _____ perhaps the next year we may come to 

Meerut." 

And what is the significance of the Bible? Who knows? 

Three years before the native Christians received the Bible at Hurdwar, a schoolmaster 

named Sandappan wrote from southern India, asking for a Bible: 

Rev. Fr. Have mercy upon me. I am amongst so many craving beggars for the Holy 
Scriptures the chief craving beggar. The bounty of the bestowers of this treasure is so 
great I understand, that even this book is read in rice and salt-markets. [MR, June 1813, 
pp. 221-2] 
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But, in the same year - 1817 - as the miracle outside Delhi, a much-tried missionary wrote in some 

considerable rage: 

Still everyone would gladly receive a Bible. And why? That he may store it up as a 
curiosity; sell it for a few pice; or use it for waste paper ____ Some have been bartered in 
the markets ___ If these remarks are at all warranted then an indiscriminate distribution 
of the scriptures, to everyone who may say he wants a Bible, can be little less than a waste 

of time, a waste of money and a waste of expectations. For while the public are hearing of 

so many Bibles distributed, they expect to hear soon of a correspondent number of 

conversions. [MR, May 1817, p. 186] 
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ical enterprise. 
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