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Editor's Notes

included in this (belated) issue of SCE Reports 9
are essays and notes that reflect a decision to use
SCE Reports, as its title suggests, more directly to
report on critical exchange as well as to extend it.

Wallace Martin's incisive essay, "Playing Around,"
was occasioned by SCE Reports 8 “Deconstructive
Criticism: Directions," and the MLA session of last
December devoted to that subject. Dick Higgins'
letter was provoked by the essays alone. A few copies
of SCE Reports 8 are still available (cost: $4.00
each).

Two other essays in this issue, by Jeffrey Plank
and Don Bialostosky respectively examine recent ex-
changes at associated SCE meetings at the SAMLA con-
ference, and the jointly sponsored confetence on
"Theories of Narrative," held last October at Indiana
University. We owe special thanks to the College of
Arts and Science, the English Department, and especially
David Bleich at Indiana for extraordinary labor and hospi-
tality; and to James and Patricia Sosnoski for their
efforts on behalf of SCE. A second conference on
"Theories of Reading" is being held at Indiana on
September 28-30.

The next issue of SCE Reports will address the
topic, "The Return of the Text," with special emphasis
on the politics and economics of criticism.

Press deadline for that issue is October 30, 1981.
If you wish to have notices, reports, or other informa-
tion circulated to SCE members, please mail it to:

SCE REPORTS
6273 19th Ave. N.E.
Seattle, WA, 98115

Wallace Martin
English Department
University of Toledo

PLAYING AROUND

Just when it appears that we may be getting somewhere--
as in SCE Reports 8, which displays the differences between
Johnsonian deconstruction and its Heideggerian, Lacanic, and
Derridean (Riddelian) others--just when we settle down at
an MLA session to discuss where we might go from here, we
are surprised by otherness: someone stands up and says,
"what is this thing called deconstruction?" Barbara Johnson
must cultivate her ignorance; west of New Haven, it grows
wild. The farcical underside of our seriousness is that
critics may be condemned to repeat, year after year, synoptic
accounts of deconstruction, only to be asked immediately
thereafter--what is it?

Johnson's paper is addressed to an audience that might
ask this question; perhaps she would have written differently
if addressing only Riddels. Having thought in the past that
I understood and appreciated her subtleties, I was surprised
to discover that the seemingly simple conclusion of her SCE
paper left me feeling a west-of-New-Haven, uncultivated in-
comprehension. Never has she been more provocative. Not
being able to figure out why, I suspect that she may be
playing with our affections, perhaps to tease us out of
thought. Her conclusions provoked the commentators on her
paper into thought, and while agreeing with most of what
they say, 1 obtusely want to justify my inability to under-
stand her by interpreting her figures in two or three ways
and showing how difficult it is to reduce them to meaning.

when she "lay[s] bare" the 'gap" in her "knowledge"
and solicits the intrusion of a "vital, subversive power"
capable of changing her "very nature" (p. 15), Johnson
keeps her head about her, despite her declared desire to
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forget, to open her ignorance *again and again" as if always
for the first time. This "transgressing” and *indulging”

(no wonder it has “fallen into disrepute") will remain "judi-
cious time-wasting,” in her view. Surprised by otherness as
by sin, ber spontaneity secms almost perverse:-it is "a new
form of ignorance," one she didn't know she had, that is
"activated" when she forgets "what we know how to do."

In giving us this glimpse behind the curtains and re-
vealing what goes on between her and texts before a decon-
structive reading is staged--a glimpse of an "encounter in
the moment" that appears to be a scene of seduction--she
proffers her readers several possible roles. Most of us
are excluded as seducers (no "vital power” I, just one of
her fans, not being a producer of fecundative texts, and
feeling somewhat unmanned as a result). If as a conse-
guence of her confession we set ourselves up as analysts,
m-king her our analysand, we may be entangled by the lure
of what seems a proffered transference.' If we are caught
off guard being voyeurs (I didn't intend to peep into her
fantasy life), we can excuse ourselves by accusing her of
exhibitionism, but only at the cost of realizing that the
Sgopic.drive involved in seeing and being seen is para-
digmatic of the reversals of deconstruction, as she de-
scribes it. What's going on here? Does she reveal that
she wants to play around with texts in order to elicit a
response from us? To remain silent, in these circumstances,
would be to play the role of the psychoanalyst. And thus
the imperative prompting interpretation of her paper is to
show that one is not putting oneself in that role--there-
by rejecting one position in critical exchange only to be
thrust into another.

Feminist, vulgar Marxist, and morally earnest mis-
readings of Johnson's playfulness can be set aside., Der-
ridean feminist readings are suggested when she reverses
and remarks the macho image of truth as a "fantasy of the
will to power," oxymoronically associating it with a pas—
sive;y feminine fantasy of sexuality and procreating: "A
reading @s strong, I would therefore submit, [rather.than
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'assert'], to the extent that it encounters and propagates
[sic] the surprise of otherness” (p. 14; this thesis is
followed by the figural scene of seduction}. A vulgar
Marxist reading was proposed at the MLA session. As
Riddel says, Johnson “doesn't want to offend the critical
left" {p. 20) and in fact she opens herself to Marxist
critiques by implying they may be called for (p. 12).

A moralistic reading, in the Babbitt-winters-Graff tradi-
tion, might argue that a desire 'to be surprised by other-
ness . . . again and again" descends to her from Romantic-
ism and from the hedonism of Pater and Stevens, which seeks
new sensations to stave off boredom.

A more intcresting reading can be extrapolated from the
essays by Riddel and Hogle in SCE Reports 8. Both call at-
tention to the ways in which she implies that deconstruction
is in fact a method (how else could its results be predict-
able?). At the present juncture of critical discourse, I
assume that most readers would agree with them, classifying
her as a domesticator of deconstruction. oOnce it has be-
come a method, deconstruction is no longer true to its
origins; and that is why Johnson is compelled to produce
an anti-method, in her concluding comments, that will re-
verse and re-mark deconstruction itself, recuperating its
alterity. Paradoxically, however, as Hogle points out,
this repetition, this negation of a negation, this sup-

" plement to deconstruction, effaces the difference it would

restore and in fact 'seems a return to [logocentric]
origins (the impossible gesture of metaphysics)” {p. 71}.
what justifies his audacious claim?

Consider the metaphors of her concluding paragraph
("vital, subversive power," 'very nature," "lay bare,"
"moment'), energized by verbs appealing to the nature/
culture opposition, such as 'transgressing," "indulging,”
and '"is suddenly activated" (the passive construction
making natural pulsions the unspoken subject). We seem
to be back where we started before deconstruction: as
Riddel says, the vital, mysterious "other" that Johnson
wants to encounter "is precisely what we have always
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thought our discourse dealt with" (p. 17).

But of course I cannot deconstruct her in this fashion
hecause she Hnows what she's doing. The gap of her willful
ignorance is turned toward texts; she exposes the seamless
body of her knowledge to readers of her essays, who know,
as a result, that she doesn't miss a trick where there are
concerned. No wonder, then, that Jerry Aline Flieger, who
seems less bothered by the concluding paragraph of Johnson's
essay than the men who contribute to the discussion, turns
to psychoanalysis in attempting to read it. When Flieger
says that “the laying bare of ignorance" is '"fecund" (p. 65),
she may be following the natural course of Johnson's thought
in an unselfconscious fashion from which anxiety-ridden
males are by nature excluded. Back, then, to psycho-
analysis.

¥lieger shows that the processes of opposition, re-
vevsal, and reinscription in Johnson's account of decon~

.struction have much in common with certain passages in
Freud, citing, among other sources, the 1915 essay "The
Unconscious." Another of the metapsychological papers
written that year, '"Instincts and Their Vicissitudes,"
provides even closer parallels between deconstruction

and psychoanalysis. An instinet, according to Freud, is
subject to four mutations: reversal into its opposite,
turning round upon the subject's own self, repression,

and sublimation. "Reversal of an instinct into its op-
posite resolves on closer examination into two different
processes: a change from activity to passivity, and a re-
versal of its content' (Standard Edition, 14, 127). De-
construction, as described by Johnson, "both opposes and
redefines; it both reverses an opposition and reworks the
terms" (p. 10}, The similarities in the procedures involved
in these two passages are striking, but by no means uncanny;
they can be explained.

Flieger's carefully-constructed argument that the
"other" logic of deconstruction is the logic of the un-
conscious seems convincing. What she reveals but does
not comment on in comparing the two is that the leading

i
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exemplars of deconstruction have always made conscious usc
of "unconscious" eruptions in discourse-~both their own and
that which they analyze. As analysts, they cultivate a
willed forgetfulness of the (so-called) conscious self so
that they can enter the unconscious of the other (Freudian
reversals of the active-passive and self-other oppositions
are crucial to the process). This is one reason that their
interpretations are so subtle and so powerful. In addition,
as their own analysands, deconstructionists let their own
unconscious surface in their discourse, conducting a kind
of double psychoanalytic session, in which they and the
texts they analyze both lie on the couch and sit behind the
desk taking notes. The most obvious evidence of this pro-
cedure is their discourse itself: we are given to under-
stand, if we so desire, that linguistic play, or if you will
their stylistic eccentricity to the point of incomprehensi-
bility, is no mere decor for the staging of narcissism or
the will to power; it is a laying bare of everything clothed
in the decorum of conscious thought. Including the gaps.

Thus where Flieger sees a 'confluence" of deconstruction
and psychoanalysis, and projects the latter into decon-
struction's potential future, others may conclude that psycho-
analysis has always already been there, and may even suspect
that Derrida‘'s imperative has been: there, where psycho-
analysis was, shall deconstruction be. Past and future may
have been reversed in America by the mere chronology of re-
ception. Derrida's influence in this country antedates
that of Lacan (by and large}. But when was it that Derrida
began attending Lacan's seminar? What would it be like to
read 0f Grammatology after becoming familiar with Lacan?
Aside from his general interest in Freud, is there anything
in particular that has impelled Derrida to undertake an
claborate {and some might say strained) reading of the pas-
sage in Freud that serves as a cornerstone of Lacanian
theory (that concerning the Fort-Da game)?

But Barbara Johnson knows all this. She associates the
"other logic" of deconstruction not with the unconscious,
but with the death instinct, which Freud pinned in place
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as the tertium quid of psychoanalysis in the very text

so crucial to Lacan and Derrida--Beyond the Pleasure
Principle. It was of course the compulsion to repeat,
dissociated from pleasure or fulfillment of a repressed
wish, that compelled Freud to posit the death instinct.
In this light, how are we to understand Barbara Johnson's
compulsion to repeat, "again and again,"” her ignorance?
She sets up a scene of pleasure, but then denies that her
ignorance is a "gap" (bé€ance, cut, erotogenic site). 1Is
this denial intended to reveal to us its unconscious op-
posite, as I assumed in my first reading of the passage?)
Not a gap; her ignorance is 'an imperative. . . suddenly
activated," an instinct or pulsion that recurs from with-
out/within, (wve set ourselves up and wait for the scene
that will trigger it). 1Is then this 'deconstructive im~
pulse," this "vital, subversive power,'" the death instinct?

1 am unable to understand the passage; my ignorance
is not willful, and the nexus of meanings that seem to be
at stake is unpleasant and disturbing. 'If it were not
contradictory to think so, I would infer that in this in-
stance (if it is in fact the death instinct that is in-
volved), death is no longer present as an unconscious
drive, but as a consciously solicited frisson that
serves as the only evidence that one is alive (one de-
liberately seeks the return of this vital, deconstructive
power when one no longer experiences it naturally--when
one is neither living nor dead). There is in fact a
demonic logic within deconstruction that heads in this
direction: as Jonathan Arac implies in a forthcoming issue
of Boundary 2, the rigor of de Man's deconstruction leads
overtly to ripor mortis.

There are at least two strong readings of Johnson
that would enable us to evade a melancholy, incenclusive,
weak reading. The first would argue, following Lacan,
that it is precisely the Real that returns, again and
again, always misrecognized, to Barbara Johnson and
to us. If this were the case, we might hope to modify
our endless, isssueless, specular, imaginary encounters
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with the fascinating “other" through a better understanding
of the Symbolic. This method of displacing purely imaginary
exchanges does not entail a naive commitment tc referentiality;
it does however involve a somewhat less apologetic attitude
towards truth (Johnson is willing to commit herself only to
"the role of truth," as one among others in the dramatis
personae) .

Another sort of strong reading would depart from Lacan
and Freud in a direction indicated, but not pursued, by
Derrida. In their intense scrutiny of Freud's analysis of
the Fort-Da game, neither Lacan nor Derrida has emphasized
that Freud's most overt objective in undertaking the analysis
is to exclude the play instinct as discussed by German aesthe-
ticians, and more generally the ccncept of imitation, from
psychoanalysis. Derrida has on occasion used Freud to expose
logocentric assumptions, but despite Derrida and Lacan, it
is evident that Freud remains profoundly logocentric, and
that he found it necessary to exclude language and representa-
tion as such from scientific psychology. (As such: for
Freud, language and representation were epiphenomena through
which he could discover the psychic and/or material truth;
they possessed no irreducible causal efficacy in and of
themselves.) Lacking the knowledge requisite for a strong
reading of Freud, I can only suggest that the death of the
play instinct proved essential for the life of the death in-

. stinet, and urge rereading of the last paragraph of Beyond

the Pleasure Principle, chapter 2 (p. 11 in the Norton edition).
Freud insists not only on the priority of psychology over
aesthetics; he goes on to insist that an aesthetics which
recognizes the hegemony of psychology is "of no use for

our purposes.'

Other readings and misreadings of Johnson’s paper are
possible, but one potential misunderstanding should be pre-
cluded. When she refers to 'the logic of binary opposition,"
"some 'other' logic," and "an incompatibility of logics®
(p. 11), some readers might infer that she is using the
word 'logic' literally. Insofar as it is possible to dis-
tinguish literal from metaphorical usage, one must assume
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that these phrases, like J. Hillis Miller's reference to
“two simultaneous, incompatible logical systems," are pri-
marily metaphorical. Likewise, one should do her the
courtesy of assuming that when she (like Willer, and de
Man) refer to the law of identity (A is A"}, they
know that this "law" was discarded by philosophers and
logicians at the turn of the century. Presumably they
know the differences between traditional, symbolic, modal,
many-valued, and non-truth-functional deviant logics;
presumably they know about the snares involved in attempts
to move from uninterpreted formalisms to formal semantics
and ordinary language; presumably they understand the re-
levance of Derrida‘'s work to these problems (cf. Susan
Haack, Philosophy of Logics, p. 189). Whatever else it
is, American deconstruction is not primarily philosophical,
Its most productive future, like the conclusion tc Johnson's
paper, may lie in exploration of play and representation,
in the interstices between psychoanalysis, philosophy,
and literature.

1If Barbara Johnson and New Haven deconstruction can be
pried loose from their apparent fixation on the death in-
stinct as the tertium quid and ultimate other of their
critical lives—-if they can grant that the role of death
is no more privileged than the role of truth--deconstruction
may have a future. This is not to deny that we willfully
forget that we are already dead, living proxy lives in our
symbolic resurrection in the Symbolic order. Nor is it
to assert that we are not slive, dying proxy deaths in the
Imagirary. This is not to deny that the play of meaning
across the borders of repetition and difference/innovation
{"surprised . . . again and again'} must always be staged
to remind us of the truths of deconstruction. But it is to
request that the strip-tease of deconstructionist revalation
thematize itself, as well as being rupeatedly staged for
olhers. It is to suggest that the theological parallels to
this staging of death-in-life, Western and Lastern, now
deserve attention.

Perhaps I take Barbara Johnson too seriously. If so,
it is because I don't think that she's really playing around
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Jeffrey Plank
Georgla Institute of Technology

Making Sense of Poststructuralism:
Remarks on the 1980 SCE-SAMLA Session on "Poststructuralism:
Assessment and New Directions"

Should the description or assessmeut of a theoretical
position present any special problems? Philosophers have
taught us that ideas or concepts--like poststructuralism--
live in statements, and statements, in texts.l And, 1if generic
conventions control textual meaning, then making sense of a
theoretical position or text depends on assigning it to a genre.2
However, if one sees genres as mixed or interrelated, then
identification of a text becomes complicated: genre description
may necessarily involve explanations of change. Ralph Cohen,
for example, argues that literary theory "has generic continuity
while undergoing changes in its parts and functions. It is
interrelated with other genres in terms of parts and methods, and
it is analyzable with them as a member of a group, movement, or
period.” 1In two essays--"On the Interrelation of Forms in
Eighteenth~Century Literature" (1974) and "Historical Knowledge
and Literary Understanding” (1979)--Cohen has argued that within
literary periods writers vary normative procedures as they extend
them from genre to genre to treat different topics and problems.

.Eventually, says Cohen, the norm values are called into question

as the problems they originally solved disappear.3 On this view,
changes within and among genres are normative within a period.
Problems in generic identification should arise between stable
periods. This is precisely the difficulty John Leavey (University
of Florida, Gainesville), James Thompson (Ceorgia Institute of
Technology), and Victor Kramer (Ceorgia State University) called
to our attention during the 1980 SCE-SAMLA meeting.

In a paper that mixed internalized dialogue, etymology, short
story, and legal analogies, John Leavey raised questions about the



SCE REPORTS

possibllity of describing and assessing poststructuralism
altogether. Using George Steiner's conclusion to In Bluebeard's
Castle as his starting point, Leavey dispensed with the methods
for description outlined above. This opening gambit accounts for
the unconventional form of his essay--unconventional, at least,
for the literary essay. 'By what right do we begin?" functions as
Leavey's central question since Steiner has concluded that "It ig
no rhetorical move to insist that we stand at a point where models
of previous culture and event are of little help."4 According to
James Thompson, Leavey substituted an example of poststructuralism
for an evaluation and put the burden of assessment on his
commentators. 'Are there," asks Thompson, "two discourses, the
traditional and the poststructural, or the Logocentric and the
deconstructive? Are these mutually exclusive?” These are questions
about generic continuity. Victor Kramer saw in Leavey's presentation
an example of intergeneric continuity. "Could it be," begins
Kramer, '"that today's critic (assessor) is slowly coming to a

view which is related to that which poets as diverse as Wordsworth,
Hopkins, Rilke, and Valery long ago reached? Could it be that

the critic, so recently hopeful that he could explain, explicate
(even expiate), is slowly coming around to the view that he is
foremost a mediator of the fact of the impossibility of complete
mediation? Could this be why much of contemporary criticism
sounds like parody?"

Both sets of questions imply the need for explanations
of historical change, and so does Leavey's use of Steiner.
In fact, Steiner admits that his 1971 position regarding
cultural history resembles Judith's position in Bartok's
1911 opera. But when Steiner says that "We seem to stand,
in regard to a theory of culture, where Bartok's Judith
stands when she asks to open the last door on the night"
or that "We open the successive doors in Bluebeard's castle
because 'they are there,' because each leads to the next by
a logic of intensification which is that of the mind's own
awareness of being," does he make developmental psychology
a model for explaining historical change?® Is personal crisis
a goal for Judith? How far is Judith from Wordsworth in
Book VI of The Prelude where he confronts "the mind's abyss"
(1850, 1. 544)? How far is Steiner from Hartman's view of
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Wordsworth's early poetry? Hartman, we recall, was interested
in Wordsworth's early poetry because there Wordsworth deals
with "self-consciousness,’ development, the growth of the
mind, and inner conflict. "What interested me,” writes
Hartman, "is Wordsworth's anxious self-scrutiny," his

“growth into self-consciousness.”" Wordsworth's later

poetry fails to interest Hartman because there Wordsworth
retreats from the "abyss':

It might not seem possible that the later
poetry could be beset by even more scruples,
but this is what happens. Wordsworth's attitude
toward his mind's "exercise of its powers"
suffers a further restraint. He begins to
watch on two fronts: to be deluded that "the
mighty Deep / Was even the gentlest of all
gentle Things" is as dangerous as to gaze into
the bottomless abyss. .

Under the pressure of these many restraints,
Wordsworth's mind has little chance to fall in
love with or explore its own impressions. Self-
discovery, which informs the meditative lyrics
(the act of recall there is never a passive
thing but verges on new and often disturbing
intuitions) almost disappears. And, by a
curious irony, the unpublished Prelude, which
is his preatest testimony to the living mind,
now discourages further self-exploration.®

Hartman sees Wordsworth's lonely confrontation of the
"abyss" as a strength in his early poetry. Wordsworth,
Hartman concludes, is "the most isolated figure among the
great English poets." 1In grouping Bartok with Steiner
and Wordsworth with Hartman, 1 want to suggest that
contemporary critics may extend the developmental model
to explain discontinuous historical change, or, in
Hartman's case, genre choice.

For those who study historical change, crisis is
normal: “crisis,” says the sociologist Anthony Smith,
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"is the ubiquitous symbol of historical change.”7 If
crisis 1s normal, then dwelling on it might be fatuous.
Steiner himself hedges:

We feel ourselves tangled in a constant,
lashing web of crisis.

Whether this feeling is entirely legitimate
remains a fair question. There have been
previous stages of extreme pressure on and
within Western Civilization. It is only now,
in the provisional light of currently fashionable
"archaeologies of consciousness,” that we are
beginning to gauge what wmust have been the
climate of nerve during the known approach
and blaze of pestilence in late medieval and
seventeenth-century Europe. What, one wonders,
were the mechanics of hope, indeed of the future
tense itself, during the Hunnish invasions?

Read Michelet's narrative of 1life in Paris in
1420. Who, in the closing phases of the Thirty
Years' War, when, as chroniclers put 1t, there
were only wolves for wolves to feed on in the
empty towns, foresaw the near upsurge of cultural
energies and the counterbalancing strength of

the Americas? It may be that our framework of
apocalypse, even where it 1s low-keyed and ironic,
is dangerously inflationary.

1s crisis normal? Steiner says it is a fair question.
Walter Jackson Bate believes that our predicament parallels
that of the eighteenth century:

We may feel less naked, less prey to
existential Angst and helplessness, if we
know that we have not been condemned by history
to be the first to face this frightful challenge,
unique though it is, in scale, to the modern
world. There may be some comfort to our feeling
of historical loneliness--not only comfort but
some spur to both our courage and potentialities

14
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for good sense-—to know we have a predecessor

in the eighteenth century, a century that serves

as the essential crossroad between all that we
imply when we use the word "Renaissance”" and g
much of what we mean when we speak of the ''modern.
Bate's own interest in the period has changed since he

wrote From Classic to Romantic. Comparing his new and

old interests will,kf think, be imstructive. In 1945,

Bate wrote that he was drawn to the transition becausg

“Many of the assumptions which had underlain ideas of art

in classical antiquity and in the Renaissance were gradually
supplanted at this time by more individualistic and psycho-
logical conceptions of art and taste; and these conceptions,
under various names, have largely dominated our thinking
about art to the present day."10 In 1945 Bate wanted to

get at the origins of stable norms. Now that he sees his
own period as transitional Bate wants to get behind

origins to study the eighteenth century as a period of
crisis and transition.

Forced to acknolwedge the reality of change in our
own period, we may well turn with new interests and new
questions to both stable and transitional periods. Perhaps ,
we now know little about transitional periods--hence Steiner's
reservations--because the New Critical and Formalist view that
texts and genres are autonomous wholes does not account for
literary change and continuity.

Thus, when Leavey cites Steiner, he avoids the problem
of explaining historical change in order to register or
articulate the anxiety that attends crisis. If Leavey does
not consider available methods for describing and assessing
because he takes discontinuity seriously, his mixing of forms
nevertheless suggests that historiographical and %eneric issues
cannot be escaped. Consider, for example, Leavey's opening
paragraphs:

By what right do we begin?
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There are at least three ghosts in this
short story of the trial. But the record
begins with two statements from George Steiner.

By what right does one ever begin?

Particularly with two statements from
Bluebeard's Castle (sic)?

The record reads:

In that 1970-71 text, Steiner assesses our
position. . . .

The internalized dialogue orders Leavey's essay: the self-

questioning and use of question as answer chart the speaker's

rising self-consciousness. The ghost story substitutes

for historical explanation. Leavey uses it to formalize
the relation of past to present. In Leavey's ghost story
concepts become characters so that history is paychologizéd.

Leavey also substitutes etymolo
gical considerati
for historical explanation: ations

The first ghost appears. In a word. In
assessment. The ghost of history.

What constitutes assessment--that begins
our story.

As an old Latin word, according to OED,
assess is "to sit by (e.g. as an assessor or
assistant-judge)." Or, as Webster's says, "to
sit beside, assist in the office of a judge."”

The judge, the second ghost, the ghost of the
law, appears.

Our history continues.
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In classical Latin assessor, assessoris is
"an assistant-judge." OED goes on to define
an assessor, the one who makes an assessment,
first as "One who sits beside; hence, one who
shares another's position, rank, or dignity."
Then as "One who sits as an assistant or advisor
to a judge or magistrate; esp. a skilled assistant
competent to advise on technical points of
law, commerical usage, navigation, etc. (The
earliest sense in Eng.)" Historically, an
assessor sits beside, shares another's
position, rank, or dignity.

Leavey uses the "original'--nonmetaphorical, nonextended--
meaning of the word to erect a framework for proceeding.
Etymology provides the legal superstructure and in that
superstructure Leavey finds his task: "As assessors, the

job at hand, we are particularly skilled assistants
preparing the evidence, sifting through the remains,

making deals, arranging the docket, and writing the
decisions.” Again, 'The trial begins. The assessors

call the court to order. The defendent is poststructuralism.
The forum of justice is the Society' for Critical Exchange.”
Leavey can now proceed by reading from the "record"; history
has become mere chronology. Leavey cites from the 1979
International Colloquium on Genre Bulletin, from Harari,

and from Derrida. Leavey concludes that poststructuralism
contains three ghosts: history, law, and structuralism.
Insofar as ghosts are fantastic, Leavey's conclusions reveal
a deep skepticism about our ability to know the past or

to know how it lives on in the present.

1s Leavey's adherence to discontinuity simply a
belief or a moral commitment? The French theorists
have used or discussed the internalized dialogue, law, ghost story
and etymology--all the formal procedures Leavey combines. For
Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy, the internalized dialogue is a high
literary form dating from the origins of Romanticism: "The
essentially fragmentary nature of the dialogue has at least

17
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one consequence {among others which we cannot discuss here):
the dialogue, no more than the fragment, does not properly
constitute a genre. That is the reason why, in fact, the
dlalogue is a privileged battlefield for the question of
genre as such."ll In his essay on Henry James' ghost
stories, Tzvetan Todorov writes:

This author grants no importance to the

raw event but concentrates all his attention
on the relation between the character and the
event. Further, the core of a story will
often be an absence (the hidden, the dead, the
work of art) and its quest will be the only
possible presence. Absence is an ideal and
incangible goal; the prosaic presence is all
we have to work with., Objects, "things," do
not exist (or if they exist, they do not
interest James); what intrigues him 1s the
experlence his characters can have of objects.
There is no "reality” except a psychic one;
the material and physical fact is normally
absent, and we never know anything about it
except the way in which various persons can
experience it. The fantastic narrative 1is
necessarily centered upon a perception, and
as such it serves Henry James, especially
since the object of perception always has a
phantasmal existence for him. But what
interests James is the exploration of this
"Psychic reality," the scrutiny of every
variety of Rossible relations between subject
and object. 2

Like James, Leavey is interested in the psychic reality involved
in responding to an event or text. Etymology, too, is a
characteristic feature of poststructuralist writing. Post-
structuralists use past meanings of words to bypass
disciplinary, conventional, or genre~bound uses of words. 1In
"The Law of Genre," for example, Derrida seeks to expand and
Gallicize "genre" by drawing on paradoxical but etymologically
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suggestive relationships: '"But this law, as law of genre,
is not exclusively binding on the genre qua category art
and literature. But, paradoxically, and just as
impressively, this law of genre has a controlling influence
and is binding on that which draws the genre into engender-
ing, generations, geneology, and degenerescence.

(In) French the sematic scale of genre is much larger

and more expansive than in English, and there always
includes within its reach the gender."13 Here Derrida
wants to refashion the concept of genre on the basis

of new structural relationships. He wants to investigate
works and historical periods during which works resist
genre because, if one can go beyond genre to the unsaid,
then one can confront one's mind. In this sense, post-
structuralism is a specles of "philosophical discourse"
(Derrida) that deals with meaning, especially meaning more
than can be said, and with the speaker's achievement of
that consclousness.

Does going beyond genres constitute an inevitably
private activity? Francis Cairns has argued that genres
originated from actual soclal discourse. Todorov has
argued that "There has never been a literature without
genres; it is a system in continual transformation, and
the question of origins cannot be disassociated, historically,
from the field of genres themselves." Like Cairns,
Todorov argues that genres originate in speech acts
and that "It is because genres exist as an institution
that they function as 'horizons of expectations' for
readers, and as models of writing for authors."”

Mixing genres--as Leavey does--need not be a private
enterprise. In fact, intergeneric experimentation may
be the hallmark of literary change. During a period

of intergeneric experimentation, we might well expect
the speaker's and reader's role to be problematic. When
he asks, '"Could Mr. Leavey have presented his argument
in such a way that it would be apprehensible to this
audience?" James Thompson calls attention to the role
for readers implied by poststructuralist conventions.
Thompson wants the reader addressed. In the Romantic
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lyric and dramatic monologue, the reader conventionally
overhears the poet or speaker. Given the Romantic
speaker's subjective or heuristic conception of teaching,
the reader can be led to plumb his own depths as the
speaker plumbs his. Victor Kramer endorses the view

that literary criticism should promote this kind of self-
development: "In my view, as poststructuralism becomes
more clearly defined, criticism may come to be perceived
far less as a contestable end in itself, but rather as

a way of moving (in that main road with others) forward--
toward--we know not what, but a movement toward wherein
we worry less about who violated the law, and who most
values our judgment. This would be a movement where we
are concerned more with each individual'’s journey, and
perhaps less with fashion." To ask for a change in the
speaker-reader relation in the literary essay--as Thompson
does~--implies the need for new functions as well as

new combinations of formal features.

But to cry discontinuity and avoid historiographical
issues may, as Quentin Skinner argues, be a moral error:
"To demand from the history of thought a solution to our
own immediate problems is thus to commit not merely a
methodological fallacy, but something like a moral error.
But to learn from the past--and we cannot otherwise learn
it at all-~the distinction between what 1is necessary and
what is the product merely of our own contingent arran%e-
ments, is to learn the key to self-awareness itself."!

The historical kind of awareness Skinner argue: for

differs from the intuitive awareness that comes from self-
confrontation, but does not exclude it. The developmental
model for explaining personal change may itself be one of
“our own contingent arrangements." Do the poststructuralists
have a woral imperative to confront the "abyss"“? 1If it
could be demonstrated that, as philosophers, the post-
structuralists repeat the poets~-and, in the case of
Wordsworth, just the early part of his career~-would we
alter our view of the significance of that imperative?

Is innovation in contemporary philosophy a variation of
Romantic poetic procedures? If we begin with a description
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of poststructuralism in terms of formal features, parts, and
functions it shares in a particular historical order with
other genres, would we have had to change our views

about the subject matter for literary theory, about

the reader-speaker relationship, and about self-
consciousness?
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