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Foreword 

As Ne w Yor k Universit y Pres s inaugurate s a  ne w serie s o f book s o n 
literature an d psychoanalysis , i t seem s appropriat e t o paus e an d reflec t 
briefly upo n th e histor y o f psychoanalyti c literar y criticism . Fo r a  cen -
tury no w i t has struggled t o defin e it s relationship t o it s two contentiou s 
progenitors an d com e o f age . Afte r glancin g a t it s origins , w e ma y b e i n 
a better position t o speculat e on it s future . 

Psychoanalytic literar y criticis m wa s conceived a t the precise momen t 
in whic h Freud , reflectin g upo n hi s self-analysis , mad e a  connection t o 
two plays and thus gave us a radically new approach t o reading literature . 
Writing to his friend Wilhel m Fliess in 1897 , Freud breathlessl y advance d 
the idea that "lov e of the mother an d jealousy of the father" ar e universa l 
phenomena o f earl y childhoo d (Origins,  223-24) . H e referre d immedi -
ately to the gripping power of Oedipus  Rex  an d Hamlet fo r confirmatio n 
of, an d perhap s inspiratio n for , hi s compellin g perceptio n o f famil y 
drama, namin g hi s theor y th e "Oedipu s complex " afte r Sophocles ' leg -
endary fictiona l hero . 

Freud acknowledge d repeatedl y hi s indebtednes s t o literature , my -
thology, an d philosophy . Ther e i s no doub t tha t h e was a  great human -
ist, steepe d i n worl d literature , abl e t o rea d severa l language s an d rang e 
across disciplinar y boundaries . H e regarde d creativ e writer s a s allies , 
investigating the same psychic terrain an d intuiting similar human truths . 
"[PJsycho-analytic observatio n mus t conced e priorit y o f imaginativ e 
writers," h e declare d i n 190 1 i n The  Psych  op athology of  Everyday  Life 
(SE 6213) , a  concessio n h e wa s generall y happ y t o make . Th e onl y 
exceptions wer e writer s lik e Schopenhauer , Nietzsche , an d Schnitzler , 
whom h e avoided readin g because of the anxiety of influence . H e quote d 
effortlessly fro m Sophocles , Shakespeare , Goethe , an d Dostoevsky , an d 
was himsel f a  maste r pros e stylist , th e recipien t o f th e covete d Goeth e 
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Prize i n 1930 . Whe n h e wa s considere d fo r th e Nobe l Prize , i t wa s no t 
for medicin e bu t fo r literature . Upo n bein g greete d a s the discovere r o f 
the unconscious, h e disclaimed th e title and instead paid generou s tribut e 
to the poets and philosophers wh o preceded him . 

And ye t Freud' s foray s int o literary criticis m have not been welcome d 
uniformly b y creativ e writers, largel y because o f hi s allegiance to scienc e 
rather tha n art . Despit e hi s admiratio n fo r art , h e viewed th e artis t a s an 
introvert, no t fa r remove d fro m neurosis . Th e artist , h e wrote i n a  well-
known passag e i n th e Introductory  Lectures  on  Psycho-Analysis  (1916 -
17), "i s oppresse d b y excessivel y powerfu l instinctua l needs . H e desire s 
to win honour, power , wealth , fam e an d the love of women; but he lacks 
the mean s fo r achievin g thes e satisfactions " (SE  16376) . Consequently , 
Freud argued , artist s retreat from realit y into the world o f fantasy, wher e 
they attemp t t o make thei r dream s com e true . Whil e conceding tha t tru e 
artists manag e t o shap e thei r daydream s i n suc h a  way a s to fin d a  path 
back t o reality , thu s fulfillin g thei r wishes , Freu d nevertheles s theorize d 
art a s a substitute gratification . Littl e wonder , then , tha t few artist s hav e 
been pleased with Freud' s pronouncements . 

Nor hav e man y artist s bee n sympatheti c t o Freud' s preoccupatio n 
with sexualit y an d aggression ; hi s deterministi c visio n o f huma n life ; hi s 
combative, polemica l temperament ; hi s self-fulfillin g belie f tha t psycho -
analysis bring s ou t th e wors t i n people ; an d hi s imperialisti c clai m tha t 
psychoanalysis, whic h h e regarde d a s hi s persona l creation , woul d ex -
plore an d conque r vas t new territories . H e chos e a s the epigraph fo r The 
Interpretation of  Dreams  (1900 ) a  quotation fro m The  Aeneid  "Flecter e 
si neque o superos , Acheront a movebo " ("I f I  canno t ben d th e Highe r 
Powers, I  wil l mov e th e Inferna l Regions") . Althoug h h e denie d tha t 
there wa s anythin g Promethea n abou t hi s work , h e regarde d himsel f a s 
one o f th e disturber s o f th e world' s sleep . Th e ma n wh o asserte d tha t 
"psycho-analysis i s in a  position t o spea k th e decisiv e wor d i n al l ques -
tions tha t touc h upo n th e imaginativ e lif e o f man " (SE  19208 ) coul d 
hardly expec t t o wi n man y convert s amon g creativ e writers , wh o wer e 
no less familiar wit h the imaginative life o f humankind an d who resente d 
his intrusion int o thei r domain . 

Freud viewe d psychoanalyst s a s scientists , committe d t o th e realit y 
principle an d t o heroi c self-renunciation . H e perceive d artists , b y con -
trast—and women—a s neuroti c an d highl y narcissistic , devote d t o th e 
pleasure principle , intuitin g mysteriou s truth s whic h the y coul d no t 
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rationally understand . "Kindl y natur e ha s give n th e artis t th e abilit y t o 
express hi s mos t secre t menta l impulses , whic h ar e hidde n eve n fro m 
himself," h e state d i n Leonardo  da  Vinci  and  a  Memory  of  His  Child-
hood i n 191 0 (SE 11107) . The artist , i n Freud's judgment , create s beauty , 
but th e psychoanalys t analyze s it s meanin g an d "penetrates " it , wit h al l 
the phalli c implication s thereof . A s muc h a s h e admire d artists , Freu d 
did no t wan t t o giv e the m credi t fo r knowin g wha t the y ar e doing . 
Moreover, althoug h h e alway s referre d t o artist s a s male , h e assume d 
that ar t itself was essentially female; an d he was drawn to the "seductive " 
nature o f ar t eve n a s h e resiste d it s embrace , les t h e los e hi s masculin e 
analytical power. H e wante d t o be called a  scientist, no t a n artist . 

From th e beginning of hi s career, then , th e marriage Freud envisione d 
between th e artis t and th e analys t was distinctly unequa l an d patriarchal . 
For thei r part , mos t creativ e writer s hav e remaine d war y o f psychoanal -
ysis. Fran z Kafka , Jame s Joyce, an d D . H . Lawrenc e were fascinated b y 
psychoanalytic theor y an d appropriate d it , i n varyin g degrees , i n thei r 
stories, bu t the y al l remained skeptica l o f Freud' s therapeuti c claim s an d 
declined t o be analyzed . 

Most artist s d o no t wan t t o b e "cured, " fearin g tha t thei r creativit y 
will b e imperiled , an d the y certainl y d o no t wan t psychoanalyst s t o 
probe thei r work ; the y agre e wit h Wordswort h tha t t o dissec t i s t o 
murder. Vladimi r Nabokov' s sardoni c referenc e t o Freu d a s th e "Vien -
nese witch doctor " an d hi s contemptuous dismissa l o f psychoanalysi s a s 
black magic are extreme examples o f creative writers' mistrust o f psycho -
analytic interpretations o f literature . "[A]l l my books shoul d b e stampe d 
Freudians Kee p Out, " Naboko v write s i n Bend  Sinister  (xii) . Humber t 
Humbert speak s fo r hi s creato r whe n h e observe s i n Lolita  tha t th e 
difference betwee n th e rapis t an d therapis t i s bu t a  matte r o f spacin g 
(147)-

Freud neve r lost faith tha t psychoanalysis coul d cas t light upon a  wide 
variety o f academi c subjects . I n th e shor t essay  "O n th e Teachin g o f 
Psycho-Analysis i n Universities " (1919) , h e maintaine d tha t hi s ne w 
science ha s a  role no t onl y i n medica l school s bu t als o i n th e "solution s 
of problems " i n art , philosophy , religion , literature , mythology , an d 
history. "Th e fertilizin g effect s o f psycho-analyti c though t o n thes e 
other disciplines, " Freu d wrot e enthusiastically , "woul d certainl y con -
tribute greatl y toward s forgin g a  closer link , i n the sens e of a  universitas 
literarum, betwee n medica l scienc e an d th e branche s o f learnin g whic h 
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lie withi n th e spher e o f philosoph y an d th e arts " (SE  17173) . Regret -
tably, h e did no t envisio n in the same essay a cross-fertilization, a  desire, 
that is , for othe r disciplines t o pollinate psychoanalysis . 

Elsewhere, though , Freu d wa s willin g t o acknowledg e a  more recip -
rocal relationship betwee n th e analyst and the creative writer. H e opene d 
his first  publishe d essa y o n literar y criticism , "Delusion s an d Dream s i n 
Jensen's Gradiva"  (1907) , wit h th e egalitaria n statemen t tha t "creativ e 
writers ar e value d allie s an d thei r evidenc e i s t o b e highl y prized , fo r 
they ar e apt t o know a  whole hos t o f things between heave n an d earth of 
which ou r philosoph y ha s no t ye t le t u s dream " (SE  98) , a n allusio n t o 
his beloved Hamlet' s affirmatio n o f the mystery o f al l things. Concedin g 
that literar y artist s hav e been , fro m tim e immemorial , precursor s t o 
scientists, Freu d conclude d tha t th e "creativ e write r canno t evad e th e 
psychiatrist no r th e psychiatris t th e creativ e writer , an d th e poetic treat -
ment o f a  psychiatri c them e ca n tur n ou t t o b e correc t withou t an y 
sacrifice o f it s beauty" (SE  9:44) . 

It i s i n th e spiri t o f thi s equa l partnershi p betwee n literatur e an d 
psychoanalysis tha t Ne w Yor k Universit y Pres s launche s th e presen t 
series. W e inten d t o publis h book s tha t ar e genuinel y interdisciplinary , 
theoretically sophisticated , an d clinicall y informed . Th e literar y critic' s 
insights into psychoanalysis ar e no less valuable than the psychoanalyst' s 
insights int o literature . Gon e ar e th e day s whe n psychoanalyti c critic s 
assumed tha t Freu d ha d a  master ke y t o unloc k th e secret s o f literature . 
Instead o f readin g literatur e t o confir m psychoanalyti c theory , man y 
critics ar e no w readin g Freu d t o discove r ho w hi s understandin g o f 
literature shape d th e evolutio n o f hi s theory . I n short , th e master-slav e 
relationship traditionall y implici t i n th e marriag e betwee n th e literar y 
critic an d th e psychoanalys t ha s give n wa y t o a  healthie r dialogi c rela -
tionship, i n which eac h learn s fro m an d contribute s t o th e other' s disci -
pline. 

Indeed, th e prevailing ideas of the late twentieth centur y ar e strikingl y 
different fro m thos e o f th e lat e nineteent h century , whe n literatur e an d 
psychoanalysis wer e first  allied . I n contras t t o Freud , wh o assume d h e 
was discovering absolut e truth , w e now believ e that knowledge , particu -
larly in the humanities an d social sciences, is relative and dependent upo n 
cultural contexts . Freud' s classica l driv e theory , wit h it s mechanisti c 
implications o f cathecti c energy , ha s give n wa y t o newe r relationa l model s 
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such a s objec t relations , sel f psychology , an d interpersona l psychoanal -
ysis, affirming th e importance o f human interaction . Man y earl y psycho-
analytic ideas , suc h a s th e deat h instinc t an d th e phylogeneti c transmis -
sion o f memories , hav e fallen b y th e wayside , an d Freud' s theorizin g o n 
female psycholog y ha s bee n recognize d a s a  reflectio n o f hi s cultura l 
bias. 

Significant development s hav e als o take n plac e i n psychoanalyti c lit -
erary theory . A n extraordinar y variet y an d synthesi s o f competin g ap -
proaches hav e emerged , includin g post-Freudian , Jungian , Lacanian , 
Horneyan, feminist , deconstructive , psycholinguistic , an d reade r re -
sponse. Interes t i n psychoanalytic literar y criticis m i s at an all-time high , 
not jus t in the handful o f journals devote d t o psychological criticism , bu t 
in dozens o f mainstream journal s tha t have traditionally avoide d psycho -
logical approache s t o literature . Scholar s ar e working o n identity theory , 
narcissism, gende r theory , mournin g an d loss , an d creativity . Addition -
ally, the y ar e investigatin g ne w areas , suc h a s compositio n theor y an d 
pedagogy, an d explorin g th e role s o f resistance , transference , an d coun -
tertransference i n the classroom . 

"In th e en d w e depend /  O n th e creature s w e made, " Freud observe d 
at the close of hi s life (Letters,  425) , quoting from Goethe' s Faust;  and i n 
the en d psychoanalyti c literar y criticis m depend s o n th e scholar s wh o 
continue t o shap e it . Al l seriou s scholarshi p i s a n ac t o f lov e an d devo -
tion, an d fo r man y o f th e author s i n thi s series , includin g myself , psy -
choanalytic literar y criticis m ha s becom e a  consuming passion , i n som e 
cases a  lifelong one . Lik e othe r passions , ther e i s an elemen t o f idealiza -
tion here . Fo r despit e ou r criticism s o f Freud , w e stan d i n aw e o f hi s 
achievements; an d eve n a s w e recogniz e th e limitation s o f an y singl e 
approach t o literature , w e fin d tha t psychoanalysi s ha s profoundl y illu -
minated th e human conditio n an d inspired countles s artists . I n the word s 
of th e fictiona l "Freud " i n D . M . Thomas' s extraordinar y nove l The 
White Hotel  (1981) , "Lon g ma y poetr y an d psychoanalysi s continu e t o 
highlight, fro m thei r differen t perspectives , th e huma n fac e i n al l it s 
nobility an d sorrow " (i43n.) . 

Jeffrey Berma n 
Professor o f Englis h 
State University o f New Yor k a t Alban y 
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in regar d t o tha t whic h w e canno t talk , w e mus t remai n silent . Donal d 
Duck, I  suspect , woul d energeticall y insist , "quack , quack , quack. " I 
am alway s happ y t o se e fool s rus h i n wher e philosopher s o f languag e 
fear t o tread . Donald , lik e man y o f us , canno t contai n wha t h e canno t 
say. 





Narcissism an d th e Literar y Libid o 





O N E 

Political Tie s an d Libidina l Ruptures : 
Narcissism a s the Origi n an d En d o f 
Textual Productio n 

Ideology necessaril y implie s th e libidina l in -
vestment of the individual subject . 

Jameson, The  Political Unconscious 

This book i s about change—changes i n people, changes in value, change s 
in thinking , change s i n perception , change s i n attention , an d change s i n 
the intensit y o f attention . Thi s subtl e continuu m betwee n change s i n 
people an d change s in the intensity o f attentio n i s part o f the complexit y 
of change . Becaus e reader s an d teacher s direc t (an d t o som e exten t 
control) act s o f attention , a  bette r understandin g o f thi s continuu m i s 
important. W e need a  theoretical framewor k tha t wil l help us understan d 
how change s in the intensity o f attentio n affec t socia l action an d value . 

There ar e man y simpl e way s t o explai n change s i n huma n behavior . 
People wil l chang e wha t the y d o i f the y ar e threatene d b y weapon s o r 
their paycheck s ar e withheld . Peopl e wil l als o chang e a s a  resul t o f 
changes i n th e materia l condition s o f thei r life . Ne w technologie s ca n 
change jobs an d i n s o doing ofte n chang e attitude s a s well. I n th e libera l 
arts, however , ther e ha s bee n a  long-standing assumptio n tha t language , 
in an d o f itself , ca n caus e change . Thi s power , locate d ambiguousl y i n 
language, ha s bee n traditionall y terme d rhetoric.  Rhetori c designate s a 
force i n languag e manipulatin g ho w peopl e experienc e value . To o often , 
this assumptio n abou t th e powe r o f rhetori c t o affec t chang e i s eithe r 
totally dismisse d a s wishful thinkin g o r s o crudely believe d tha t differen t 
political group s ar e willing t o har m other s i n thei r attemp t t o contro l o r 
regulate language use . 

i 
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Because o f th e importanc e o f huma n change , bot h socia l and psycho -
logical, w e mus t investigat e mor e thoroughl y th e subtl e resource s o f 
rhetoric. Fo r many scholars , rhetori c refers t o a formal stud y o f languag e 
and communication . Rhetori c i s concerned with the rules, strategies , an d 
structures o f discourse . Fo r others , rhetori c describes the experience o f a 
discourse stimulatin g change . Thi s ofte n ignore d relationshi p betwee n 
the structur e an d th e experienc e o f languag e i s anothe r concer n o f m y 
study. Th e theoretica l idea s tha t w e entertai n nee d t o b e supporte d b y 
our experience s an d ou r empirica l observations . Theoretica l discussion s 
of language should hel p us make better sens e of day-to-day experiences . 

Kenneth Burke , whos e stud y o f rhetori c wa s broadene d b y hi s stud y 
of psychoanalyti c theory , mad e a n importan t contributio n t o under -
standing puzzlin g relation s betwee n languag e an d experienc e whe n h e 
equated th e mechanism o f rhetori c with identification . W e are prompte d 
to agree with speakers , h e says, when we come to identif y wit h them . I n 
many respects , thi s boo k pursue s Burke' s interes t i n th e relationshi p 
between rhetori c an d identification. 1 Identification , however , i s a  com -
plex an d unwield y concept . Th e ter m applie s equall y wel l t o situation s 
where w e imagin e ourselve s a s different fro m wha t w e are , a s we tr y t o 
imagine ourselves a s like another, an d situations where we imagine other s 
as differen t fro m wha t the y are , becaus e w e wan t the m t o b e lik e our -
selves. In the former case , we try to change ourselves in order to be more 
like others . I n th e latte r case , w e tr y t o change—o r perceiv e other s 
differently—in orde r trea t the m lik e ourselves . Identificatio n i s crucia l 
for al l rhetorica l functions , bu t th e ter m identification  oversimplifie s th e 
complexity o f th e psychologica l processe s involve d i n respondin g t o th e 
discourse o f others . Fo r reason s I  soo n mak e clear , I  hav e decide d t o 
elaborate o n Burke' s term , identification,  b y givin g specia l emphasi s t o 
another relate d term , narcissism.  Recen t stud y o f narcissisti c processe s 
has yielde d a  mor e complet e understandin g o f th e variou s form s an d 
intensities o f identification . 

The ter m narcissism  i s associate d wit h th e Gree k myt h o f Narcissu s 
and it s them e o f self-love , an d i s use d b y bot h psychoanalyst s an d 
literary critic s t o describ e a  wid e rang e o f consciou s an d unconscious , 
interpersonal an d intrapersona l phenomena . I f w e tur n t o Freu d t o dis -
cover precisel y wha t narcissis m means , however , w e ar e likel y t o tur n 
away mor e confused . I n hi s 191 0 footnot e t o "Thre e Essay s o n th e 
Theory o f Sexuality, " Freu d associate d narcissis m wit h autoeroti c self -
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stimulation an d speculated tha t suc h tendencie s coul d explai n homosex -
uality.2 By 1914 Freud sa w wider application s for the concept of libidinal 
"self-love." I n "On Narcissism: An Introduction," Freu d use d the con-
cept of narcissistic cathexis (the self's investin g energy in itself) t o explain 
narcissistic reward s t o b e gaine d fro m sleep , schizophrenia , an d hypo -
chondria.3 Thes e conditions , Freu d postulated , offe r satisfactio n becaus e 
they offe r a  regressive experienc e o f returning t o early childhood' s bliss -
ful onenes s wit h th e mother. Freu d stil l imagined narcissis m a s a partic-
ularly self-reflexiv e dimensio n o f experiencin g an d pursuing desire , bu t 
he bega n t o tak e a n interes t i n the concept' s potentia l t o mak e sens e of 
various transformation s o f libido . I n hi s accoun t o f mournin g i n 1917, 
Freud explaine d th e mourner's los s of "libidinal" interes t i n the externa l 
world i n term s o f narcissism . Mourners , h e suggested , los e interes t i n 
the outsid e worl d becaus e the y hav e "narcissistically " withdraw n libid o 
into the self. 

Freud's concer n fo r th e puzzling symptom s o f mourning , profoun d 
dejection, cessatio n o f interes t i n th e externa l world , inabilit y t o love , 
general inhibitio n o f all activity, an d a lowering o f self-esteem, indicate s 
an importan t trut h abou t th e natur e o f huma n libidina l attachments . 
People seldo m respon d t o majo r los s b y simply choosin g an d pursing a 
new objec t o f desire . Instead , peopl e suffe r a  feeling o f emptines s tha t 
must b e "worked through " befor e "transforme d libido " can be directed 
to ne w objects . A  physicall y painfu l experienc e o f emptines s mus t b e 
suffered b y the self; a complex process of suffering mus t be accepted and 
endured befor e "libido " can be redirected agai n t o the outside world . I f 
an old refrigerator quit s working , peopl e typicall y jun k i t and eagerly go 
out t o bu y a  ne w model . I f "Lassie " dies , however , n o on e quickl y 
dumps th e body an d walks happil y t o a well-stocked pe t store. Change s 
in deepl y investe d object s o f human desir e ar e not simple affairs . Change s 
in desir e ofte n requir e complicate d change s i n people . T o explai n thes e 
changes adequately , on e mus t understan d Freud' s observation s abou t 
"transformations i n libido" and its relation to narcissism. 

Literary theor y an d rhetorical theor y mos t ofte n tal k abou t transfor -
mations i n value , rathe r tha n transformation s i n libido . W e often thin k 
of change s i n value a s a rational (o r an irrational) proces s tha t proceed s 
forward a s if the subject wer e an inert appendag e bein g dragged alon g by 
other very differen t forces . I n some cases this is true; but it is not true in 
those case s tha t affec t u s most. A s Jameson's quot e (se e chap, epigraph ) 
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suggests, majo r transformation s i n valu e mus t occu r first  a t th e leve l o f 
transformations i n th e "libidina l investmen t o f th e individua l subject. " 
The change s tha t mos t requir e rhetorica l skill , thos e mad e difficult  be -
cause o f dee p investment s i n idea s an d values , requir e comple x libidina l 
transformations. 

My intentio n i n thi s boo k i s to demonstrat e tha t th e centra l focu s fo r 
rhetorical stud y shoul d no t b e languag e exclusively , bu t shoul d includ e 
the relation s betwee n languag e an d libidina l structures . Libidina l struc -
tures ar e th e component s o f self-structure . Thes e structure s ar e com -
posed b y ou r interactio n wit h languag e an d experienc e an d the y modif y 
our sense of both ourselve s and the world. I f we look carefully a t literary 
language, w e ca n se e interaction s betwee n self-structur e an d libidina l 
structure driving rhetorical operations. I n order to understand thi s claim, 
however, w e mus t develo p a  greate r understandin g o f libido . I  hav e 
claimed tha t the concept o f identification ca n be more thoroughly under -
stood b y examinin g psychoanalyti c researc h o n narcissism . I  als o wan t 
to sugges t tha t narcissis m ca n b e mor e thoroughl y understoo d i f w e 
examine it s relationship t o libidinal transformations . 

The concep t o f libido  ha s alway s bee n charge d wit h ambiguity , bu t 
psychoanalytic theor y ha s found th e ter m ver y hand y fo r discussin g th e 
flow o f human desire and for describing changes in the object o r intensit y 
of desire . Hein z Kohu t talk s o f libid o a s a  force tha t make s peopl e an d 
objects see m interesting . Libid o i s a n energ y investin g object s (bot h 
human being s i n th e psychoanalyti c sens e o f th e ter m an d materia l 
everyday object s lik e car s an d clothes ) wit h appea l an d desirability. 4 I n 
the crudes t sense , libid o i s th e forc e o f sexua l attraction . Thi s sexua l 
dimension shoul d no t b e underestimated . Stephe n Mitchel l point s ou t 
that "sex is a powerful organize r of experience, ,, subtly affecting th e tone 
of ou r perceptions. 5 I n commo n experience , however , th e sexua l energ y 
of libid o ofte n seem s quit e diffuse . Peopl e ar e libidinall y investe d i n 
many objects—clothes , cars , computers , guns , coffe e makers . This doe s 
not mea n tha t ther e i s a n explici t sexua l experienc e generate d b y thes e 
objects. Bu t i t doe s mea n tha t th e investment s mad e i n thes e object s ar e 
not trivial . How ca n we understand thi s attachment? How ca n we under -
stand, fo r example , th e reluctanc e o f th e adul t t o jun k a n ol d coffe e 
maker? 

Mitchell's discussio n o f th e child' s earl y "sexual " experience s i s help-
ful here : "Bodil y sensations , processes , an d event s dominat e th e child' s 
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early experience. .  . .  The child draws on and generalize s from th e majo r 
patterns o f bodil y experienc e i n constructin g an d representin g a  view o f 
the world an d othe r people." 6 These earl y construction s an d representa -
tions ar e linke d t o stron g feeling s o f pleasur e an d pain , an d ar e "libidi -
nal" system s o f fantas y an d memor y tha t becom e buildin g block s fo r 
experience an d self-identity . Becaus e infantil e sexualit y i s s o poorl y 
understood, libidina l perceptio n an d libidina l experienc e ar e also poorl y 
understood. Bu t i t i s clea r tha t som e mode s o f thinkin g an d perceivin g 
are especiall y energeti c an d linke d t o bodil y experience . Thi s for m o f 
experience seems related to the idea of "gut level" experience. I t is similar 
to th e child' s experienc e o f th e world , becaus e thi s for m o f thinkin g i s 
experienced i n th e body , no t jus t i n th e mind . I t i s mor e "attached " t o 
things—attached, fo r example , t o ol d clothe s o r ol d coffe e makers . 
Consequently, i t i s a  mod e o f thinkin g mor e vivid , mor e intense , an d 
more interesting than usual . 

In addition , i t operates accordin g to it s own principles , ofte n indiffer -
ent t o th e demand s o f rationa l thought . Bot h Freu d an d Laca n argue d 
that human s develo p logica l abstrac t though t i n orde r t o fre e themselve s 
from childlik e attachment s t o object s an d images . Bu t logi c and abstrac t 
thought d o not en d more primitive thought attache d t o objects ; i t simpl y 
pushes i t int o th e unconscious . Accordin g t o Freud , "Th e syste m Uc s 
contains th e thing-cathexe s [th e libidina l investments ] o f th e objects , th e 
first an d true object-cathexes."7 W e might thus consider the unconsciou s 
not simpl y a s a  reservoi r o f represse d o r forgotte n memories , bu t a s a 
system o f unconsciou s libidina l attachment s tha t affect s ou r attentio n t o 
and response t o conscious objects . 

Understood i n th e broades t sense , libid o i s a  "psychi c energy " tha t 
can invest almos t anything with an attractiveness tha t does not a t all seem 
sexual. Bot h advertisin g an d ar t attemp t t o orchestrat e th e flow o f libid o 
in orde r t o repositio n o r revalu e particula r cultura l items , ideas , o r 
situations. Th e glamorou s blond e drape d languorousl y ove r th e hood o f 
the red sport s ca r may b e "sexy" i n the litera l sense of th e word, bu t he r 
presence bestow s th e ca r wit h a  "sexiness " o f anothe r order . Th e ca r 
becomes th e cente r o f a n acquisitiv e gaz e tha t make s al l it s detail s see m 
glamorous and noteworthy. Clearly , an understanding of libidinal "flow " 
can contribut e t o ou r understandin g o f rhetoric . Th e ca r a d exampl e 
makes it clear that the cold metallic and mechanical structures o f a  vehicle 
can becom e rhetoricall y enhance d b y mean s o f libidina l manipulations . 
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Advertisers kno w the y ca n manipulat e u s int o feelin g a n attachmen t fo r 
the ca r i f the y ca n firs t elici t a n attachmen t w e alread y hav e fo r th e 
blonde. 

Although narcissis m i s usuall y associate d wit h self-love , i t i s rathe r 
easy t o se e ho w th e admiratio n o f car s an d man y othe r fashionabl y 
produced object s ca n b e a s narcissisti c a s gazin g i n a  mirror . Whe n w e 
are libidinall y investe d i n cars , i t i s ofte n no t th e car s tha t w e actuall y 
care about ; w e car e abou t ourselves . I n lookin g a t th e car , w e ar e 
concerned abou t ou r ow n self-image. 8 Th e ca r takes on value because we 
project somethin g narcissisti c abou t ourselve s int o it . Th e blond e doe s 
not giv e th e ca r he r se x appea l simpl y b y appearin g wit h it . W e creat e 
the glamou r o f bot h th e woman an d th e ca r because we project glamou r 
onto th e object . W e ar e creatures o f histor y an d culture , an d thi s make s 
us active and no t passiv e i n the creatio n o f ou r ow n feelings . W e projec t 
libidinal qualities onto objects—cars an d blondes—according t o compli -
cated rule s of status , gender , memory , an d mood . 

In th e Analysis of  the  Self,  a ground-breaking boo k o n th e concep t o f 
narcissism, Kohu t observe s tha t wherea s narcissis m i s usually associate d 
with self-lov e (o r the libidinal investment o f the self), narcissis m actuall y 
supports a  wide arra y o f libidina l investments . People , materia l objects , 
human activities , an d eve n thought s ca n b e investe d wit h "narcissisti c 
libido." Narcissisti c libido , no t onl y fo r Kohu t (unlik e Freud) , contrib -
utes t o "matur e objec t relationships " (t o health y huma n relationships) . 
It als o forms "th e mai n sourc e o f libidina l fue l fo r som e o f th e sociocul -
turally importan t activitie s whic h ar e subsume d unde r th e ter m creativ -
ity."9 Artists , Kohu t argues , direc t an d inves t "narcissisti c libido " whe n 
they spen d enormou s tim e an d effor t i n shapin g a  work—an apparentl y 
inconsequential flow  o f word s o r a  squat bloc k o f wood—tha t become s 
singularly importan t becaus e i t seems to "contain" o r "express " a deeply 
human feeling . 

Narcissistic libid o help s t o produc e a  work o f art , and , i n a  differen t 
way, make s a  work o f ar t interesting. Narcissisti c libido accounts fo r th e 
laborious attentio n tha t critic s giv e t o suc h seemingl y inconsequentia l 
products. Th e uninitiate d ofte n find  ar t criticis m tiresome , bu t th e ar t 
critic usually take s grea t pleasur e i n th e inspection , analysis , an d discus -
sion o f art . Minut e detail s tha t woul d see m accidenta l o r irrelevan t t o 
many peopl e appea r ful l o f meanin g an d consequence . Artwork s repa y 
such attentio n becaus e they , i n som e manner , initiat e comple x imagina -
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tive experienc e an d "gratify " th e narcissisti c libid o o f thos e wh o inves t 
time in them . 

People wh o appreciat e ar t clai m tha t i t prompt s the m t o se e thing s 
differently, tha t is , to experience event s differently . W e sometimes imag -
ine that these events are caused by the external object, bu t in reality thes e 
experiences ar e cause d b y th e interactio n betwee n th e observe r an d th e 
object observed . Thes e experiences occur when observer s "invest " some -
thing of themselves in the object . 

This notio n o f "investment " i s a n importan t idea ; w e migh t under -
stand i t best by considering ou r relationship t o people. When narcissisti c 
libido i s investe d i n people , narcissisti c need s ca n giv e peopl e a  specia l 
aura of "grandeur " o r desirability . Kohu t argue s that this grandeur i s the 
result o f narcissisti c libidina l investments . Thi s grandeu r i s produced b y 
an investmen t o f "narcissisti c libido " becaus e a n unconsciou s aspec t o f 
the observer' s self-structur e make s th e perso n observe d see m attractive . 
Part o f th e psychi c structur e missin g i n th e observe r i s perceive d a s 
existing in the object observed . Kohu t point s out : 
The intensity of the search for and of the dependency on these objects [people] is 
due to the fact tha t they are striven for a s a substitute for th e missing segments 
of the psychic structure. They are not objects (i n the psychological sense of the 
term) sinc e the y ar e no t love d o r admire d fo r thei r attributes , an d th e actua l 
features of their personalities, and their actions, are only dimly recognized.10 

In Arthu r Miller' s Death  of  a  Salesman,  Lind a Loman' s attachmen t t o 
Willy illustrate s th e commonplac e trut h o f Kohut' s ideas . Lind a "mor e 
than loves" Willy, Mille r writes , "sh e admire s him a s though hi s mercu -
rial nature , hi s temper , hi s massiv e dream s an d littl e crueltie s serve d he r 
only a s shar p reminder s o f th e turbulen t longing s withi n him , longing s 
which sh e share s bu t lack s th e temperamen t t o utte r an d follo w t o thei r 
end."11 Becaus e Will y serve s Lind a a s a  substitute fo r a  missing par t o f 
her ow n nature , Lind a doe s no t se e him fully . Sh e i s repeatedly hur t b y 
his failing s an d hi s "littl e cruelties. " But , a s Mille r observes , sh e ha s 
developed a n "iron repressio n o f her exceptions to Willy's behavior. " 

In thi s example , a s i n man y others , th e investmen t o f narcissisti c 
libido in object s operate s t o make object s see m gran d o r valuable . A t th e 
same time , however , thi s investmen t ca n disguis e th e rea l natur e o f th e 
thing admired . Certai n people o r objects ar e needed becaus e of narcissis -
tic need , bu t thi s sam e nee d dictate s tha t thes e peopl e o r object s canno t 
be seen realistically . 
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This overinflatio n o f th e objec t o r perso n shoul d b e a n interestin g 
theme fo r rhetoricians . I  suggeste d earlie r tha t narcissisti c libid o make s 
objects see m valuabl e primaril y b y disguisin g thei r tru e qualities ; bu t I 
should dra w mor e carefu l attentio n t o thi s behavior . Narcissisti c libid o 
seems to disguise an object becaus e i t encourages u s to pay only selectiv e 
attention t o it . Narcissisti c libid o ca n b e considere d a  sort o f ligh t that , 
when shon e on a n object , ca n partly hide i t by revealing i t according to a 
particular an d limite d effec t o f shad e and shadow ; som e facets ar e accen -
tuated, othe r facet s ar e hidden . Rhetori c constantl y make s us e o f thi s 
lighting effec t a s i t present s object s i n particularly crafte d way s i n orde r 
to make them appea r usefu l o r valuable . 

Rhetoric, I  argu e a t som e length , i s facilitate d throug h th e libidina l 
manipulations o f a n object . Othe r psychoanalyti c account s o f rhetori c 
emphasize th e importanc e o f fantasy , transference , an d identification. 12 

These phenomen a ar e indee d important , bu t consideratio n o f libidina l 
manipulation offer s a n adde d too l t o investigat e rhetorica l transactions . 
It allow s u s t o examin e text s mor e closely , t o se e interaction s betwee n 
signifiers an d experience, to see links between particular words and wider 
patterns o f significatio n foun d i n plots, characters , an d even readers . Fo r 
example, when Conrad' s Marlo w firs t describe s his impressions o f Kurt z 
he says: 

I ha d hear d Mr . Kurt z wa s in there . I  had hear d enoug h abou t it , too—Go d 
knows! Yet somehow i t didn' t brin g any image with it—no mor e than i f I  had 
been told an angel or a fiend was in there. I believed it the same way one of you 
might believe there are inhabitants in the planet Mars.13 

A fe w page s later , however , whe n Marlo w hear s th e manage r an d hi s 
nephew talk abou t Kurtz , Marlo w suddenl y get s a  vivid image : 

I seemed to see Kurtz for the first time. It was a distinct glimpse: the dugout, the 
four paddling savages, and the lone white man turning his back suddenly on the 
headquarters, on relief, on thoughts of home—perhaps; setting his face towards 
the depths of the wilderness.14 

The imag e appear s whe n Marlo w make s a  narcissisti c an d a  libidina l 
investment i n Kurtz . Th e imag e make s Kurt z "real. " I t i s produce d 
when Marlow , wh o want s t o b e a  great explorer , identifie s wit h Kurtz' s 
apparently brav e decisio n t o se t "hi s fac e toward s th e depth s o f th e 
wilderness." Marlo w ha s ha d som e firsthan d experienc e o f th e "depth s 
of th e wilderness, " an d h e begin s t o understan d an d tak e a  real interes t 
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in Kurt z whe n h e see s hi m turnin g t o thi s exotic , threatening , an d 
fascinating darkness . Kurt z therefor e become s rea l fo r Marlo w whe n 
there i s a narcissistic libidina l investment i n his representation . 

Many things in daily experience are made more real , alive , and impor -
tant because of narcissistic investments. As teachers, we know the impor -
tance o f thi s momen t o f specia l "recognition, " a  moment whe n student s 
feel that they can "relate" to the text. This is a crucial event for classroo m 
discussions—in it s ow n term s an d i n term s o f th e critica l resource s w e 
can brin g t o bea r o n it . Ye t thi s even t i s infrequently discussed , an d to o 
often negotiate d i n intuitive terms only . 

Most ofte n ou r libidina l investment s ar e relativel y fixe d b y th e struc -
tures o f ou r character . W e migh t conside r characte r a s somethin g ver y 
much lik e a n organizatio n o f libidina l investments . Thes e investment s 
are relatively stable , s o we see the world accordin g to customary pattern s 
of perceptio n an d value . I n reading , a s I  argu e i n som e detai l i n th e 
following chapters , rhetorica l strategie s mak e libidina l investment s flui d 
so tha t libid o ca n shif t t o ne w objects , allowin g us to conside r a s "inter -
esting" object s w e migh t i n othe r situation s dismis s o r recogniz e onl y 
according t o establishe d pattern s o f habit . Throug h rhetorica l manipula -
tion, thing s no t otherwis e investe d wit h narcissisti c libid o becom e in -
vested with narcissisti c libido . 

Just a s the blonde ca n make the car seem interesting, a  Romantic lyri c 
about th e win d ca n suddenl y see m importan t whe n i t engage s rhetorica l 
structures tha t promot e identificatio n an d shift s i n libidina l investment . 
Students wh o ma y initiall y car e littl e abou t Shelley' s meditation s o n th e 
west wind i n Italy ca n often identif y wit h th e mood change s described i n 
the poe m an d soo n com e t o fee l tha t th e experience s describe d ar e ver y 
much lik e thei r own . I n "light " o f thi s perception , metaphor s suc h a s 
the "breat h o f Autumn' s being " an d image s suc h a s "dea d leaves, " 
"winged seeds, " an d "swee t buds " becom e th e focu s o f a  caring atten -
tion tha t frequently deepen s and intensifies th e reader's own appreciatio n 
of bot h natur e (th e object s o f natur e ar e visualize d mor e acutely ) an d 
inner experience . Student s sometime s commen t tha t afte r readin g th e 
poem the y experienc e a  kind o f rejuvenation , a  feeling tha t ca n accom -
pany a  mood chang e whe n i t i s no longe r somethin g passivel y endured , 
but something activel y anticipate d an d cultivated . 

My discussio n o f Conra d an d Shelle y indicate s tha t shift s i n libidina l 
investment hel p students (and people in general) to take a more particula r 
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interest i n th e subject s o f discourse . I n th e following chapter s I  describ e 
rhetorical structure s a s device s tha t allo w libid o t o b e mor e "fluid, " 
more abl e t o mov e fro m on e locatio n t o another . W e ofte n thin k o f a 
text's rhetori c a s equivalen t t o th e valu e i t endorses : A  text' s rhetori c i s 
its message o r it s meaning . Bu t w e migh t mor e usefull y thin k o f a  text' s 
rhetoric a s broade r an d mor e encompassing , somethin g quit e differen t 
from messag e o r meaning . Rhetoric , considere d fro m thi s perspective , i s 
not th e messag e o f a  text , bu t th e specifi c ways—ofte n presen t i n th e 
form o f textua l scenes , structures , o r vocabulary—b y mean s o f whic h 
texts prompt reader s t o entertain,  i n th e litera l sens e o f th e word , a  new 
argument abou t value . 

If w e thin k o f rhetori c a s a  force tha t pull s a  reader o r listene r fro m 
one value to another , the n the rhetorical power o f a  text would reflec t it s 
ability first  t o divid e reader s fro m thei r ow n customar y sel f wit h it s 
rigidly investe d values , an d second , mak e the m fee l tha t suc h a  custom -
ary sel f i s not desirable . Rhetori c work s b y convincin g u s that , althoug h 
we hav e no t considere d i t seriousl y before , w e ar e reall y happie r wit h a 
new perspective . Thi s ne w perspectiv e i s somethin g w e hav e hithert o 
disregarded o r see n a s undesirable , bu t b y mean s o f th e text' s modifica -
tion o f ou r perceptions , w e no w se e i t a s mor e compatibl e wit h ou r 
larger syste m o f value . I n the case of Shelley' s "Od e t o the West Wind, " 
a student participating in the strategies and libidinal shiftings o f the poem 
may com e t o se e that poetr y i s not dea d an d unimaginative , bu t relevan t 
and engaging . 

Textual rhetori c i s aided b y th e mechanism s wit h whic h literar y text s 
promote a  "fluidity " o f libidina l investments. 15 Whe n th e rhetori c o f a 
text i s successful , th e libidina l structure s o f th e reade r ar e modifie d b y 
the libidinall y charge d linguisti c structure s o f th e text . Text s tha t pro -
mote a  fluidity o f libidina l investment s hav e more rhetorica l power tha n 
texts that simply and rigidly asser t a value position. Man y literary works , 
such a s Melville' s Billy  Budd,  fo r example , labo r t o promot e fluidit y b y 
encouraging multilayere d conflictua l an d comple x judgment s o n values , 
each positio n invitin g identification . Whe n text s simultaneousl y bot h 
invite a  play o f identificatio n an d structur e a  perception o f conflict , the y 
put pressur e o n fixed  pattern s o f libidina l attachments . Barbar a Johnso n 
comments o n Billy  Budd:  "Th e effec t o f .  .  .  explici t oscillation s o f 
judgment withi n th e tex t i s t o underlin e th e importanc e o f th e ac t o f 
judging while rendering it s outcome undecidable." 16 Ofte n text s seem t o 
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need critic s t o encourag e reader s t o appreciat e suc h "fluid " mode s o f 
judgment tha t Johnso n describes . Bu t ofte n enough , writer s consciousl y 
discuss th e importanc e o f encouragin g contradictor y perceptions . Fo r 
example, i n The  Crack  Up,  Fitzgeral d argue s tha t " th e tes t o f a  first-rat e 
intelligence i s th e abilit y t o hol d tw o oppose d idea s i n th e min d a t th e 
same time , an d stil l retai n th e abilit y t o funct ion." 1 7 

Literature i s a  verba l genr e tha t i s conspicuou s i n it s abilit y bot h t o 
induce identificatio n an d promot e a  conflictual visio n o f value . Literatur e 
is als o a  verba l genr e tha t encourage s u s t o appreciat e an d tak e aestheti c 
pleasure i n a n ambiguit y o r conflic t that , i n othe r contexts , w e migh t 
find to o stressfu l an d disorienting . Thus , a t th e sam e tim e tha t i t struc -
tures a  perceptio n o f conflict , literatur e typicall y reduce s ou r anxiet y 
about it . A s Aristotl e observe d lon g ago , w e ca n tak e pleasur e i n literar y 
representations o f th e tragic . Simo n Lesse r argue s tha t 

when w e rea d fictio n w e ar e ordinaril y relaxe d an d secure , s o tha t w e ca n se e 
things tha t migh t elud e u s a t othe r times . I n imaginatio n w e can experiment , tr y 
out variou s approache s t o ou r problems , alte r thi s o r tha t circumstanc e t o se e 
what result s ensue. 18 

When th e rhetori c o f a  tex t i s successful , i t weaken s th e rigidit y o f valu e 
commitment a s i t encourage s satisfyin g narcissisti c alliance s an d provide s 
a secur e spac e fo r entertainin g ne w concerns , interests , an d values . 

The readin g o f literatur e offer s a  protecte d spac e fo r wha t Stephe n 
Mitchell call s "self-regulation" : " H u m a n being s ar e simultaneousl y self -
regulating an d field  regulating." 1 9 Human s attempt , a t th e sam e time , t o 
maintain a  coheren t sens e o f sel f an d a  coheren t sens e o f thei r relation s 
with others . " W e ar e concerned, " Mitchel l says : 

with bot h th e creatio n an d maintenanc e o f a  relatively stable , coheren t sens e o f 
self ou t o f th e continua l eb b an d flo w o f perceptio n an d affect , an d th e creatio n 
and maintenanc e o f dependable , sustainin g connection s wit h others , bot h i n 
actuality an d a s interna l presences . Th e dialecti c betwee n self-definitio n an d 
connection wit h other s is complex and intricate, with on e or the other sometime s 
being mor e prominent . Self-regulator y an d field  regulator y processe s sometime s 
enhance eac h othe r an d sometime s ar e a t odd s wit h other , formin g th e basi s fo r 
powerful conflicts. 20 

This dialecti c betwee n interna l an d externa l worl d i s centra l an d inescap -
able fo r huma n thought . To o ofte n i n dail y life , however , th e huma n eg o 
is to o rigi d an d inflexibl e t o b e full y responsiv e t o neede d adjustments . 
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Given thi s usua l contex t o f eg o rigidity , th e readin g o f literatur e ca n 
offer narcissisti c suppor t t o insulat e the ego from anxiet y an d reduce eg o 
rigidity. I n reading , th e threatenin g worl d outsid e ca n see m hel d a t a 
distance fro m vulnerabl e self-systems . Th e sel f doe s no t fac e th e worl d 
but only it s representations o f it . Chapte r 4  discusses this protected spac e 
of reading in relation t o Victor Nell' s descriptio n o f the "state of absorp -
tion" commo n t o readers . I n thi s narcissisticall y protecte d space , ou r 
perceptions o f th e world ca n b e more playful ; libid o i s made mor e flui d 
to experimen t wit h interna l representations , thereb y formulatin g ne w 
adjustments i n both th e self-system an d the field  system . 

Reading is narcissistic in three senses . Firs t i t is narcissistic in so far a s 
it offer s a  protecte d spac e fo r reading , spac e tha t i s regressive , self -
referential, an d insular . Second , readin g i s narcissistic becaus e i t engage s 
the narcissisti c dialectic s tha t contribut e t o the ongoing regulatio n o f th e 
self-system an d thus greater mastery of psychic conflict . Literar y engage -
ment relaxe s th e ego , s o i t ca n entertai n conflic t an d tak e pleasur e i n 
narcissistic dialectic s tha t i n othe r context s woul d b e to o threatening . 
Last, readin g i s narcissisti c t o th e exten t tha t i t experiment s wit h imag -
inary libidinal investments an d transformations . 

Theorists fro m Freu d t o Laca n hav e describe d narcissis m differently , 
but ther e i s one threa d tha t run s throug h al l these theoretica l positions : 
an interes t i n th e nature , quality , an d fluidit y o f libidina l investments . 
Freud first  bega n to develop a  complicated notio n o f narcissis m whe n h e 
saw it s potentia l t o explai n transformation s i n libido . Mor e recently , 
Otto Kernber g ha s develope d hi s ow n understandin g o f narcissis m b y 
emphasizing th e relationshi p betwee n narcissis m an d th e "vicissitude s o f 
libido." Accordin g t o Kernberg , "Narcissis m canno t b e divorce d fro m 
the stud y o f th e vicissitude s o f bot h libid o an d aggressio n an d fro m th e 
study of the vicissitudes of internalized objec t relations." 21 For Kernber g 
narcissism i s a  term coverin g thos e processe s whereb y th e various inter -
nal components—libido , aggression , an d internalize d objects—o f th e 
self ar e modified . Kernberg' s accoun t o f narcissis m broaden s Freud' s 
account by seeing narcissism in developmental and not exclusively patho-
logical terms . 

Kernberg's explanatio n o f th e relationshi p betwee n narcissis m an d 
libido i s especiall y interestin g becaus e i t suggest s tha t libidina l attach -
ments ar e no t drive n fundamentall y b y instinct , bu t drive n b y a  cultur -
ally an d psychologicall y conditione d flow  o f desir e determine d initiall y 
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and mos t forcefull y b y early identification s wit h parent s an d caretakers . 
Stated simply , wha t w e want i s determined b y whom w e identify with . 
This simpl e statement , however , oversimplifie s th e relationship s in -
volved. A  direct quote from Kernber g wil l give a fuller sens e of the range 
and implication o f his insight: 

Libido and aggression differentiate ou t of the undifferentiated matri x common to 
the eg o and th e id . Th e organizatio n o f thes e tw o drive s occur s unde r th e 
influence of the developing internalized objec t relations , [that is, early self-struc -
ture building identifications wit h others] which, in turn, are integrated under the 
organizing influence of affects. .  . . 

The biologicall y determine d intensit y o f affect s ca n be channeled int o eve r 
more comple x intrapsychi c motivationa l systems ; but—excep t unde r extrem e 
circumstances—there i s n o direc t mechanica l relationshi p betwee n biologica l 
pressures and psychic functioning. 22 

The so-calle d "drives " o f attachmen t an d hostility com e t o us as feelin g 
states as we participate in and imitate the subjectivity o f those around us. 
The intensit y o f emotion—pleasur e an d pain—i s partl y a  biologica l 
experience, bu t i t i s als o a n experienc e determine d an d structure d b y 
intrapsychic components . I t is structured an d made complicated b y "de-
veloping internalize d objec t relations, " o r ou r us e o f th e emotiona l 
structures o f other s a s components i n ou r own inne r identit y patterns . 
Thus, fo r Kernberg , i t i s not s o muc h biolog y a s various libidina l an d 
aggressive organizations found in memory, identification , an d perception 
(organizations o f libidina l investments ) tha t la y dow n structure s tha t 
shape enduring patterns o f human pleasur e and pain. 

Heinz Kohut , i n a  simila r argument , suggest s tha t "drives " ar e not 
biologically programme d "instincts, " bu t ar e derivatives o f earl y form s 
of identifications . Fo r Kohut , human s ar e "driven " mos t primordiall y 
by a  desire to enlarge or secure the "being" of the self. Any "abnormali-
ties o f th e drives, " Kohu t argues , ar e merely "th e symptomatic conse -
quences o f [a ] .  . .  centra l defec t i n th e self." 23 Kohut , lik e Kernberg , 
disavows traditiona l Freudia n theory . H e argue s tha t ho w we fee l an d 
what w e wan t ar e largel y th e resul t o f comple x pattern s o f libidina l 
investments—not o f instinct s (innat e biologica l drives)—directe d pri -
marily b y ou r particula r attachments , identifications , an d interaction s 
with others . 

When narcissis m i s seen i n the larger contex t o f libid o theor y rathe r 
than in the more limited contex t of maladjusted behavior , we will be in a 
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better position t o understand th e configurations o f perception , emotion , 
and cognitio n tha t fun d rhetorica l transformations . Th e wor k o f Kohu t 
and Kernber g distinguishe s betwee n narcissisti c personalit y disorder s 
and narcissisti c strategie s fo r defens e o r developmen t commo n t o al l 
people.24 Kohu t diverge s mor e radicall y fro m classica l psychoanalyti c 
theory tha n Kernberg , bu t bot h me n propos e a  theory o f eg o develop -
ment emphasizin g th e role of narcissisti c investments i n the formation o f 
the interna l structur e o f th e self . Th e particula r natur e o f ou r libidina l 
investments i n processe s suc h a s empathy , identification , idealization , 
loss, an d mourning , fo r example , ca n alte r wh o w e ar e an d wha t w e 
think. I t seem s only to o true , thus , tha t th e "rhetoric" of early characte r 
formation i s the work o f libidinal investment . 

This theor y o f developmen t (foun d i n differen t way s i n bot h object -
relations theor y an d self-psychology ) emphasize s tha t th e structur e o f 
the sel f develop s initiall y i n term s o f th e child' s earlies t identifications . 
Identification means , a s Thomas Ogde n states , no t onl y " a modelin g o f 
oneself afte r th e externa l object , but , a s i n th e cas e o f supereg o forma -
tion, a  process b y whic h th e functions o f th e externa l objec t ar e instate d 
within th e psyche."25 Th e sel f thu s take s it s internal structure , it s being , 
its emotions , fears , an d motivations , fro m it s interactio n wit h other s i n 
its world. Identificatio n i s not simpl y a  gesture tha t identit y performs ; i t 
is a gesture tha t ca n form an d transform identity . 

Freud's wor k indicate s tha t identification s follo w th e path s o f ou r 
libidinal investments. 26 Ou r mos t profoun d identifications , however , 
seem t o b e i n respons e t o th e experienc e o f loss . Firs t o f all,  w e suffe r 
when a  person clos e to u s is lost because , a s Freud says , we are "unwill -
ing t o abandon " ou r libidina l attachmen t t o th e objec t (th e person) . 
Though th e objec t i s gone , w e canno t abando n it , an d w e ar e unwillin g 
to accep t substitutions . Th e object i s present in our imaginations , an d we 
persist in our attachmen t t o it . 

We are able to "wor k through " th e experience o f loss gradually a s we 
come t o internaliz e th e los t propertie s o f th e object . Internalizatio n 
occurs whe n libid o attache d t o th e objec t i s not abandoned , bu t instea d 
withdrawn t o the self-structure o f the mourner. Th e person in mourning , 
instead o f givin g u p tha t whic h i s lost , appropriate s fo r subjectivit y 
particular qualitie s belongin g t o on e lost . A  mourne r internalizes  fo r 
self-structure certai n qualitie s of the person lost . I n many cases , these are 
"admired" qualities " an d the y becom e sel f functions ; fo r example , w e 
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may internaliz e a  parent's disciplin e o r nurturing concer n whe n w e lose 
that parent . Huma n characte r i s thus change d becaus e of this narcissisti c 
"transformation o f libido." 

Acts o f identificatio n ar e not alway s a s consequential a s those act s of 
identification tha t hea l the psychic woun d o f loss . Bu t all acts of identi -
fication, attachment , an d admiration ca n be considered narcissistic . Nar -
cissism, i n th e broades t sense , doe s no t refe r t o a  specifi c mode l o f 
deviant behavior . I t refers t o a  theoretical understandin g o f the dynami c 
relationships betwee n ou r "internalizations " o f "external " object s an d 
our libidina l model s o f aspiration an d identity. Althoug h man y theorist s 
continue t o emphasiz e th e primary importanc e o f earl y childhoo d expe -
rience i n th e developmen t o f self-structure , contemporar y theorist s ar e 
more open to considering the impact o f adult experienc e on character . 

Theories o f narcissism see k to understand th e ways various need s and 
self-images ar e activated o r adopte d i n times o f stress . Narcissis m refer s 
most fundamentall y t o a  process : "th e cathexi s o f th e self, " th e self' s 
libidinal involvemen t wit h itself , it s mode o f investing energ y i n evalua -
tive, protective , an d developmenta l functions . I n orde r t o develop , th e 
ego mus t cathec t itsel f an d mus t hav e itsel f a s th e objec t o f it s ow n 
aspirations. I f the ego did not cathect itsel f ther e would b e no superego , 
no eg o ideals, an d no truly human  behavior . Thu s th e growth o f huma n 
identity i s necessarily "narcissistic " in the broad sens e of the term. Suc h 
a usage does not imply a  negative character disorder ; i t merely character -
izes the necessarily self-referentia l psychodynamic s o f individuation . 

I use the concept o f narcissism, a s the new post-Freudian psychoana -
lytic studies have come to understand it , to examine a web of phenomen a 
affiliated wit h th e rhetorica l dynamic s o f identificatio n an d libidina l 
investment. 

If an understanding of narcissism helps us to understand th e particular 
shifts i n attention an d interest tha t direc t a  reader's respons e to a text, an 
understanding o f narcissism als o can help to explain th e larger force tha t 
makes rhetori c operat e a s a  forc e o f change . I n certai n respects , self -
identity i s enormousl y conservativ e an d resistan t t o change . Freu d em -
phasizes th e ego's desir e t o preserve itself . Bu t at the same time , th e ego 
wants t o b e greate r an d mor e powerful . Narcissis m thu s emerge s a s a 
form o f desir e i n whic h th e eg o i s willin g t o entertai n chang e a s a 
movement towar d tha t eve r mythica l "greate r being. " Narcissis m pre -
sides ove r a  stat e o f affair s i n which—becaus e w e alway s wan t t o b e 
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more than we are—some aspec t of the self, a t some level, desires change. 
Of course , th e permutation s an d duplicitie s o f chang e ar e enormousl y 
complex, bu t the central motive for change would see m to be narcissistic 
in nature . W e accep t o r embrac e chang e onl y becaus e w e thin k i t wil l 
somehow effec t fo r us a "better" stat e of affairs . 

This observatio n indicate s that , a s a  term , narcissis m shoul d impl y 
dialogical—not solipsistic—relationships . Th e attention w e give the word 
narcissism usually trigger s a  dismissal o f the ineluctably socia l natur e of 
narcissistic relations . Suc h a  dismissa l vastl y oversimplifie s narcissisti c 
phenomena. Narcissis m need s an other. I t needs a n other t o impress, t o 
model th e sel f on , o r to respon d to . Narcissisti c behavio r i s thus espe -
cially involve d wit h socia l fashion an d social status . However , th e social 
dimensions o f narcissisti c behavior , wit h thei r emphasi s o n vanity , ar e 
larger in scope than thes e terms suggest . 

Freud's concep t o f primary narcissism , wit h it s emphasis on a blissfu l 
oneness wit h a n imagined other , suggest s th e sel f i n isolation . Bu t sec-
ondary narcissism , whic h derive s fro m primar y narcissism , i s emphati -
cally social in its concerns. Elli e Ragland-Sullivan explain s that accordin g 
to Laca n "secondar y narcissism , wit h it s attribute s o f permanenc e a s 
manifest i n ego ideals .  .  .  [is] the basic process o f humanization a s well 
as the cornerstone o f human relations." 27 This insistenc e on a profoun d 
relationship betwee n narcissis m an d "huma n relations " ma y see m sur -
prising. But if narcissism seeks to improve an image of the self by looking 
elsewhere for identification, the n narcissism is an essentially socia l mech-
anism. Narcissism, apparentl y the most private and individual of psycho-
logical forces , i s als o th e mos t social , becaus e i t mark s th e self' s mos t 
fundamental respons e t o a n image o f otherness . I t i s the primary forc e 
working a t the cutting edg e of the self's differin g fro m itself . The impli-
cations of these observations ar e important. 

In servin g t o enhance th e self, narcissis m ha s the goal o f enlargemen t 
of being . Bu t narcissism ha s no innately specifi c direction . Nothin g and 
no one , i n an d o f itself , deliver s increase d bein g t o th e self . Plent y o f 
people an d things promise increase d being . Bu t this promissory statu s is 
infinitely paradoxical . 

The "things " tha t "deliver " increase d bein g t o th e sel f ar e largel y 
imaginary. Give n thi s stat e o f affairs , narcissis m become s closel y tie d t o 
the imagination . Imaginativ e experienc e help s t o "supplement " object s 
and event s with narcissisti c promise . Thi s dynami c relationshi p betwee n 
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narcissism an d imaginative needs cannot b e overemphasized. Narcissisti c 
energy i s usually bound , althoug h precariously , b y rathe r specifi c signi -
fies o r representations supporte d i n their roles by culture , th e family, o r 
the singula r natur e o f individua l experience . I n suc h case s o f binding , 
however, th e terms for significatio n ar e seldom fully adequate . Narcissis -
tic desir e generall y want s mor e tha n th e formulation s i t accepts . Freu d 
speaks o f narcissis m i n term s o f "hi s majesty " th e child . Kohu t empha -
sizes the "grandiose " an d "idealizing " gestures o f narcissism. Becaus e of 
what one theorist called "the narcissistic pursuit o f perfection," narcissis -
tic energ y activel y an d constantl y exercise s th e imaginatio n i n orde r t o 
see, grasp , an d respon d t o peopl e an d situation s i n new an d mor e desir -
able ways. 28 Narcissisti c energ y fund s bot h discours e an d perceptio n 
actively seekin g t o creat e a  social an d materia l world tha t ca n more full y 
satisfy narcissisti c need . 

In thi s context , writin g become s a  rather powerfu l mediu m fo r trans -
ferring narcissisti c need s int o a  socia l space . Narcissisti c need s motivat e 
the creation o f rhetoricall y effectiv e discours e structures , an d th e narcis -
sistic energ y activate d b y suc h rhetori c make s languag e a  socially share d 
imaginative spac e where narcissistic needs ar e shaped an d explored . 

Rhetorical language , i n bot h it s production an d it s reception , i s espe -
cially haunted b y both narcissisti c investments an d the turnings—that is , 
the libidina l fluidity—o f narcissisti c investments . I n an y exampl e o f 
discourse, textualit y i s "sculptured " b y a  subject' s (reade r o r author ) 
narcissistic investments : Som e word s o r phrase s ar e weighted , othe r 
words o r phrase s ar e elide d o r relegate d t o margina l position s b y selec -
tive act s o f attention . I n an y ac t o f writing , writer s perfor m thi s sculpt -
ing, an d in any ac t of reading , reader s configur e th e meanings o f text s b y 
enacting thei r own investments . 

This sculpturin g o f valu e in languag e i s universal. Languag e come s t o 
an autho r fro m a  socia l worl d tha t structure s emotio n a s i t libidinall y 
invests languag e wit h "living " form , shape , an d weight . A s i t i s re -
worked b y a n author , however , languag e develop s it s own uniqu e form , 
shape, an d weight . Furthermore , a s reader s respon d t o discours e pro -
duced b y another , the y libidinall y edi t an d configure , accordin g t o thei r 
own interests , th e sculptured "messages " they perceive in the discourse . 

To th e exten t tha t literar y product s ar e linguistic medium s fo r narcis -
sistic investments , the y ar e als o mechanism s fo r th e socia l interaction o f 
narcissistic investments . Literar y text s brin g divers e reader s togethe r i n 
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shared concerns . The y designat e a  space where cultura l values , ideologi -
cal claims , an d even cultura l discours e itself , unde r th e pressure o f con -
flicting socia l and personal concerns , undergoe s conception , debate , and 
evolution. Wherea s privat e narcissisti c investment s ofte n hel p u s to ap-
preciate texts , i t i s also tru e tha t rhetorica l interaction s wit h other s giv e 
texts adde d dept h an d importance . Suc h interaction s encourag e u s t o 
objectify ou r narcissisti c investments—t o stat e wha t w e think an d how 
we car e abou t texts . I n thes e interaction s w e ofte n discove r tha t w e 
idealize what other s repress , jus t as others may idealize what we repress. 
In thi s manner , literar y text s can , and usually do , become a  space wher e 
individual narcissistic investments ar e vigorously and socially negotiated . 

The particula r for m o f a  text's rhetorica l resource s fo r shiftin g libidi -
nal investments derives—a t leas t in part—from th e narcissistic nature of 
textual productio n itself . A n autho r produce s a  language investe d wit h 
narcissistic concern s an d thi s sculptin g affect s a  variety o f verba l struc -
tures—character, plot , imagery , theme , an d significatio n itself . Jeffre y 
Berman point s ou t tha t th e Narcissu s myt h dramatize s al l the "funda -
mental opposition s o f huma n existence : reality/illusion , presence/ab -
sence, subject/object , unity/disunity , involvement/detachment." 29 A s these 
"fundamental oppositions " play ou t their theme s i n regard t o character , 
plot, imagery , an d language in all literary texts , the y provid e a  structure 
for a n author' s narcissisti c concern s and—a s I  argue—bot h a  structur e 
and a  stimulus fo r a  fruitful dialogica l relationshi p betwee n th e coding s 
of an author's narcissisti c text and a reader's narcissistic interest . 

Various empirica l an d theoretica l resource s coul d b e used t o suppor t 
the claim tha t writing begin s as a narcissistic gesture . Bu t it may be most 
efficient t o develo p m y argumen t b y exploitin g th e wor k o f Jacque s 
Derrida. Althoug h Derrida' s wor k i s no longe r a s influential a s i t onc e 
was, i t provides me with philosophical languag e which serve s as a sort of 
shorthand representatio n fo r idea s tha t woul d b e more cumbersom e t o 
develop in a psychological vocabulary. Fo r Derrida, th e center of writing 
speaks th e futil e attemp t o f th e bein g o f a  subjec t t o com e int o bein g 
through th e presenc e o f language . Writin g is , i n effect , a  narcissisti c 
crutch: "Whe n Natur e a s self-proximity come s to be forbidden o r inter -
rupted, whe n speec h fail s t o protec t presence , writin g become s neces -
sary. I t must be added to the word urgently." 30 

Considered fro m thi s perspective , writin g offer s a  narcissisti c com -
pensation fo r a sensed failur e i n presence and being.31 Writing becomes a 
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compromise formatio n tha t bot h expresse s th e ontological insecurit y o f 
being an d ameliorates tha t insecurit y throug h th e production o f signifi -
cation. Writin g allow s a  sel f t o augmen t it s anxiousl y deplete d self -
presence, b y the supplemen t o f th e word. Writin g i s a  libidinal invest -
ment whos e for m seek s t o exten d an d increas e libidina l investments . 
From a  Lacanian perspective , th e word i s a particularly ap t ontologica l 
gamble. Writin g is a "want t o be," but it is a "want t o be" that wants to 
be read . Writin g alway s court s a n other; writin g seek s to be "the desire 
of the other." 

Writing produces , magnifies , an d extend s th e presenc e o f self-con -
sciousness b y seeming to represent i t in language fo r others . I n seemin g 
to represen t self-consciousnes s i n language , writin g convert s i t int o a 
commodity an d places thi s commodit y (self-consciousness ) outsid e th e 
self fo r consumption. Writin g thu s offer s a n imaginary representatio n of 
self-consciousness a s a  commodit y fo r recognitio n an d appropriation . 
The text , a s a "representation" o f self-consciousness, provide s a  space, a 
habitation (i n the form o f signifiers) , invitin g a n other t o tak e u p pres -
ence. I t offers, i n a subtle form, a  verbal body t o shore up the insecurity 
of a  self's presence . Writing , then , begin s a s a narcissistic crutch ; i t is a 
verbal, artificia l pro p fo r self . Successfu l writing , however , become s 
much mor e tha n a  prop o r a  crutch. I t produces fo r the artist a  kind of 
social recognitio n tha t mitigate s narcissisti c fears . A s Freud point s out , 
the realit y o f the artist's socia l recognitio n i s a very powerfu l force . W e 
must understand why the artist is given such recognition and admiration. 

Fundamentally, th e text mediate s betwee n th e narcissism o f a  write r 
and th e narcissism o f a  reader. Th e text link s th e insecure presenc e o f a 
reader t o the insecure presence o f the author. Bot h com e to the signifie r 
for substanc e and , accordin g t o thei r appetites , bot h fin d somethin g o f 
value. But this process is curiously paradoxical : The writer (amon g othe r 
goals) seek s t o appropriat e bein g an d statu s b y attractin g th e reader' s 
recognition; readers , o n th e othe r hand , see k t o appropriat e bein g and 
status b y recognizin g themselve s i n th e significatio n produce d b y th e 
writer. Bot h com e to signification, th e word, becaus e of what the y lack . 
Yet, whe n th e libidina l shiftin g o f th e text s i s fruitful , th e interactio n 
between th e reade r an d autho r (a t the locu s o f th e text ) seem s abl e t o 
manufacture a  commodity, a n experience o f "satisfaction " no t availabl e 
to either . I f bot h autho r an d reade r fee l themselve s "recognized " i n a 
satisfactory way , th e pai n o f inne r lac k i s ameliorate d an d a  certai n 



20 POLITICA L TIES AND LIBIDINA L RUPTURE S 

mysterious absen t commodity , "being, " i s satisfactoril y produce d an d 
consumed (eve n though i t may o r may not be , in a  strict sense , shared) . 

If desire , a s Laca n says , need s a n other , the n ther e i s a  fundamenta l 
reciprocity linkin g th e produce r an d consume r o f literar y productions . 
An author' s desir e i s essentially a n expressio n seekin g t o elici t an d dra w 
power fro m th e desirin g respons e o f a  reader . Jus t a s th e chil d seek s 
recognition an d narcissisti c suppor t fro m th e mothe r an d gain s suc h 
support throug h bot h self-expressio n an d th e expressio n o f frustration , 
artists see k bot h t o gai n recognitio n an d t o expres s thei r conflictua l 
consciousness. 

Just a s the writer' s desir e gesture s towar d a  reader, th e reader' s desir e 
gropes towar d a n othernes s desire d an d apparentl y configure d i n th e 
text. Bot h autho r an d reade r ar e divide d fro m themselve s b y thei r turn -
ing toward a n otherness beyon d them , i n the text . Thi s divergence o f th e 
author an d reade r fro m themselves , however , become s th e basi s fo r a 
convergence o f bot h autho r an d reade r o n a  textual mediu m tha t drama -
tizes, problematizes , reformulates—an d i n som e paradoxica l wa y satis -
fies—questions o f being and value. This convergence o f both autho r an d 
reader i n th e tex t provide s th e basi s fo r a  metaphysically comple x com -
munity establishe d b y the fantastic natur e o f the text . 

Writing, w e want to say , produces a  message. Bu t some messages, th e 
kind w e lik e t o cal l literature , see m t o multipl y thei r meaning s and , 
further, surviv e tempora l interpretiv e transformations . Reader s kee p 
coming bac k t o th e ancestra l bodie s o f man y texts , thu s keepin g the m 
relevant a s the y commen t o n an d reinves t somethin g o f themselve s i n 
them. W e could outlin e a  history o f the natural selection of texts , includ -
ing the historical , political , an d psychological force s tha t determin e thei r 
character, thei r survival , an d mod e o f reproduction . Bu t suc h a n outlin e 
is not m y purpos e here . I  do wish t o sugges t tha t a s authors an d reader s 
experience th e variou s effect s o f recognitio n throug h textua l productio n 
and response , literar y text s becom e form s fo r reformulatin g libidina l 
investments. Literatur e become s a  vehicl e whereb y feelings , thoughts , 
and socia l arrangement s tha t ma y no t b e initiall y a  part o f th e discours e 
of a  cultur e ca n becom e expressed , debated , an d mad e "real " vi a th e 
libidinal power o f literary expression . 

As teachers , w e ofte n get  t o se e th e generativ e effect s o f literar y 
discourse i n actio n i n th e classroom . I t i s interestin g t o se e how highl y 
personal literary recognition s quickl y becom e a  medium fo r socia l bond s 
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between students . I n response t o texts , student s ofte n com e to recogniz e 
what the y car e abou t an d wit h who m the y shar e thi s feeling . Psycholo -
gists argue that recognitio n i s a very powerful an d importan t experience . 
Recognition give s legitimac y t o aspect s o f th e sel f tha t ma y b e unack -
nowledged o r disowned . Bu t w e d o no t ofte n acknowledg e th e wide r 
social implications o f recognition . Persona l image s an d socia l visions ar e 
not disparat e an d isolate d phenomena ; the y ar e intertwined an d interac -
tive. As a  result o f textua l identifications , peopl e come to fantasize abou t 
themselves differently , t o defin e themselve s differently , t o ac t differ -
ently, an d t o have different idea s about a n ideal community. The y adjus t 
their self-image s an d for m bond s wit h like-minde d peopl e an d begi n t o 
argue wit h others . The y engag e i n politics . The y formulat e ne w defini -
tions o f authorit y an d moralit y t o justif y th e ne w vision s o f sel f an d 
society tha t they have come to embrace . 

Both reader s an d authors , I  suggest , com e t o text s fo r substance ; th e 
substantial tex t i s on e tha t fills a  certai n emptines s withi n th e self . Th e 
ability o f text s t o fill a  certain emptines s withi n selve s i s a  purely imag -
inary event , a n even t o f "vision. " Ye t thi s even t ca n hav e rea l an d 
practical consequences . 

As th e imaginar y "form " produce d b y text s take s u p habitatio n i n 
human bodies , imaginar y "form " give s definitio n t o ver y practica l things : 
law courts , governments , armies . Text s ar e imaginar y verba l artifacts , 
but the y giv e a  cultur e an d a  community a  language t o discus s it s con -
cerns. James Boy d Whit e argue s tha t "th e communit y tha t a  text estab -
lishes .  . .  has a  real existenc e i n th e world." 32 W e migh t say , then , tha t 
writing doe s no t merel y attemp t t o appropriat e a n imaginar y entity — 
"being"—from a n othe r b y mean s o f a  circula r an d reciproca l ac t o f 
empathy an d communication ; i t ofte n succeeds . Throug h th e effect s o f 
recognition, socia l reciprocity , an d share d fantasy , literar y text s an d 
other ar t form s produc e linguisti c code s necessar y fo r th e socia l reshap -
ing—the libidina l rebinding—of communa l being . 

Ontological insecurit y ma y b e th e cente r fo r th e productio n o f writ -
ing. Bu t thi s unstabl e cente r produce s a n imaginar y produc t tha t pro -
duces th e metaphor s o f valu e necessar y fo r ever y cultura l chang e an d 
identity. Rhetori c originate s fro m a n ontological emptiness , bu t i t moves 
toward a n imaginar y an d verba l structur e tha t fabricate s th e true "mate -
rial" o f socia l an d persona l being . Reader s respon d t o certai n text s 
strongly becaus e the y fee l the y themselve s ar e someho w "a t issue " (a s 
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indeed the y are ) i n th e imaginativ e for m an d socia l consequenc e o f tha t 
text; the y respon d t o complet e o r defin e themselves ; an d the y respon d 
to banis h th e vertiginou s an d uneas y experienc e tha t th e rhetori c o f th e 
text produces withi n them . 

To understan d textua l rhetoric , w e must appreciat e it s powerful emo -
tional force . Bu t w e must als o free ourselve s fro m th e immediac y o f ou r 
initial respons e t o it . A s scholar s w e shoul d d o mor e tha n provid e ye t 
another readin g o r anothe r ideologica l analysi s o f som e particula r text . 
We mus t see k t o describ e th e natur e o f thi s entity , rhetoric , tha t pro -
duces the various contradictory sunderin g an d repairing effects describe d 
here. Th e stud y o f rhetori c shoul d tak e a  broa d perspectiv e o n th e 
subject. I t shoul d ventur e int o a  interdisciplinar y investigatio n o f it s 
various mechanisms an d operations . 

Writing create s rhetori c an d put s pressur e o n libidina l attachment s a s 
it dramatize s site s o f psychologica l conflict , demand s recognitio n fro m 
an other, an d compensates th e neediness of the self. A theory o f rhetoric , 
thus, mus t concer n itsel f wit h psychologica l events . I t mus t examin e th e 
psychological mechanism s tha t produce th e "experience " o f suc h textua l 
supplementation. 

A goo d theor y o f rhetori c mus t avoi d positivisti c assumption s tha t 
would cu t of f certai n line s of inquiry a t the outset . I  suggest tha t literar y 
texts offe r a  supplementation fo r deplete d being . Fro m a  positivist per -
spective thi s clai m mus t soun d ridiculous . Th e sel f canno t i n an y rea l 
sense get  more "being " tha n i t already has . I n a  certain sens e the biolog -
ical bod y i s al l th e "being " tha t th e sel f wil l eve r achieve . Bu t thes e 
complaints mis s the point b y failing t o understand th e point o f narcissis -
tic concerns. Th e question tha t needs to be answered her e is not whethe r 
or no t th e experience o f compensatio n o r self-supplementatio n ha s som e 
final ontologica l ground , bu t ho w th e imagined experienc e (fals e thoug h 
it ma y be ) become s produced . Eve n i f th e nee d fo r bein g mor e full y 
"alive" i s purel y a n imaginar y nee d o r experience , w e mus t tak e i t 
seriously an d investigat e it s dialogical implications fo r signification . 

We mus t examin e th e variou s complexitie s o f th e experienc e o f bein g 
more full y alive . Ther e ar e numerou s paradoxe s t o consider . No t ever y 
imaginary imag e of the fulfillment o f being more fully alive , for example , 
can satisf y th e imaginar y nee d fo r bein g alive . Som e image s fo r th e 
fullness o f bein g ca n b e share d betwee n people , som e image s cannot . 
Some imaginar y presence s seem  full , other s seem  empty . Thi s i s on e o f 
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many paradoxe s tha t surroun d thi s curiou s linguisti c production . Man y 
signified presence s chang e thei r appearance s a s reader s change . An d 
many reader s chang e i n respons e t o th e ideologica l structure s produce d 
and markete d b y cultures . Interpretatio n theor y shoul d explor e thes e 
paradoxes. Interpretatio n theor y shoul d patientl y an d methodicall y ex -
plore th e variet y o f psychologica l mechanism s tha t ar e th e groun d o f 
textual rhetoric . Interpretatio n theor y shoul d seek to explain the psycho-
logical mechanisms tha t produce th e effec t o f a n experienced self-supple -
mentation. A  theor y o f textua l rhetori c woul d thu s appropriat e anothe r 
discourse explainin g ho w rhetori c i s a n effec t compensatin g fo r a  deple-
tion o f being . 

From a  strictly economica l poin t o f view , writer s writ e becaus e the y 
gain mor e rewar d tha n los s fro m th e process . Th e sam e i s tru e fo r 
readers: They rea d becaus e they gai n more than they lose . 

How d o w e examin e th e comple x psychologica l issue s behin d thi s 
simple gain ? Thi s questio n bring s u s bac k t o th e concep t o f narcissism . 
Narcissism i s a name for a  dialectical function presidin g over an event we 
might cal l the transference of  being.  A  species of narcissism occurs when -
ever bein g i s transferred fro m on e entit y tha t ha s i t (o r seem s to hav e it ) 
to anothe r entit y tha t doe s not. Thi s "thing" tha t i s transferred fro m on e 
self to another sel f i s apparently imaginary . I t does not exis t in any "real " 
sense. Ye t thi s "thing " tha t doe s no t exis t i s centra l t o huma n lif e an d 
action, an d i s essential to the rhetorical function s o f language . 

How doe s on e transfe r somethin g imaginar y fro m on e perso n t o 
another? Ho w doe s th e receive r o f th e imaginar y somethin g acknowl -
edge th e receip t o f a  nonexisten t entity ? Ho w doe s th e receive r o f a n 
imaginary somethin g sense , initially , th e nonpresenc e o f th e nonexisten t 
entity? Thes e may o r ma y no t b e valid metaphysica l questions , bu t the y 
are valid psychologica l questions . The y characteriz e transaction s w e ex -
perience everyday . The y describ e experiences we take for granted , thing s 
that, a s Fish says , "g o withou t saying. " They also , I  think , characteriz e 
many o f th e implicit , unspoke n assumption s abou t existenc e an d signifi -
cation share d b y writer s an d readers . I f writer s ca n rhetoricall y manipu -
late th e hidde n agend a o f readers ' ontologica l o r narcissisti c concerns , 
they ca n find  mechanism s fo r bindin g reader s t o texts , an d reader s t o 
particular vision s o f lif e an d community . I f writer s ca n induc e u s t o 
narcissistically inves t i n imaginar y things , thes e imaginar y thing s ca n 
become rea l things. 
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The protecte d "narcissistic " spac e o f literar y enjoymen t ca n insulat e 
literary experienc e fro m real-worl d experience . Bu t i t nee d not . Man y 
nineteenth-century reader s sa w Conrad' s skeleta l imag e o f Kurt z in -
tensely, an d sa w thi s imag e a s a  clear politica l message , a  fit  representa -
tion o f th e Belgia n rap e o f th e Congo. 33 When experience s suc h a s these 
are noted an d discusse d i n newspapers, a s they ofte n are , they ar e a clear 
force fo r propaganda . The y influenc e a  culture' s imag e o f itsel f an d 
influence politica l action . W e shoul d no t underestimat e th e degre e t o 
which literar y respons e ca n b e "absorbing " an d transformative . W e 
should no t underestimat e ho w literar y experience , unlik e th e usua l ex -
perience o f readin g a  newspaper , ca n manipulat e libidina l shift s an d 
cultivate ne w valu e perceptions i n a  manner no t commonl y manage d b y 
nonliterary mode s o f representation . 

An endurin g them e o f religiou s ar t shows Mary , th e mother o f Jesus, 
looking dow n wit h car e int o he r son' s eyes . Th e gaz e fro m chil d t o 
mother i s transparent . Th e bab e doe s no t loo k at  hi s mother . Mor e 
properly, h e participate s i n he r being . H e i s surrounde d an d supporte d 
by he r presence . H e bathe s i n th e resonanc e o f he r joy . Psychologist s 
have argued tha t thi s unspoken an d largely unspeakable experienc e i s the 
ground o f th e emergence o f th e self . Childre n tak e on bein g a s they tak e 
in the being of the mother . Th e mother offer s he r bein g to her children' s 
need fo r being . Childre n ar e a t on e wit h th e mother' s inne r life , an d i n 
this inwardnes s the y develo p thei r ow n inwardness . Th e mother-infan t 
bond is , a s they say , a  narcissistic bond . Narcissism , i n thi s case , char -
acterizes th e exchang e o f bein g fro m mothe r t o chil d an d fro m chil d t o 
mother. Bot h participant s ar e unusuall y "safe " bu t als o vulnerabl e an d 
receptive, unusuall y empathic . They giv e what they do not "really " hav e 
and receiv e that which coul d no t exis t except i n the relationship betwee n 
the two . 

All bond s ar e narcissistic . Al l developmen t an d transformatio n ar e 
grounded initiall y i n th e receip t o f nonexisten t supplies . A t th e turnin g 
points o f ou r self-development , w e often hav e little more than a  sense of 
inner emptines s an d the fain t glimps e o f a n idea. Ou r respons e to empti -
ness an d ou r "regulation " o f thes e idea s an d image s i s both delicat e an d 
subtle. Bu t thi s respons e an d ou r regulatio n o f i t i s enormousl y impor -
tant. I f we fai l t o organize an d regulate ou r ideas and images , other s wil l 
do thi s fo r us . Advertisin g an d politic s thriv e o n th e marketin g an d 
manipulation o f libidinal attachments an d imaginary "images. " 
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The narcissisti c transferenc e o f bein g doe s no t usuall y designat e th e 
portage o f som e homogenou s substanc e "be ing " fro m on e subjec t t o 
another. Rather , bein g alway s ha s texture , style , an d particularity . I n 
this sense , ther e ar e countles s varietie s o f narcissisti c themes , countles s 
forms o f rhetorica l structures . Th e mothe r ha s love , o r anger , an d usu -
ally bot h together , an d thes e thing s com e int o he r childre n a s th e sub -
stance o f thei r being . Th e mothe r als o ha s ideas , work , an d values , whic h 
also "pos i t ion " he r children' s identity . I t i s crucia l t o not e tha t th e child , 
or adult , ma y b e surrounde d b y variou s an d numerou s experiences , tha t 
is, surrounde d b y man y peopl e wh o ca n becom e object s o f identification . 
But th e sel f canno t b y a  simpl e proces s identif y wit h al l o r tak e i n al l (o r 
even th e best ) tha t i s without . 

Nei ther parents , no r politicians , no r advertiser s full y contro l th e self -
system o f th e subject . On l y certai n thing s ca n b e ferrie d acros s th e gul f 
that separate s on e perso n fro m another . On l y certai n thing s wil l com e t o 
count a s being . Th e stud y o f narcissis m require s a  stud y o f wha t thing s 
can count , ho w the y com e t o count , an d wha t th e consequence s are . 
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Self-Structure a s a  Rhetorical Device : 
Modern Ethos  an d th e Divisivenes s 
of th e Sel f 

Emancipate yourself fro m menta l slavery; none 
but ourselves can free our minds. 

Bob Marley, "Redemption Songs" 

Contemporary scholarshi p i n English ha s begun t o sho w a n increasingl y 
sophisticated attentivenes s t o th e force s o f politic s an d persuasion . I t i s 
not simpl y tha t Marxist s lik e Terr y Eagleto n pronounc e literar y theor y 
dead an d rhetori c alive ; man y traditiona l scholars , peopl e deepl y com -
mitted t o politicall y disintereste d Ne w Critica l view s o f art , hav e begu n 
to recogniz e politica l force s an d rhetorica l pattern s i n text s lon g con -
sidered distan t fro m suc h concerns . I n keepin g wit h thi s ne w interes t i n 
the operation s o f rhetoric , i t i s useful t o examin e th e traditiona l concep t 
of ethos.  Ethos  seem s especiall y fitte d t o advanc e a n understandin g o f 
textual rhetori c becaus e i t focuse s attentio n o n a  simpl e questio n ofte n 
neglected b y traditiona l literar y theory : Ho w d o peopl e persuad e othe r 
people to change thei r values ? 

Although ou r understandin g o f ethos  ha s changed ove r th e years , on e 
feature remain s constant : Ofte n i t i s no t a  person's ideas  bu t a  person' s 
character tha t change s people . Thinker s a s diverse a s Aristotle an d Ken -
neth Burk e agre e o n thi s point . Aristotl e formulate d thre e mode s o f 
argumentative suppor t (logos , ethos,  an d pathos ) an d discusse d ethos 
(persuasion stemmin g fro m th e persona l qualitie s o f th e rhetor ) a s a 
highly effectiv e rhetorica l tool . A  speaker' s character , Aristotl e point s 
out, "ma y almos t b e calle d th e mos t effectiv e mean s fo r persuasio n h e 
[she] possesses." 1 Lik e Aristotle , Kennet h Burk e insist s o n th e impor -

29 



30 SELF-STRUCTUR E A S A RHETORICAL DEVIC E 

tance o f th e speaker' s character : "Yo u persuad e a  ma n onl y insofa r a s 
you ca n tal k hi s languag e b y speech , gesture , tonality , order , image , 
attitude, idea , identifyin g you r way s wit h his." 2 Fo r Burke , persuasio n 
works vi a mechanism s o f identificatio n o r "consubstantiality. " Whe n 
people identif y wit h speakers , the y ca n b e manipulate d int o acceptin g 
their idea s an d values . Fo r bot h Aristotl e an d Burk e a  key impetu s fo r 
persuasion lies , not i n a  conscious respons e to logica l and factua l reason -
ing, bu t i n th e prio r (mor e primitive , an d ofte n unconscious ) gestur e o f 
identification. 

In man y way s identificatio n i s a  fundamental narcissisti c gesture . W e 
identify wit h people we want t o be like; we want t o imagine ourselves a s 
better or more powerful b y assuming the properties o f people we admire. 
Our identifications , becaus e the y demonstrat e ou r nee d fo r a  desirabl e 
self-image, ar e narcissisti c mode s o f desire . Aristotle' s insistenc e o n th e 
importance o f ethos  an d Burke' s insistenc e o n th e gestur e o f identifica -
tion thu s giv e powerfu l suppor t t o a n argumen t linkin g narcissis m t o 
rhetoric. 

Theoretical Considerations 

If identificatio n i s th e ke y t o persuasion , the n an y respons e t o huma n 
character i s a formidable rhetorica l power . Thi s response , a s many argu -
mentation theorist s se e it , i s no t somethin g behind  th e forc e o f a n 
argument; i t is  the force o f a n argument . Thi s chapter attempt s t o clarif y 
this claim and suppor t i t in detail . 

If ethos  refer s t o th e manne r i n which th e characte r o f th e speake r o r 
writer i s feature d i n persuasiv e activity , the n w e mus t examin e ho w 
character ca n be fashioned b y language to serve a  rhetorical functio n i n a 
text. Second , w e mus t examine , a t th e mos t fundamenta l leve l possible , 
the relationship s betwee n languag e an d huma n character . Thi s examina -
tion o f relationship s betwee n huma n characte r an d languag e i s crucial t o 
the large r argumen t o f thi s book . Rhetoric , a s I  argue , i s fundamentall y 
concerned wit h th e wa y self-structure s participat e in , an d becom e re -
formed by , verba l structures . 

What i s self-structure ? Ho w i s i t relate d t o a  "self" ? Unfortunately , 
contemporary discussio n o f relationship s betwee n languag e an d th e sel f 
is often confine d withi n th e assumption s an d parameter s o f tw o models : 
the traditiona l Aristotelia n theor y o f ethos  an d th e curren t poststructur -
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alist accoun t o f intertextuality . Neithe r o f thes e model s o f characte r 
understand self-structure . Bot h lac k the theoretical flexibilit y neede d fo r 
an adequate explanatio n o f rhetoric . 

Classical consideratio n o f ethos  frequentl y link s thre e separat e idea s 
closely together : th e development o f self , th e development o f ethos,  and 
the developmen t o f ethical habits . The classical message seems to be that 
people ar e the role s the y habituall y play . Rhetoricians , fo r bot h mora l 
and practica l reasons , ar e instructed t o learn "good, " o r "ethical," roles . 
Quintilian argue s tha t the good orato r shoul d b e "a good man [woman]; 
and consequentl y w e demand o f him [her] not merely th e possession of 
exceptional gift s o f speech , bu t o f al l th e excellenc e o f characte r a s 
well."3 Thi s quotatio n work s in two ways. First , Quintilia n i s exhorting 
his reader : "B e a  goo d ma n [woman]. " Second , Quintilia n i s makin g 
what h e take s t o b e a  factual statement : " A goo d rhetoricia n i s a  goo d 
man [woman]. " Taken together , thes e two messages implicitly define the 
self. A "person" i s what he or she strives and learns to be. As a "person" 
learns an d repeatedly play s a  role ( a "good" role , i t i s assumed) , h e or 
she becomes th e person embodie d b y that role . The self i s thus a n effec t 
of learning , a  coherent behaviora l rol e acquired throug h repeate d perfor -
mances. 

This ide a o f the self ma y be popular becaus e i t has flattering implica -
tions fo r teacher s o f rhetoric . I n a  recent articl e o n ethos,  fo r example , 
S. Michae l Hallora n support s th e claim tha t "habituation " i s the mean s 
by which bot h characte r and ethos develop . Becaus e Aristotle's theory of 
learning seem s intuitivel y correct , Hallora n urge s teacher s t o giv e stu -
dents trainin g i n "rhetorica l action " an d t o encourag e th e interactio n 
between rhetorica l trainin g an d self-development. Student s wil l develo p 
character, Hallora n argues , b y becomin g educate d throug h rhetorica l 
models: 

If ethos  is manifested i n rhetorical action , an d if ethos  is formed b y choosing 
ethical modes of action, i t follows tha t educatin g a  person in rhetorical action , 
schooling him [her] in proper rhetorica l habits , is a means of forming hi s [her ] 
character.4 

This imag e of the self, commo n amon g rhetoricians , ma y be partly true , 
but i t i s a n overl y simpl e perspectiv e distortin g th e comple x relation s 
existing between rhetori c and self-structures . 

Poststructuralists se e the self ver y differentl y fro m Halloran : The self 
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is not a freely chose n socia l role , bu t a linguistic accident . Selve s do not 
emerge as they choose to do things with rhetoric ; rather, rhetori c contin -
ually does things to selves. Selve s are not creative agent s working withi n 
the inne r cor e o f the rhetorical process ; instead , selve s are the effects o f 
rhetoric, a  sor t o f epiphenomen a constitute d b y a n interpla y o f social , 
political, an d linguisti c forces . Ther e i s n o inne r entity , th e self , tha t 
chooses it s character. Instead , th e self reflect s th e particular characte r of 
larger socia l forces tha t determin e its nature and movement. 

In addition , th e self i s not something tha t need s constanc y o r consis -
tency ove r time . Differen t socia l situation s trigge r differen t self-struc -
tures ; it is a mistake t o assume tha t ther e i s an inner cor e to the self tha t 
somehow ground s th e various role s assume d b y the self. Pau l Smith , a 
theorist describin g the implications o f certain Lacania n an d Althusserian 
ideas, suggest s tha t a  person ca n be "conceived a s a colligation o f multi -
farious an d multifor m subject-position s situate d along , bu t no t unite d 
by, tempora l experience." 5 Suc h a self i s little more than a  simple collec-
tor o f rando m an d divers e exposur e t o socia l interaction . Memor y an d 
"character" pla y no role in giving a characteristic "shape " to self experi -
ence. 

Not al l Aristotelian an d poststructuralist perspective s o n the sel f ar e 
as tenaciousl y reductiv e a s I  hav e described . Bu t a s thes e model s ar e 
disseminated i n a formulaic manner , the y pose serious limitation s to any 
coherent theor y o f ethos.  Bot h model s fai l t o recogniz e th e rhetorica l 
complexity o f the human structure s the y see k t o explain . Th e Aristote-
lian vie w envision s a n overl y stron g sel f abl e t o choos e freel y it s own 
nature, abl e to become whatever mode l it can imagine. Suc h a notion i s a 
pleasurable and at times useful fantasy , bu t it is unable to account for the 
limitations o f huma n nature—thos e moment s whe n human s encounte r 
their lac k o f freedom , thei r inabilit y t o b e an d do wha t the y imagine . 
The poststructuralis t vie w emphasize s th e self's lac k o f freedom , bu t in 
doing s o i t imagine s a n overl y wea k self . A  sel f compose d entirel y o f 
collected socia l discours e i s infinitely plastic . I t conform s effortlessl y t o 
textual influence , change s easil y an d constantly , an d offer s n o deter -
mined or "characteristic" resistance to the discourses tha t assaul t it. This 
view of the self help s us appreciate the social determination o f selfhood , 
but i t implies tha t th e self, onc e formed , ha s no organized an d endurin g 
inner structure . Th e traditional an d poststructuralist account s o f the self 
are usefu l fo r som e purposes , bu t the y ar e not particularly usefu l fo r a 
theory of ethos. 
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I describe ethos  a s a relationship existin g betwee n th e discourse struc -
tures o f selve s an d the discourse structur e o f "texts. " Befor e I  develo p 
my argument , however , I  wan t t o clarif y m y claim s i n relatio n t o the 
theoretical problem s I  have jus t raised . Aspect s o f my argument rel y on 
assumptions antithetica l t o bot h traditiona l an d poststructuralis t ac -
counts o f the self. Rathe r tha n simpl y revealin g these assumption s i n the 
course o f th e argument , I  wan t t o argu e i n advanc e fo r thei r validity . I 
want t o challeng e traditiona l assumption s b y arguing tha t th e self i s not 
something universal , bu t something deeply crafted b y history and chang-
ing socia l formations . Second , however , I  want t o make i t clear tha t my 
own positio n i s no t tha t o f a  poststructuralist . I  wan t t o challeng e 
poststructuralist assumption s b y suggestin g tha t wherea s variou s form s 
of the self chang e ove r time , th e particular selve s formed withi n particu -
lar historical conditions hav e relatively stabl e self-structures . 

Historical perspective s o n the self are important becaus e too often w e 
consider th e sel f a  stabl e entit y tha t doe s no t chang e ove r time . Thi s 
conditions u s to assum e tha t al l different perspective s o n the self reflec t 
different idea s abou t on e and the same thing . I t may well be , however , 
that ther e ar e many distinctl y differen t sociall y conditione d version s o f 
the self . W e ofte n thin k o f ethos  a s a  concep t definin g a  singl e stabl e 
relation betwee n languag e and the self. But if the nature of both languag e 
and the self undergo historica l change, the n it must follow tha t ethos  als o 
undergoes historica l change . Th e concept o f ethos,  thus , shoul d no t be 
imagined a s some fixed  realit y approache d b y different perspectives , bu t 
as something assumin g different shape s and structures ove r time . 

Our interes t i n Aristotle's concep t o f ethos  shoul d reflec t no t only an 
interest i n his understanding o f the concept, bu t an interest a s well in the 
social an d psychologica l contex t tha t mad e th e concep t meaningfu l fo r 
him. Numerou s scholar s hav e increase d ou r awarenes s o f th e historica l 
and socia l context o f Aristotle's ideas . Les s has been done to describe the 
particular historica l characte r o f th e ancient Gree k self . O f course , i t is 
impossible t o recove r a  complete descriptio n o f the historically situate d 
Greek self . Nonetheless , w e need t o consider th e information available , 
seeking to understand the differences betwee n ancien t Greek and modern 
selves. In an essay in The Identities of  Persons,  Amelie Rorty offer s hel p 
by providin g a  broa d overvie w o f th e kind s o f concern s a n historica l 
consideration o f ethos should engage . 

Rorty trace s th e historical change s i n fou r differen t literar y concept s 
of th e self . Thes e literar y concepts , Rort y argues , reflec t no t simpl y 
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changes i n the way we imagine selves , bu t changes i n the phenomeno n 
itself. Sh e names thes e differen t entitie s th e "character, " th e "person, " 
the "self," an d the "individual." In unreflective moment s we describe all 
these differently structure d entitie s as the self. 

The earl y Gree k world , Rort y suggests , imagine d peopl e a s "charac-
ters."6 Character s hav e a  certain coherenc y a t the level of behavior , bu t 
they hav e littl e psychologica l inwardnes s tha t take s responsibilit y fo r 
behavior. Character s 
are the predictable and reliable manifestations o f their dispositions ; and it is by 
these dispositions tha t they are identified. Thei r natures form thei r responses to 
experiences, rather than being formed by them. Nor do characters have identity 
crises; they are not presumed to be strictly unified. Dispositiona l trait s form an 
interlocking pattern , a t bes t mutuall y supportiv e bu t sometime s tense d an d 
conflicted. Ther e is no presumption of a core that owns these dispositions.7 

The concep t "character " suggest s a  primitive structur e o f self-definition . 
Characters d o no t gro w fro m experience ; the y ar e simpl y "manifesta -
tions" o f "dispositions. " Rorty' s poin t i s not simply tha t character s are 
primitive notions of selves, but that ther e is a reciprocal relation betwee n 
what peopl e reall y ar e an d wha t othe r peopl e imagin e the m t o be . 
Cultures tha t imagin e peopl e a s characters , becaus e the y hav e les s de-
manding socia l expectations tha n othe r cultures , creat e different kind s of 
people. Character s hav e les s "inne r discipline. " Cultur e an d societ y 
neither expec t no r create th e psychological structure s tha t provid e suc h 
discipline. 

More comple x culture s begi n t o defin e socia l role s i n term s o f th e 
"person."8 Th e person evolve s primarily i n a society with a  more elabo -
rate lega l system. Becaus e law s requir e stricte r socia l roles , the person is 
given impetu s t o b e mor e responsibl e tha n th e character , t o confor m 
more painstakingly t o publicly approve d roles . Rorty explains : 
The person .  . . comes to stand behind his [her] roles , to select them and to be 
judged by his [her] choices and his [her] capacities to act out his [her] personae 
in a total structure that is the unfolding of his drama. The person is the idea of a 
unified cente r of choice and action, the unit of legal and theological responsibil-
ity. Onl y when a legal system has abandoned cla n or family responsibility , and 
individuals ar e seen as primary agents , doe s the class of persons coincid e wit h 
the class of biological individual human beings.9 

Persons are more complex entities than characters . They facilitate smoothe r 
social interactio n becaus e the y ar e predictable; the y ar e not chaoti c o r 
undisciplined eddie s of emotion held togethe r by virtue of one's name . 
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In man y respect s Rorty' s perso n resemble s Aristotle' s self . Thi s sel f 
has coherenc e bu t no t self-divisio n (tha t is , i t i s define d neithe r b y an 
experience of inner conflic t no r by an awareness o f plural inne r voices — 
both definin g feature s o f the "modern self") . Also , whe n Aristotl e say s 
that "w e believe good men more full y an d more readily tha n others, " he 
seems to imagine ethos  a s some positiv e qualit y full y identifie d wit h th e 
speaker's character. 10 Ethos  achieve s authorit y b y virtue o f actin g ou t a 
particular rol e ( a truste d "person") ; ethos  i s no t a  comple x an d full y 
particularized experienc e produce d b y the distinctive self-structur e o f a 
fully individualize d speaker . I t i s as if, fo r Aristotle , characte r doe s not 
itself trigge r a  distinctive emotiona l respons e i n an audience . Fo r Aris -
totle, i n fact , th e rhetor's abilit y t o manipulate a n audience's emotio n i s 
not considere d a s ethos  (an  expressio n o f character ) bu t a s pathos, a n 
argument consciousl y contrive d i n orde r t o appea l t o emotion . Conse -
quently, i n Aristotle ther e is a curiously shar p and unprofitable theoreti -
cal separatio n betwee n a  speaker' s rea l perso n an d th e emotion s tha t 
speaker ca n use to move an audience. I n Aristotle's discussio n o f pathos 
human characte r doe s no t reveal  i n a  rhetoricall y effectiv e manne r th e 
real emotion i t "contains"; instead speakers , quit e independently o f their 
own feelings , consciousl y an d purposefully direc t word s towar d anoth -
er's emotion . 

To appreciat e furthe r ho w Aristotle' s limite d concep t o f th e sel f re -
stricts hi s understandin g o f ethos,  w e shoul d conside r Rorty' s othe r 
categories o f selfhood . Th e person i s the characteristic mod e o f sel f tha t 
thrives befor e th e adven t o f capitalis m an d socia l mobility . Capitalis m 
provides ne w condition s tha t chang e th e rule s i n th e gam e o f socia l 
status. An d i n changin g th e rule s o f thi s game , i t contribute s t o th e 
change o f th e self . A s th e sel f gain s statu s throug h th e acquisitio n o f 
money an d property , th e "person " give s wa y t o th e "self " pe r se.11 

"Selves" develop , Rort y says , a s individuals identif y wit h thei r owner -
ship o f property , no t with thei r roles . Th e evolution o f a  self identifie d 
with propert y allow s th e "self" a  certain freedom . Selve s transcen d th e 
limitation o f prope r publi c role s an d becom e abl e t o assum e variou s 
roles: 

When a society has changed so that individuals acquir e their rights by virtue of 
their powers, rather than having their powers defined by their rights, the concept 
of perso n ha s bee n transforme d t o a  concep t o f self . A t first , th e primar y 
possession is that of land, and a person of substance is one of the landed gentry . 
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But when a man's industry determines whether he is landed, the story of men's 
lives are told b y thei r achievement s rathe r tha n b y thei r descent . Th e stor y of 
fulfilled ambitio n i s shaped b y a n individual' s capacit y t o amas s goods , b y the 
extent of his properties.12 

Capitalism, b y changin g socia l an d economi c relationships , therefor e 
changes th e shap e o f selfhood . A s a  ne w cultur e evolves , peopl e bot h 
expand thei r ability to play roles and gran t socially legitimate entitlemen t 
to othe r peopl e who ca n play a  multitude o f role s in culturally approve d 
ways. 

In time , ne w socia l an d cultura l force s encourag e a  differen t versio n 
of selfhood . Th e sel f o f earl y capitalis m give s way t o th e moder n "indi -
vidual": 

From the tensions in the definition o f the alienable properties of selves, and from 
the corruptions in societies of selves—the divergence of practice from ideologica l 
commitments—comes th e invention o f individuality . I t begins with conscience 
and ends with consciousness. 

Individuals actively resist typing: they represent the universal mind of rational 
beings, o r th e uniqu e privat e voice . Invente d a s a  preserv e o f integrity , a n 
autonomous ens, an individual transcends and resists what is binding and oppres-
sive in society and does so from an original natural position. .  .  . 

Because they are defined b y their freedom, the y no longer choose from thei r 
natures bu t choos e thei r identities . Bu t sinc e suc h choic e i s itself ungrounded , 
they are simply the act of choosing.13 

The las t categor y o f self , th e individual , give s Rorty' s argumen t a  strik -
ingly evolutionar y cast . Th e essa y thu s describe s a  sel f evolvin g b y 
gaining greate r ontologica l freedo m from , an d contro l of , variou s form s 
of experience . 

Characters simpl y reac t t o experience . The y hav e a  measure o f free -
dom, becaus e thei r lac k o f "self-discipline " enable s the m t o respon d 
"freely" t o an y event . Bu t i n merel y reactin g t o experienc e the y d o no t 
learn from it ; they are forced t o repeat themselves in all they do. Persons , 
in contrast , hav e self-structure s tha t mediat e betwee n experienc e an d 
personality. Th e socia l role s give n t o person s allo w the m t o tak e "posi -
tions" in relation t o experience ; they ar e not determine d b y th e immedi -
ate emotiona l powe r o f th e experience . Selve s hav e mor e freedo m tha n 
persons, an d the y ca n pla y variou s roles . Individuals , finally , see m t o 
have th e mos t freedom . The y hav e n o cor e being , an d ar e fre e fro m al l 
constraints t o choose their own "inner " being . 

We ca n imagine , fro m Rorty' s discussion , a  kind o f econom y i n th e 
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change o r evolutio n o f th e sel f whereb y desire , rhetoric , ideology , an d 
social structur e interac t t o produc e th e variou s rea l form s th e sel f ca n 
take. Thes e variou s agencie s chang e a s they adap t an d respon d t o eac h 
other i n thei r competitio n fo r power . An d a s the y chang e i n orde r 
to compet e mor e successfull y fo r power , the y formulat e socia l condi -
tions tha t requir e evermor e inventiv e change s an d responses t o change . 
Such a  situation , perhaps , i s mos t characteristi c o f contempo -
rary life . 

Rorty's analysi s of the self shoul d no t be taken as a definitive descrip -
tion of the evolution o f the concept of the self. Many of her terms appea r 
to b e overly idealize d abstractions . Clearly , mor e precise work need s t o 
be don e o n the relationship betwee n socia l realit y an d literary represen -
tation. Th e historical differenc e amon g thes e categorie s o f selfhood ma y 
also b e les s importan t tha n Rort y suggests . On e mod e o f sel f ma y be 
prominent i n a certain historica l period, bu t all modes migh t exis t in any 
one period . W e might imagine , also , tha t a  culture's discours e promote s 
complex relationship s betwee n rhetorica l illusion s tha t sustai n concep -
tualizations o f the self an d real self-structure s tha t ar e in par t produce d 
by rhetorica l illusions . 

Rorty's wor k ma y be inaccurate, bu t it encourages us to acknowledg e 
that differen t culture s no t only imagin e an d define selve s differently bu t 
also formulat e socia l an d cultura l condition s tha t allo w fo r the creatio n 
of disparat e selves . Thes e varied self-structure s reflec t distinc t model s of 
libidinal organization an d utilize diversely structure d self-component s t o 
organize an d regulate desire . B y providing for different organization s of 
self-components, culture s generat e differen t strategie s fo r structurin g 
selves. 

Social histor y play s a  rol e i n determinin g self-organization , bu t the 
individual histor y o f a  particular subjectivit y als o play s a  powerful rol e 
in determining self-organization . Whil e cultur e provides model s for self -
structure, selve s als o develo p thes e model s accordin g t o th e particula r 
workings o f self-functions. Differen t self-structures , fo r example, are the 
consequence o f particula r selve s respondin g t o th e cue s o f culture . 
Particular selve s therefor e internaliz e uniqu e socia l ideals , uniqu e self -
images, and uniquely encountere d particula r rol e models . The individual 
self thu s play s it s own rol e i n th e developmen t o f self-structur e a t the 
same tim e tha t thi s rol e respond s t o th e large r syste m o f a  particula r 
culture. I n al l cases , th e socia l reward s provide d b y a  cultur e regulat e 
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those libidinal investments tha t contribute to a suitable self-structure and 
within eac h socia l context , ther e develop s a  reciprocal relatio n betwee n 
the fictional  sel f a  culture imagines and the real shape of a particular live d 
self-structure. 

"We ar e different entities, " Rorty argues , a s we conceive ourselve s in 
light of different concept s of the self "our powers of actions are different , 
our relation s t o one another, ou r properties an d proprieties, ou r charac-
teristic successe s an d defeats , ou r conceptions o f society' s prope r stric -
tures and freedoms wil l vary with our conception o f ourselves a s charac-
ters, persons , selves , individuals." 14 Rhetorician s wil l readil y se e tha t 
Rorty's remark s ar e not simply remark s abou t selves . The y ar e remarks 
about th e nature o f ethos.  The y implicitl y sugges t tha t ethos,  a s a con -
cept, shoul d describ e relationships betwee n differin g idea s of the self and 
differing abilitie s of selves to act rhetorically in a society. 

When considerin g th e self , w e mus t examin e th e variou s historica l 
determinations brough t t o th e concept . Historica l consideratio n o f the 
self demonstrate s ho w models o f selfhood hav e enormous flexibilit y and 
fluidity a s th e sel f respond s t o changin g socia l conditions . To o often , 
however, thi s usefu l perspectiv e o n the self suggest s tha t a  particular sel f 
formed b y social conditions has the same fluidity an d flexibility tha t self -
structure itsel f show s ove r centurie s o f change . Th e self, a s an abstrac t 
psychological structure , indee d ha s enormou s fluidity , bu t a  particula r 
self doe s not have the same fluidity . A s a result o f its relatively constan t 
and particula r organizatio n o f components, a  particular individua l sel f is 
much mor e stabl e i n structure tha n tha t sam e abstrac t entit y "th e self, " 
considered i n terms of its historical permutations . 

Scholars who take a n historical o r sociologica l perspectiv e o n the self 
see fluidit y i n self-structur e a s a  resul t o f self-structur e changin g fro m 
one generatio n t o th e next . Thi s fluidit y changin g acros s generationa l 
lines i s quit e differen t fro m th e fluidit y withi n th e self-structur e o f a 
particular self . Histor y an d socia l interactio n giv e shap e t o selves , bu t 
these force s d o no t full y explai n ho w particular an d discrete  self-struc -
tures interac t wit h particula r structure s o f language . T o understan d th e 
rhetorical nature of a particular self , we must shif t fro m a n historical to a 
psychoanalytic perspective . 

A particular sel f is not, as in poststructuralist terms , a simple, random , 
and constantly changin g collection of texts shaped by historical forces. A 
particular sel f i s no t a n infinitel y changin g collectio n o f voice s house d 
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within a  biologica l organism . I t i s a  relativel y stabl e organizatio n o f 
voices. Althoug h w e nee d no t adop t th e variou s model s o f th e self -
structure advocate d b y psychoanalysis , i f we are sensitive t o the natur e 
of rhetori c w e shoul d acknowledg e tha t th e sel f ha s a  relativel y stabl e 
inner organization . Indeed , th e ide a o f rhetori c require s a  theor y o f a 
relatively stabl e self-structure . 

The differen t mode s o f th e sel f var y enormousl y accordin g t o tim e 
and place , bu t each sel f seem s t o have a  distinctive character— a charac -
teristic self-structure—that give s it a distinctive quality . Man y poststruc -
turalist theorist s wil l find thi s claim abou t self-structur e unsettling . New 
theories o f language mak e i t difficult t o see the self in terms o f stability , 
agency, o r consistency—qualitie s w e associat e wit h self-structure . Th e 
self, thu s considered , i s a  passiv e effec t o f language , somethin g "sub -
jected" t o language use or a site where discours e collects . Thi s emphasi s 
on the self's passivit y has prompted som e thinkers to argue that it is time 
to abando n th e concep t "self " altogether . Othe r theorist s retai n th e 
concept bu t describe the self as "dissolved." Jonathan Culler , paraphras -
ing claim s mad e b y Levi-Strauss , point s ou t tha t wherea s structuralis t 
thought investigate s the self, i t also erases it: "As the self is broken dow n 
into componen t systems , deprive d o f it s status a s source an d master of 
meaning, i t come s t o see m mor e an d more lik e a  construct : a  resul t o f 
systems o f convention." 15 Th e ne w structuralis t an d poststructuralis t 
ways o f accountin g fo r th e sel f ar e useful , bu t the y oversimplif y th e 
issues most importan t t o rhetoric theory . The y fai l to grasp the self a s an 
essentially rhetorica l entity , a  site of conflict i n discourse organization . 

Although i t makes good sens e to see the self a s an entity compose d of 
"component systems, " as Culler suggests , i t is also importan t t o see the 
self a s a conflictual organization  o f suc h components . Th e idea o f con-
flictually organize d self-component s explain s ho w an d wh y selve s ac t 
rhetorically. I t explain s wh y selve s sometime s "tak e in " o r internaliz e 
discourse, bu t als o sometime s resis t an d deflect th e linguistic structure s 
and socia l formation s tha t surroun d them . Clearly , selve s ar e not mer e 
radio receptor s fo r socia l discourse . The y ar e not passive vehicle s con -
stantly animate d i n differen t pattern s b y th e passing-through o f cease -
lessly changin g socia l discourse . Selve s d o no t becom e eac h an d ever y 
socially constructe d discours e formatio n the y encounter ; somethin g withi n 
its own inner organization prompt s the self to identify wit h certai n socia l 
forms an d to reject others . 
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In som e way s th e account o f the self offere d b y Culle r an d others i s 
compatible wit h th e accoun t o f self-structur e give n b y contemporar y 
psychoanalytic thinkers . Theorist s wh o maintain a  lively interes t i n the 
self understan d it , no t i n term s o f som e authoritativel y unifie d an d 
dominating ego , but (much like Culler) a s poorly organize d self-compo -
nents tha t interac t wit h variabl e consequences . Thes e sam e theorist s 
frequently maintai n tha t the "voice" of the ego has no existence prior to 
the voice of others. The self i s not some homunculus tha t stand s outsid e 
and beyon d al l social interaction . Instead , th e self gain s "form " a s it is 
"informed" b y the speech of others. The self indeed is a function o f self-
components tha t participat e i n an d reflec t psychologicall y significan t 
nodules of social discourse. But these components, althoug h they chang e 
over time as a result of social interaction, nonetheles s maintai n relativel y 
stable configuration s withi n th e self. Th e relative stabilit y o f thes e con -
figurations allow s th e self t o dialectically engag e and resist—rather tha n 
passively submi t to—socia l interaction . 

Poststructuralist description s o f th e sel f an d th e account s give n b y 
Kohut and Lacan, fo r example, diffe r i n their emphasi s on language. For 
most poststructuralists , th e sel f i s nothin g bu t speech . Fo r Kohu t an d 
Lacan, speec h is central to self formation , bu t the human perso n i s more 
than speech ; i t is a biological organis m whos e desires , goals , an d ambi -
tions ar e organized b y linguisti c structure s tha t overla y an d complicat e 
more primordia l biologica l an d preverbal structures . Th e self i s not jus t 
a "text" ; i t i s a n activ e an d comple x organizatio n o f libidina l invest -
ments. I t is , as well, a  process o f disorganize d organization , a  moving , 
interacting effec t o f discordant self-components . 

Rhetoric migh t b e define d a s a  well-focuse d an d carefull y crafte d 
strategy fo r changin g self-organization . I t seek s t o participat e i n th e 
modification o f self-component s i n order t o produce change s i n huma n 
action o r belief . A s a n activity , rhetori c require s discipline—strategy , 
organization, planning , complexity—becaus e selve s ar e not passiv e re -
ceptors o f discourse . Selve s d o not simpl y adop t th e discourse system s 
they encounter ; they admire , resist , o r reject discours e according to their 
own uniqu e character . Selve s are clearly organized b y forces tha t are not 
fully disclose d i n an y purel y linguisti c analysi s o f th e organizatio n o f 
language. 

A properl y comple x understandin g o f th e sel f i s importan t fo r a 
theory o f rhetoric. I f the discipline of rhetoric is to have the coherency it 
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aspires to , th e sel f mus t b e imagine d a s havin g a  self-structur e hel d i n 
place by organizin g principles tha t ar e responsive t o th e forces operatin g 
in rhetorical transactions . 

Major concept s i n rhetori c reflec t th e discipline' s longtim e interes t i n 
relationships betwee n self-structur e an d rhetorica l structure . Style , fo r 
example, i s a n importan t rhetorica l concep t reflectin g assumption s tha t 
rhetoricians hol d i n regard t o the relative stability o f self-structure . Styl e 
indicates a  certain distinctivenes s i n th e manne r (a s oppose d t o th e con -
tent) o f expression . A t time s thi s distinctivenes s ca n refe r t o sociall y 
learned qualities , fo r example , whe n a  write r i s describe d a s havin g a 
Romantic style . I n thi s sense , styl e help s u s t o understan d ho w huma n 
character i s informe d b y socia l custom . Equall y often , styl e posit s a 
certain uniqueness o f characte r itself. I n thi s sense, style shows how eac h 
subject, althoug h informe d b y socia l custom , als o reformulate s th e pat -
terns o f socia l custo m i n distinctiv e ways . Be n Jonson , fo r example , 
insists tha t "thi s m y styl e n o livin g ma n shal l touch." 16 I n a  simila r 
fashion (bu t usin g a  mor e theoretica l vocabulary ) Pau l Valer y argues , 
"Style signifie s th e manne r i n whic h a  ma n [woman ] expresse s [her- ] 
himself, regardles s o f wha t h e [she ] expresses, an d i t i s held t o revea l hi s 
[her] nature , quit e apar t fro m hi s [her ] actua l thought—fo r though t ha s 
no style." 17 Jane Gallop , afte r discussin g Lacan' s interes t i n style , sug -
gests tha t "th e objec t o f psychoanalyti c stud y reveal s itsel f a s style." 18 

Style, i n thi s case , reflect s th e manne r i n whic h conten t o f an y sor t i s 
appropriated b y the symptoms o f subjectivity . 

The sel f has a  relatively stabl e self-structure , an d therefore a  recogniz-
able style . Rhetorician s frequentl y describ e an d analyz e thi s property i n 
linguistic structure s produce d b y writers . Styl e i s importan t no t simpl y 
because i t i s a  distinctiv e propert y o f selves ; i t i s importan t becaus e i t 
describes a  linguistic sit e where self-structure , engagin g socia l discourse , 
produces rhetoric . Rhetorician s examin e ho w th e styl e o f th e sel f i s 
"characteristically" carried forward (consciousl y an d unconsciously) int o 
language t o achiev e rhetorica l effects . Terr y Eagleto n emphasize s tha t 
much o f Frederi c Jameson' s rhetorica l forc e derive s fro m hi s persona l 
rhetorical style . "Jameson, " h e observes , "compose s rathe r tha n write s 
his texts , an d hi s pros e .  .  .  carrie s a n intens e libidina l charge , a  bur -
nished eleganc e an d unruffle d poise , whic h allow s hi m t o sustai n a 
rhetorical lucidit y throug h th e mos t tortuous , intractabl e materials." 19 

Although i t expresse s th e "subjectivity " o f th e writer , styl e compose s 
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also th e "subject " o f sentences , an d a t leas t momentaril y (and , whe n 
effective, mor e than momentarily), a unique subjectivity within the reader. 

Other facet s o f rhetorical study imply a  similar co-responsive relation -
ship betwee n self-structur e an d rhetorica l language . Becaus e selve s re -
spond to rhetorical discourse in complicated patterns of pleasure, censor -
ship, attention , an d belief , rhetorica l activit y attempt s t o contro l an d 
direct thes e comple x interwove n pattern s o f response . Whe n speaker s 
prepare speeches , fo r example , the y typicall y see k t o lear n th e attitudes , 
feelings, an d value s o f thei r audienc e i n orde r t o promot e certai n in -
tended rhetorica l effects . Audiences , rhetorician s argue , ca n b e mos t 
easily moved when they are flattered b y a  speaker who seems to promot e 
their ow n values . Flatter y i s no t a  mer e ornamenta l device . A s Burk e 
argues, "Persuasio n b y flatter y i s bu t a  specia l cas e o f persuasio n i n 
general."20 This assumption indicates something important abou t rhetor -
ical transactions: Rhetorical structures wor k bes t when they "fi t into " o r 
"work on " psychologica l structure s alread y in place. 

The belief s o f a n audienc e ar e importan t t o kno w becaus e w e assum e 
that th e self , a s a  resul t o f deepl y hel d beliefs , ca n resis t rhetorica l 
manipulation. Rea l people , unlik e th e passiv e creature s ofte n conceive d 
by structuralis t theory , ar e not easil y "subjected " t o rhetorica l effect s o f 
language. Rea l people resis t tha t whic h the y sens e t o b e "rhetoric. " Th e 
self seem s to hav e a  relatively stabl e structur e tha t identifie s wit h partic -
ular feeling s an d idea s i n a  predictabl e way , s o i t activel y resist s othe r 
opposing feelings an d ideas . Rhetorician s acknowledg e thi s fact an d see k 
to develop rhetorica l strategie s tha t can overcome resistance . 

Human valu e an d belief—characte r itself—ar e no t easil y change d 
because o f self-structure . Self-structur e reflect s thos e organization s o f 
libidinal investmen t an d libidina l contro l tha t defin e subjectivity . Thes e 
organizations ar e durable and not easily changed. Rhetoricians , however , 
believe effectivel y planne d discours e ca n overcom e th e resistanc e thes e 
systems hav e t o rhetoric . Whe n resistanc e i s overcome , th e stabilit y o f 
human characte r i s an ally rather than a n enemy to rhetoric . 

Consider fo r a  moment ho w the tempora l stabilit y o f the sel f contrib -
utes t o rhetorica l effects . I t seem s clea r tha t rhetori c ca n work—tha t i t 
can hav e practica l effect s o n th e way s peopl e ac t an d behave . Bu t wha t 
makes thes e effect s possible ? Ho w doe s mer e languag e hav e lastin g ef -
fects o n a  biological organism ? I t mus t b e the cas e that effectiv e rhetori c 
is something lik e self-structure itself . I t i s not a  mere collection o f word s 
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and voices , not a passive structure o f language; rhetoric—like self-struc -
ture—manipulates th e properties o f linguistic for m tha t organiz e (artic -
ulate th e emotiona l an d linguisti c component s of ) th e self . Bot h struc -
tures, rhetori c an d the self, activel y emplo y languag e to organize huma n 
feeling and behavior. 

Rhetorical for m "works " when i t operates psychologica l mechanism s 
that infor m self-structure . Mor e importantly , rhetorica l for m ca n wor k 
only when it s effect survive s the temporal momen t o f language exposure , 
is preserve d i n certai n component s o f self-structure , an d is carried for -
ward temporall y int o some larger horizon o f thought an d planning. 

For mos t people , huma n experienc e i s no t lik e a n afternoo n a t th e 
circus, a  dizz y disorganize d collectio n o f momentar y rides , tha t onc e 
ridden, ar e immediatel y lef t behind . Som e principl e organize s an d fo -
cuses huma n experience . Self-structur e i s precisel y suc h a  principle . I t 
gives meaning , focus , an d organizatio n t o divers e segment s o f huma n 
experience. Effectiv e rhetoric , i n a  simila r manner , make s us e o f thi s 
same principl e o f focu s an d organization . Effectiv e rhetorica l transac -
tions, lik e strongl y remembere d experiences , stan d ou t a s a n orderin g 
center fo r a n otherwis e les s impressiv e collectio n o f disperse d impres -
sions. The y dra w disorganize d element s o f memor y an d emotio n int o 
their patterne d structure . Admittedly , peopl e ar e often onl y momentar -
ily move d b y rhetoric . Bu t peopl e ca n b e affecte d i n way s tha t mov e 
them to vote or act in conformity wit h rhetorica l aim s at moments muc h 
later than the time of the rhetorical experience . Effectiv e rhetori c is not a 
momentary an d quickly emptie d thing , an d this fac t require s mor e theo -
retical attention . Throug h language , suc h rhetori c tap s th e energ y tha t 
organizes self-structure . I t ca n radicall y an d lastingl y chang e people' s 
attitudes because , muc h lik e stron g experienc e itself , i t make s us e of 
language to build self-structure . 

All thes e observation s lea d m e to a  simple generalizatio n importan t t o 
describing relationship s betwee n rhetori c an d self-structure . Ther e i s a 
sense in which peopl e chang e an d a there i s a sense i n which peopl e d o 
not change . Thi s assumption i s essential for rhetorical theory . Th e self is 
stable enough to resist change and changeable enough to admit to rhetor -
ical manipulation, bu t not so changeable a s to be in constant chameleon -
like respons e t o eac h an d every socia l force . Rhetori c therefor e need s a 
theory o f th e sel f tha t i s sufficientl y comple x t o conceptualiz e thes e 
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features. A  theor y o f rhetori c need s a n understandin g o f th e sel f tha t 
appreciates the relative stability and instability o f self-structure . 

Implications 

I hav e argue d tha t th e sel f ha s a  relativel y stabl e self-structure . I  hav e 
also argue d tha t self-structur e i s give n particula r shap e b y historica l 
processes. Thes e claim s hav e implication s fo r a n understandin g o f th e 
nature of ethos. Le t me now make these implications mor e explicit . 

A "modern " sel f differ s fro m th e Aristotelia n self , and , becaus e o f 
this, a n Aristotelian ethos  differ s fro m a  modern ethos.  Le t me be mor e 
emphatic: It is not simply that Greeks and moderns have different selves , 
but that the larger structure of ethos—the particula r mechanisms govern -
ing ho w personalit y ca n itsel f b e persuasive—i s quit e differen t i n th e 
two models . 

Aristotle's idea s are not outdated, bu t they are restrictive. Thes e idea s 
were formulate d withi n a  particula r socia l an d psychologica l moment . 
The Gree k self , Gree k culture , an d Gree k rhetori c ar e interactive unit s 
that functio n differentl y tha n th e moder n self , moder n culture , an d 
modern rhetoric . Cliffor d Geert z argue s tha t th e huma n anima l i s an 
incomplete thin g tha t find s it s completion onl y i n culture. 21 W e shoul d 
assume tha t differen t culture s "complete " selve s i n differen t ways , an d 
provide differen t structure s for rhetorical interaction . 

To understan d th e form o f modern ethos  (though i t is difficult t o give 
"modern" a  specifi c date ) w e mus t first,  followin g th e implication s o f 
Rorty's argument , conside r the particular natur e of modern cultur e in its 
relation t o th e moder n sel f an d moder n rhetoric . Ho w doe s moder n 
culture give form an d direction to both self-structur e an d self-activity ? 

An importan t aspec t o f moder n cultur e i s it s prodigiou s diversity , 
plurality, an d multiplicity . Thi s cultura l diversit y i s no t simpl y some -
thing "outside " us . I t i s par t o f us , par t o f ou r consciousness . Geert z 
argues tha t "th e hallmark o f modern consciousnes s . . . i s its enormou s 
multiplicity."22 Geert z point s ou t tha t i n premoder n societie s huma n 
actions ar e governe d b y "primordia l attachments " define d b y blood , 
race, language , region , religion , an d custom. Traditionally , thes e attach -
ments establis h socia l groups , an d probabl y als o determin e th e value s 
held b y thes e groups . Thes e traditiona l attachment s hav e bee n ver y 
strong rhetorica l tools . Fo r most o f th e developed worl d thes e tie s and 
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their correspondin g rhetori c ar e much diminished . Racial , religious , and 
linguistic conflic t continue , an d in som e area s increas e i n intensity , bu t 
nation state s o f th e Wes t hav e minimize d o r simpl y reformulate d th e 
terms for racial, religious , an d linguistic identification . 

Extreme socia l mobilit y no w allows an d encourages peopl e t o situat e 
themselves withi n an d identify wit h a  much wide r diversit y o f relation -
ships. I t i s n o longe r uncommo n fo r childre n t o leav e thei r parents , 
marry outsid e o f thei r religio n o r race , abando n ol d customs, an d move 
to new regions. As the authority o f primordial tie s diminish, ne w forces 
work t o situat e an d regulat e th e self . On e o f thes e force s i s moder n 
culture itself , which , characterize d b y diversit y an d plurality , reduce s 
the emphasi s give n to the unquestioned authorit y o f primordial identifi -
cations. 

Aristotle wa s aware o f conflict s amon g authorities , bu t demonstrate d 
an attachmen t t o a "primordial" authority ; h e idealized "truth " bot h as 
a voic e o f authorit y an d a s a  singl e voice . B y comparison , moder n 
American cultur e doe s no t idealize an y single voic e a s the fountainhea d 
of authority . Instead , man y differen t an d distinct voices are empowered, 
and al l clamor t o spea k wit h authority . Moder n culture , a s a consume r 
culture, ha s in fac t becom e a  consume r o f th e "truth " voice s o f othe r 
cultures. Jus t a s w e bu y th e physica l product s o f othe r cultures , w e 
commodify, i n a  hybridize d form , th e though t o f othe r cultures . Th e 
world become s a  vast supermarket o f artifacts, discourses , and values, all 
available for consumption . 

Ihab Hassa n see s "postmoder n pluralism " a s powerfully disruptive , 
insisting tha t "pluralis m .  . .  has become th e irritable conditio n o f post -
modern discourse." 23 H e describe s "postmodern " cultur e a s a  scen e 
where authoritative guides for human actio n and value no longer preside . 
In place of authority, Hassa n finds  indeterminacy , fragmentation , decan -
onization o f authority , irony , an d hybridization . A s moder n o r post -
modern selve s becom e caugh t i n th e conflictua l linguisti c coding s o f 
modern culture , the y confron t th e psychologica l effect s o f a  radica l 
disorder. 

Modern cultur e "informs " self-structure . Th e cultural an d social lif e 
of th e modern develope d worl d i s especiall y informe d b y pluralit y an d 
diversity, an d this experience characterizes the modern self . Such a self is 
torn an d disordered b y many differen t style s o f authorit y an d personal-
ity. I t hears, remembers , an d internalizes man y differen t style s o f voice. 
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As th e modern sel f develops , i t seek s t o establis h identit y i n relation t o 
the many voice s competin g fo r its attention. Rort y argue s tha t the mod-
ern sel f " is " (at the leve l o f self-representation , anyway ) nothin g mor e 
than a  set of action s o r choices ; moderns, i n other words , identif y thei r 
selves no t wit h som e concret e entity , bu t wit h th e act  of choosin g a n 
identity. Postmodern s disput e the self's "freedom" t o choose its identity. 
Nonetheless ther e i s agreement tha t the modern (an d postmodern) sel f is 
fractured b y conflictual self-images . Perhaps , for this reason, the modern 
self seem s especiall y characterize d b y anxiety , interna l diversity , an d 
conflict. 

Heinz Kohut , a  psychoanalyst , finds  evidenc e fo r th e fragmente d 
nature o f the modern sel f i n literature. Lik e Rorty , h e believes literatur e 
reflects self-structure . H e also believes that the literary products of mod -
ern cultur e diffe r markedl y fro m olde r forms . H e argue s tha t wherea s 
artists o f th e pas t wrot e dram a i n whic h a  "relativel y stron g self " i s 
exposed t o "love s an d hates, .  .  .  triumphs an d defeats," man y moder n 
artists "hav e begu n t o deal with a  new set of issues": "This se t of issues, 
to spea k o f it in the most gros s terms , i s the falling apar t o f the self and 
of th e worl d an d th e tas k o f reconstitutin g th e sel f an d th e world." 24 

Kohut's psychoanalyticall y informe d observatio n echoe s th e claim s lit -
erary critics have made for years. One watermark of "modern" literatur e 
seems t o be the expression o f a  restless an d divided self . Fragmentatio n 
and divisio n dominat e moder n experience . Jurge n Haberma s suggest s 
that an older form o f ideological control , "fals e consciousness, " require d 
older ideologica l formations . I n modern societie s fals e consciousnes s has 
given way to a new structure calle d "fragmente d consciousness." 25 

If fragmentatio n an d ethica l pluralis m characteriz e moder n cultur e 
and th e modern self , w e should examin e ho w these feature s pla y a  role 
in moder n ethos.  Traditiona l reading s o f Aristotl e an d othe r classica l 
thinkers describ e ethos  a s a fairly simpl e interactio n amon g selves . Ethos 
presents itsel f a s a  clea r voic e o f authorit y an d a  vigorously dominan t 
force presidin g ove r a  curious backgroun d o f silence . Effectiv e rhetori c 
establishes authority , clearl y communicate s it s meaning, an d effectivel y 
silences it s opposition . Suc h thinkin g ma y effectively describ e th e kin d 
of sel f an d society tha t Aristotl e knew . Bu t such a  self an d society i s not 
our own. 

Consider anothe r les s tid y mode l t o describ e th e moder n rhetorica l 
context. I n thi s option , effectiv e rhetori c i s no t a  clearl y authoritativ e 
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and all-powerfu l energ y i n discourse ; instead , i t i s a  forc e alway s i n 
conflict wit h a n opposition . Effectiv e rhetori c indee d dominate s othe r 
voices. I t subdues the noise of other voices and is heard abov e them. But 
in moder n culture , effectiv e rhetori c neve r completel y silence s othe r 
voices. Modern selves , i t seems, suffe r a  certain failur e o f repression and 
can always , whe n the y liste n carefully , hea r othe r competin g noises , o r 
voices of opposition, i n the background. Moder n texts , whe n pai d som e 
attention b y moder n selves , alway s deconstruct . A  mode l fo r moder n 
ethos shoul d reflec t thi s characte r o f th e moder n conditio n describe d 
here. I t shoul d acknowledg e th e multiplicit y o f moder n culture , th e 
divided natur e of the self, an d the contingency o f truth claims . 

It i s not easy , however , t o redefine moder n etho s i n terms o f textua l 
multiplicity. I f ethos  is , as defined here , a n argument i n which rhetorica l 
force derive s no t from "logical " suppor t fo r wha t i s said , bu t from th e 
perceived personalit y o f th e agen t behin d wha t i s said , the n a  moder n 
ethos may appear theoreticall y inconceivable . A n "author's" voice hear d 
in a text by a reader seem s to generate many differen t messages , and thus 
never appear s singula r o r securel y "itself. " Increasingly , author s appea r 
to b e very unstabl e entities . Thei r character s becom e a  function o f read -
ers' projection s an d thei r meaning s becom e th e resul t o f ideologica l 
effects. I f texts really have multiple voices, the n author s disappear . 

It ofte n seem s w e can' t hav e bot h a t th e sam e time : a  theor y tha t 
explains th e rhetor's presenc e i n a  text an d a theory tha t full y describe s 
the plura l dissemination s o f textual codes . Contemporar y critica l theor y 
seems to require us to choose betwee n tw o theoretical alternatives . I f we 
embrace th e multiplicit y o f discourse , w e must abando n an y notion o f 
authorial presence an d intention. If , o n the other hand , w e believe in the 
efficacy o f rhetorica l presenc e an d intention, w e must abando n a  belie f 
in the plurality o f textual meaning . 

I think we can have—at the same time—a theor y of textual multiplic -
ity an d a  modified theor y o f authoria l intention . Ethos,  i n fact , i s bes t 
understood a s an interpla y o f tw o features : firs t a n author' s voic e i n a 
text and, second, tha t voice rhetorically manipulate d b y the plural natur e 
of self , text , an d context . I  want t o conside r ethos  a s an externalizatio n 
of variou s aspect s o f th e rhetor' s self-structur e (presen t a s "voice" ) af -
fecting—that is , contributing to the internalization of—th e reader' s self -
structure. I  also want t o consider ethos  a s something energize d precisel y 
by th e plural, self-oppositional , an d divided natur e o f bot h th e self and 
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conflictual cultura l ideologies . I  discus s thi s las t assertio n i n mor e detai l 
later. Le t us now concentrat e o n the earlier , mor e simple assertion . 

In seekin g t o understan d ethos,  we shoul d examin e relationships amon g 
three things : th e structur e o f th e argument , th e self-structur e o f th e 
speaker, an d th e self-structur e o f th e addressee . Wha t w e se e an d tal k 
about i n thi s triangula r relationshi p wil l alway s b e determine d b y cul -
ture, history , an d persona l projection . Nonetheless , w e wil l alway s b e 
able t o se e somethin g i n a  text , an d i n mos t case s w e wil l imagin e th e 
"real" voice of a n author in relation t o the rhetorical effect s produce d b y 
a text . Whe n w e fee l rhetorica l effects , w e wil l alway s ten d t o attribut e 
them t o th e agenc y o f anothe r personalit y outsid e us , workin g th e rhe -
torical effect s o f language on us . 

There shoul d b e nothing objectionabl e i n this . I f we construct a  more 
complicated notio n o f text s an d selves , w e ca n legitimatel y imagin e 
relationships thi s way . I f culture , throug h language , provide s device s 
that structur e selves , ther e mus t b e link s betwee n th e self-structurin g 
effects o f rhetoric on readers and the self-structures (reflectiv e o f ideolog -
ical force s workin g throug h them ) lef t i n text s (and , i n som e margina l 
sense o f th e term , intended ) b y rhetoricians . Cultures , w e ma y say , 
structure selves . Bu t culture s d o no t spea k b y themselves . The y spea k 
through th e selve s the y construct . I n speakin g throug h selves , the y 
construct selves . Texts , thus , mus t contai n device s tha t connec t th e self -
structure o f author s with the self-structure o f readers . 

We ca n imagin e thes e issue s i n a  mor e concret e wa y b y considerin g 
relationships betwee n th e concept o f ethos  developed b y rhetoricians an d 
the concep t o f charism a develope d b y sociologists . Thin k o f charism a a s 
both a n aspec t o f self-structur e an d a s a n agenc y fo r rhetorica l force . 
Studies o f charism a provid e clear , almos t empirical , description s o f stron g 
personalities makin g effective rhetorica l use of self-structure . 

In Wirtschaft  und  Gesellschaft,  Ma x Webe r sough t t o explai n ho w 
new value s an d institution s ar e introduce d an d supporte d i n society . I n 
short, h e sough t t o explai n change . H e bega n wit h a n analysi s o f th e 
sources o f a  culture' s authority , an d maintaine d tha t leadershi p derive s 
from thre e major source s of power: traditional, rational , an d charismatic . 
Traditional an d rationa l authority , h e argued, hav e a  certain permanenc e 
and ar e bot h "institution s o f dail y routine. " Charismati c authorit y i s a 
different mod e o f authority . It s legitimac y come s neithe r fro m specia l 
knowledge no r fro m th e leader' s specia l plac e i n a  socia l hierarch y o f 
power. Charismati c authorit y i s held b y peopl e wh o "hav e bee n neithe r 
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office-holders no r incumbent s o f a n occupatio n .  . .  tha t i s me n wh o 
have acquire d exper t knowledg e an d wh o serv e fo r remuneration." 26 

Such authority derives , Weber argued , purel y from th e personal qualitie s 
of th e leader . B y virtu e o f thei r personality , charismati c leader s ar e "se t 
apart fro m ordinar y me n [women ] an d treate d a s endowe d wit h eithe r 
supernatural, o r superhuman , o r a t leas t specificall y exceptiona l pow -
ers."27 Weber' s emphasi s o n th e persuasiv e rol e o f personalit y i n cha -
risma i s analogou s t o ethos  a s I  hav e define d th e term : a n argumen t i n 
which rhetorica l forc e derive s no t fro m th e logi c o f wha t i s said , bu t 
from th e perceive d personalit y o f th e agen t behin d wha t i s said . Con -
sidered fro m thi s perspective , th e powe r o f charism a i s precisel y th e 
power o f ethos.  I n bot h charism a an d ethica l argument , powe r stem s 
directly fro m th e personality o f the speaker . 

Whereas sociologist s hav e documente d th e widesprea d occurrenc e o f 
charismatic leadership , psychoanalyst s an d psychoanalyticall y traine d 
sociologists an d anthropologist s hav e trie d t o explai n it s mode o f opera -
tion. W . LaBarr e argue s tha t th e charismati c leader' s messag e i s "no t 
new informatio n o f th e structur e o f th e world , bu t onl y o f ne w inne r 
emotional structurin g i n people's culture-personality." 28 Theorist s argu e 
that th e self-structur e o f th e charismati c leade r play s tw o role s i n socia l 
interaction. First , an d thi s i s al l too obvious , thes e leaders have a  partic-
ular structur e o f personalit y tha t appeal s t o thei r followers . Secon d (an d 
this i s mor e interesting) , charismati c leader s kno w ho w t o "elaborate " 
their personality-structure symbolicall y fo r follower s t o emulate . I n thi s 
"elaboration," leader s activat e man y message s withi n th e mor e litera l 
message o f thei r speech . Charismati c leader s ofte n outlin e a  "mission " 
for thei r follower s t o follow . Thi s missio n ma y requir e th e performanc e 
of rea l actions , bu t als o encourage s follower s t o develo p a  structur e o f 
defenses, desires , an d repressions— a self-structure—simila r t o tha t o f 
the leader . I t i s a s i f charismati c leader s rel y o n an d dra w rhetorica l 
power fro m a  certain (usuall y unconscious ) contro l o f th e plura l voice s 
of thei r ow n text . A  ke y componen t o f th e charismati c leader' s power , 
then, lie s not simpl y i n th e structur e o f personality , bu t i n th e abilit y t o 
communicate, an d especiall y t o communicat e onesel f (an d al l the variou s 
linguistic layers o f oneself) , i n al l the various layer s o f one' s message . A s 
Winer, Jobe , an d Ferron o poin t out , th e charismati c leade r "mus t hav e 
extraordinary power s o f communication , usuall y oratorica l a s wel l a s 
written."29 

How d o th e mechanism s o f charism a operat e withi n th e field  o f 
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discourse? Tw o dimension s o f psychoanalyti c speculatio n see m t o offe r 
answers. First , numerou s thinker s hav e linke d charism a t o speakers ' 
ability t o "share " an d "elaborate " a n unconsciou s fantas y withi n th e 
more obviou s materia l o f thei r message . Second , charism a ha s bee n 
linked t o speakers ' powe r t o depict , fo r others , thei r ow n master y o f a 
conflict analogou s t o th e conflict s experience d b y listeners . Charismati c 
leaders' power t o elaborat e thei r fantasy migh t b e understood i n relatio n 
to Ernest Borman' s work o n grou p decision making . Borma n argue s tha t 
the unconscious sharin g o f grou p fantas y ofte n direct s th e path o f grou p 
decisions. I f grou p decision s ar e manipulate d b y th e sharin g o f fantasy , 
then charismati c figure s ma y b e leader s wh o ar e especiall y adep t a t 
unconscious (an d perhap s conscious ) communicatio n an d elaboratio n o f 
fantasy. I n anothe r context , Jea n Wyat t claim s tha t literar y text s ca n 
contribute t o th e productio n o f politicall y consequentia l fantas y a s the y 
invite reader s t o participat e i n thei r ow n politicall y relevan t fantasies. 30 

Clearly, relationship s betwee n politic s an d fantas y ar e importan t an d 
require mor e research . Here , however , I  wan t t o subordinat e concern s 
for particula r fantasie s an d focu s sharpl y o n th e relatio n betwee n cha -
risma and the mastery o f psychological conflict . 

Recall th e clai m I  mad e earlier : Ethos  link s th e self-structur e o f th e 
reader t o th e self-structur e o f th e author . Winer , Jobe , an d Ferron o 
suggest tha t peopl e wh o respon d t o charismati c leader s (tha t is , t o mas -
ters o f ethos)  respon d especiall y t o a  fantasy abou t th e master y o f con -
flict.31 However , wha t ma y b e mos t importan t her e i s not th e natur e o f 
a particular conflict , bu t th e genera l structure o f conflic t itself . Conside r 
this generalize d huma n experience , th e mastery o f conflict , a s somethin g 
not presen t i n a  tex t i n th e for m o f a  subjec t o r content , bu t a s a 
structuring device . Thi s devic e indee d "structures " th e languag e o f th e 
text, bu t i t is able to work rhetoricall y becaus e i t "reflects " th e linguisti c 
structure o f th e autho r an d "affects " th e linguisti c self-structur e o f th e 
reader. 

There ar e man y way s t o tal k abou t th e element s o f a  text . W e tal k 
about som e element s a s present i n a  literal way—for example , thing s a n 
author literall y names , suc h a s places , objects , an d people . Othe r ele -
ments w e tal k abou t ar e no t presen t literall y bu t symbolically . Psychol -
ogists, fo r example , analyz e ho w litera l event s ma y represen t uncon -
scious fantasy material . I  want t o discus s somethin g mor e primitive , no t 
so muc h a n entit y a s a n even t tha t seek s no t t o represen t selve s bu t t o 
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structure selves . When text s structure th e mastery o f conflic t a s a rhetor-
ical strategy , thi s even t i s no t a  "what " tha t th e tex t talk s about , bu t a 
"how" tha t structure s th e reader' s respons e t o th e subjec t o f a  text' s 
discussion. 

Consider a  particular aspec t o f a  rhetor's personality—a n experienc e 
of conflict , self-opposition , an d master y o f conflict . Thi s them e o f con -
flict ca n be considered a s simply another fantasy theme , o r a s a structural 
principle—a principle both within text s and within selves . Imagine, first , 
that text s "elaborate " an d "master " conflic t (self-opposition ) i n variou s 
complex way s and , second , tha t textua l "forms " fo r th e master y o f 
conflict ar e at the same time "forms" for human experience that "inform " 
self-structure. Reader s experienc e th e conflictua l natur e o f self-structur e 
as they participat e i n th e effect s o f conflic t tha t the y fin d elaborate d an d 
organized fo r the m i n texts . Authors , throug h th e conflictua l languag e 
of a  text, leav e traces o f self-structurin g device s tha t organiz e i n particu -
lar way s th e conten t o f thei r ow n selves . Thes e device s affec t readers — 
that is , the y wor k o n th e self-structur e o f readers—no t al l i n th e sam e 
way, bu t i n a  multitude o f recognizable patterns . 

A text' s rhetorica l powe r i s relate d t o th e effec t i t produce s throug h 
its particula r organizatio n an d elaboratio n o f conflict . Certai n relation -
ships betwee n psychologica l conflic t an d argumen t ar e obvious : A n ar -
gument alway s participate s i n a  conflict, becaus e there ar e no argument s 
when ther e i s absolute agreement . Whe n a n argument show s rea l power , 
that is , whe n i t trigger s chang e o r increase d commitment , i t doe s tw o 
things. First , i t engage s a  conflict . Second , i t overcome s som e opposi -
tion. 

For example , perhap s whe n w e rea d a n articl e w e agre e with , w e sa y 
that i t i s a  goo d argument . Bu t i f th e articl e merel y restate s wha t w e 
already believe , i t ha s no t overcom e a n oppositio n an d thu s ha s no t ye t 
shown tru e argumentativ e force . I f the sel f i s to be changed b y a  piece of 
writing, i t mus t participat e i n a  conflict an d b e moved b y argumentativ e 
force t o overcome it s own inne r opposition , o r resistanc e to change . 

I hav e locate d th e resistance s t o chang e withi n th e structur e o f th e 
self. Th e sel f resist s chang e becaus e self-structur e tend s towar d homeo -
stasis. But i f self-structure explain s the self's resistanc e to rhetoric , i t also 
explains the self's seductio n b y rhetoric. I  want to suggest that the uniqu e 
psychological "torque " o f moder n rhetorica l powe r ca n b e explaine d a s 
a mechanis m "funded " b y th e divide d characte r o f moder n self-struc -
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ture. Moder n form s o f ethos  ca n "divide " u s fro m ou r habitua l value s 
because, a s moderns , w e ar e always , i n advance , a t a  deepe r level , 
divided, self-conflicte d selves . 

It ma y be tha t th e centra l powe r o f "modern " ethos  derive s no t so 
much from a  rhetor's abilit y to develop unconscious fantasies an d gratif y 
unconscious need s o f th e self, bu t more primordiall y fro m th e rhetor' s 
ability t o activat e th e inne r dynamic s o f self-division—t o liberat e re -
pressed voices , t o activat e self-conflict , t o reshape the linguistic for m o f 
self-components. Th e work o f Martin Fishbei n an d leek Ajze n suggest s 
that self-persuasio n ma y be the most effectiv e for m o f persuasion . Self -
persuasion, the y argue , create s intrapersona l discrepanc y a s it challenges 
beliefs an d value premises . I t unbalance s fixed  cognition s tha t preserv e 
dominant values . I n self-persuasio n individual s ar e not given a n oppor -
tunity t o mobiliz e eg o defense s tha t easil y resis t th e assault s o f othe r 
voices. Instead , individual s ar e place d i n a  positio n tha t change s th e 
structure o f their inne r self-component s a s they listen to their own inner 
voices i n new ways. Self-persuasio n doe s no t come fro m th e outside as 
an external "authority " goadin g people to accept certain values ; it comes 
from th e inside a s an internal voic e (bot h a n agent an d an expression of 
self-change) reorganizin g relationship s amon g self-components . 

Fishbein an d Ajzen sugges t tha t effectiv e persuasio n create s a  conflic t 
within the self.32 But it may be that, give n the nature of the modern self , 
the task of rhetoric is not to create conflic t i n the self, bu t first  to bypass 
ego defense s tha t normall y maintai n a  stabl e character , an d the n t o 
mobilize, a t a  dee p leve l o f self-structure , th e inherentl y conflictua l 
nature of the self. 

Modern theorie s o f th e sel f se e i t as , i n variou s degrees , divided . 
Freud, Kohut , an d Laca n se e th e self , no t a s a  unifie d maste r o f it s 
actions, but as a more compromised structur e presiding over negotiation s 
among conflictua l inne r forces . I n Freud' s earl y topographi c mode l o f 
mind, behavio r i s explaine d a s the resul t o f compromise s betwee n th e 
unconscious pus h o f drives and the preconscious restrainin g structur e of 
the ego. 33 A s Freud' s theor y evolved , thre e structures—id , ego , and 
superego—are see n i n conflic t withi n th e self. I n the later wor k o f ego 
psychologists, psychi c "structure " become s a  ter m tha t describe s th e 
relatively stabl e organizatio n o f the self's restlessl y unstabl e an d conflic -
tual inner components. 34 

The eg o would see m t o be the rhetorical cente r o f the self. It s task is 
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to organize , synthesize , reconcile , o r otherwise repres s divisive and con-
flictual self-component s s o that individual s ca n effectively (o r somewha t 
effectively) pursu e thei r needs and desires. We normally thin k of the ego 
as a  structure tha t manage s th e conflicts o f self-component s clearl y "in -
side" th e self . I n a  certai n sens e thi s i s true , bu t i t i s als o misleading . 
Psychoanalytic theorist s hav e mor e tha n a  little difficult y distinguishin g 
between thos e representation s o f people (ofte n i n the form o f memories ) 
inside th e sel f tha t serv e t o represen t th e outsid e world , an d thos e 
representations o f peopl e insid e th e sel f tha t structur e th e self's  inne r 
organization. Freud , fo r example , argue d tha t a  person's supereg o ofte n 
develops fro m a n internalize d imag e o f th e father . Extrapolatin g fro m 
this principle , w e migh t sa y tha t al l interna l self-component s ar e i n 
various degree s modele d afte r th e self-structure s o f externa l others . A 
person's "interna l world " i s alway s somethin g brough t int o th e insid e 
from th e outsid e worl d (althoug h th e ac t o f takin g i n als o involve s a 
degree of reshaping) . 

Psychoanalytic theor y thu s provide s a  model fo r understanding ethos 
as the effect o f a  specific fluidit y withi n self-structur e bein g affecte d b y 
the flow o f social discourse. Thi s has implications for argument, writing , 
and pedagogy . Whe n student s hea r th e speec h o f others , thi s speec h 
always ha s the potentia l t o becom e par t o f thei r ow n "inne r speech. " 
Consider ho w student s respon d t o classroo m discussion . Som e discus -
sion is boring, som e is highly engaging . Som e of the engaging classroo m 
speech ma y be remembered. Som e remembere d speec h may be internal -
ized and , furthermore, som e o f the internalized speec h ma y be so dura -
ble a s to becom e par t o f th e student' s self-structure . However , no t all 
speech become s internalized ; wha t i s internalize d alway s reflect s th e 
particular dynamic s o f a  student' s self-structure . W e canno t kno w i n 
advance what sor t o f discourse engage s self-structure an d what doe s not, 
but w e can say that whe n student s confron t throug h respons e t o oute r 
voices th e conflict s withi n thei r ow n inne r voices , the y ar e doin g eg o 
work; the y ar e reworkin g th e inne r organizatio n o f self-components . 
They are , at once, doin g the work tha t contribute s t o the formation o f a 
self, an d doing the work o f rhetoric . Indeed , whe n rhetori c "works, " i t 
works in a literal sense to construct a  self. 

There are further implications . Whe n conflictua l voice s within the self 
are hear d speakin g throug h th e voice s o f rea l peopl e outsid e th e self , 
such argumen t tap s th e deepest power s o f rhetoric . Suc h persuasivenes s 
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is simultaneously ver y public and very private . I t is, like the "hypnotic" 
effect o f highl y charismati c leaders , a  for m o f communicatio n erasin g 
boundaries between speake r and listener and exposing "inner" self-struc -
ture to the reformulating powe r o f "public" rhetoric . 

In summary , i f th e modern sel f i s highly divided , an d if reconcilin g 
the self' s inne r voice s o f opposition i s the task o f both rhetori c an d self-
building, the n text s tha t activat e and direct thes e oppositions an d recon-
ciliations embod y th e key principles o f modern ethos.  Mor e precisely , if 
rhetoric is always at the scene of conflict, an d if the divided nature of the 
self participates i n this conflict—and, indeed , facilitate s rhetorica l actio n 
—then i t follows tha t a  particular kin d o f representation o f self-conflic t 
(an "aestheti c manipulation, " tha t is , o f self-divisiv e conflict ) provide s 
an effective formul a fo r ethos.  I n short, a  distinctly "modern " ethos  may 
well be grasped a s an aesthetic manipulation o f self-division . 

It would b e instructive to illustrate thi s claim in a writer like Bertran d 
Russell, who , with hi s ebullient confidenc e i n argument, seem s precisel y 
the opposit e o f a  divided self . Bu t I defer thi s mor e complicate d cas e of 
self-division i n orde r t o focu s o n th e mor e simpl e cas e o f Georg e Or -
well's "Shootin g a n Elephant." Orwel l doe s not reflect al l the variations 
in th e structura l principle s o f self-divisio n I  have trie d t o describe . The 
ethical an d argumentativ e strategie s o f hi s essay  ar e a  bi t to o obvious . 
Nonetheless thes e all-too-obviou s strategie s ma y effectively suppor t th e 
more controversia l aspect s of my description o f modern ethos. 

Orwell's Etho s as  an Aesthetic Manipulation  of  Self-Division 

Eric Blai r wa s not a  grea t socia l leader , bu t a s "Georg e Orwell " Blai r 
became a  highly visibl e an d "charismatic" journalist . Orwell' s charism a 
is ver y muc h a  functio n o f hi s writin g style , on e tha t stil l serve s a s a 
model for many teachers of writing. T. R. Fyvel, a  later friend o f Orwell, 
describes the effect Orwell' s writing had on him: 

I had spent th e nineteen-thirties fo r the most par t abroad , bu t already i n that 
decade I  ha d come t o admir e Orwell' s firs t novel s an d his journalism, an d I 
thought of him as the English writer whom upon my return to England I would 
above all love to meet.35 

A numbe r o f critic s hav e commente d o n a  sens e o f persona l presence , 
the presenc e o f th e livin g writer , experience d whil e readin g Orwell . 
George Woodcock observes : 
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What makes almost all of Orwell's essays still so fresh and fascinating, lon g afte r 
the occasion for their writing has lost its original interest, i s the informality, the 
sense o f linea r development , whic h give s on e the feelin g o f bein g insid e th e 
author's mind as he is developing his thoughts.36 

Alok Ra i argues tha t th e sense of honesty tha t Orwell' s writin g convey s 
stems i n par t fro m a n "aestheti c o f acknowledge d self-division, " whic h 
provides a  kin d o f "all-purpos e verificatio n principle " makin g Orwel l 
"in ever y position , th e mos t dependabl e o f witnesses , a n 'unwilling ' 
one."37 Repeatedl y Orwell' s person a represent s the experience of a thinker 
in th e process o f balancin g variou s opposin g position s i n particular act s 
of observation an d judgment . 

Orwell's ow n self-divisions ar e many, various , an d fully documented . 
Early i n lif e h e suffere d a s a  middle-clas s bo y tryin g t o b e par t o f th e 
Eton elite . Som e writers argu e tha t thi s sens e of class division tormente d 
Orwell al l hi s life . H e wa s a  police office r i n Burm a wh o admire d th e 
Burmese. Later , h e was an Eton graduat e livin g a s a bum in France and 
England, a n Englishman fighting  fo r socialis m i n Spain, a  socialist fight-
ing fo r th e nationalis m o f England . A s a  writer , Orwel l use s hi s dua l 
perspectives o n lif e t o giv e dept h an d immediac y t o hi s reporting . Ra i 
observes tha t Orwell' s persona , charge d wit h self-division , i s "valuabl e 
not s o much fo r th e individual findings,  whic h ar e often commonplace , 
but rathe r becaus e th e person a is , i n itself , a  livin g recor d . . . o f th e 
process o f finding  out , o f th e difficultie s o f knowledg e an d commit -
ment."38 Eri c Blair , dramatizin g himsel f i n th e persona o f Georg e Or -
well, use s writin g a s a  strateg y fo r expressin g an d seekin g a  kin d o f 
intellectual master y ove r his own many interna l conflicts . Ra i argues tha t 
Orwell write s b y "workin g through , an d simultaneousl y toward s a 
mythical person a whic h i s constitute d precisel y throug h th e stres s be -
tween contendin g elements , betwee n contradictor y yearning s an d di -
vided loyalties." 39 

In the latter part o f his life Orwel l was both popula r an d widely read . 
However, man y critic s questio n hi s statur e a s a  literar y figure.  Th e 
"aesthetics o f self-division " tha t serve d Orwel l wel l a s a  journalis t an d 
essayist di d no t wor k terribl y wel l i n hi s novels . Repeatedly , Orwell' s 
central character s ar e passiv e an d self-destructive . Ra i describe s thes e 
characters a s having a  sensibility "wastefull y bu t als o innocentl y a t war 
with itself." 40 Raymon d William s describe s Orwel l no t a s a great artis t 
but a s a  vigorous thinker , i n effect , a  powerful rhetorician. 41 Bu t he is 
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not a  date d rhetorician . "W e hav e bee n usin g him , sinc e hi s death, " 
Williams says , "a s the groun d fo r a  general argument." 42 Orwell' s essay s 
demonstrate remarkabl e powe r i n proddin g other s t o tak e actio n o r 
rethink positions . Thi s powe r ha s waned littl e ove r th e las t forty years . 

"Shooting a n Elephant " continue s t o b e ver y popula r fo r teacher s o f 
freshman English . Th e piec e ha s man y o f th e qualitie s o f "grea t litera -
ture," an d a t leas t on e o f th e virtue s o f stron g propaganda : a  clea r an d 
powerful argument . Orwel l wrot e th e essa y wit h a  political purpose . H e 
was a t the tim e a  socialist solidl y identifie d wit h anti-imperialis t politics . 
But th e essa y doe s no t soun d lik e anti-imperialis t propagand a becaus e 
powerfully self-divide d feeling s characteriz e th e ethos  o f th e author . 

The essa y doe s no t begi n wit h a  clea r positio n statement . Instead , i t 
begins wit h a  confession : 

In Moulmein , i n Lowe r Burma , I  was hate d b y larg e number s o f people—th e 
only time in my life that I have been important enough for this to happen to me. 
I wa s subdivisiona l polic e office r o f th e tow n an d i n a n aimless , pett y kin d o f 
way anti-Europea n feelin g wa s very bitter . A s a  police office r I  was a n obviou s 
target [whe n playin g soccer ] an d wa s baite d wheneve r i t seeme d saf e t o d o so . 
When a  Burman tripped me up, the referee looked th e other way an d the crowd 
yelled wit h hideou s laughter . Thi s happene d mor e tha n once . I n th e en d th e 
sneering yello w face s o f youn g me n .  .  .  th e insult s hoote d afte r m e .  . .  go t 
badly on my nerves. 

All thi s was perplexing and upsetting. Fo r at that time I  had already made up 
my mind that imperialism was an evil thing and the sooner I  chucked up my job 
and got out of i t the better. 

I was al l for th e Burmese an d al l against their oppressors, th e British . A s fo r 
the job I was doing, I  hated it more bitterly than I can perhaps make clear.43 

This principl e o f self-divisio n i s repeate d man y time s an d i n man y ways . 
Much o f thi s interna l divisio n i s obvious : 

With one part of my mind I thought of the British Raj as an unbreakable tyranny, 
as somethin g clampe d down , i n saecul a saeculorum , upo n th e wil l o f prostrat e 
peoples; with anothe r part I  thought that the greatest joy in the world would b e 
to drive a bayonet into a Buddhist priest's guts.44 

But muc h o f th e "message " o f self-divisio n i s no t s o obvious : th e iron y 
of th e essay' s tone ; th e shar p divisio n betwee n th e presen t "speaker " o f 
the essa y an d th e acto r o f th e unfoldin g narrative ; Orwell' s powerfu l 
conclusion tha t curiousl y imagine s th e "scene " of th e elephant' s deat h a s 
vastly "distant " fro m th e actua l scen e o f th e elephant' s bleedin g body — 
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all o f thes e element s an d man y other s tha t I  d o no t hav e th e spac e t o 
invoke press on th e reader with subtl e i f undeniable rhetorica l pressure . 

Orwell's expressio n o f self-division serve s a  strong rhetorical functio n 
in th e text' s ethica l argument . Th e tex t doe s no t begi n b y identifyin g 
with on e pol e o f th e politica l argument , s o bot h side s o f th e issu e ca n 
identify wit h th e story . Th e essa y doe s no t attac k th e value s o f a  reade r 
and doe s no t forc e a  reade r int o a  rigidl y reactiv e an d self-protectiv e 
response; instead, th e essay invite s projection, sympathy , an d identifica -
tion. Th e essa y has, indeed , som e o f the virtues o f a  Rogerian argument , 
insofar a s Orwel l i s sympathetic t o hi s opposition . Thoug h anti-imperi -
alist himself , h e concede s certai n virtue s t o th e Britis h Empire . " I di d 
not know, " th e persona says , "tha t th e British Empir e i s dying, stil l less 
that i t i s a  grea t dea l bette r tha n th e younge r empire s tha t ar e goin g t o 
supplant it." 45 Bu t Orwell' s essa y i s more complicate d tha n a  Rogeria n 
argument. Th e autho r i s not a  person wh o "listens " sympathetically an d 
nonjudgmentally t o a n argumen t o f a n "other. " Instea d th e positio n o f 
the othe r i s a n aspec t balance d withi n th e author' s ow n position . An d 
just a s the autho r balance s th e tw o perspective s i n conflict , th e reade r i s 
invited t o do the same. 

As th e stor y develops , th e author' s self-divisio n participate s i n a n 
action tha t sharpl y reveal s it s ow n inne r struggl e an d seek s t o attai n a 
kind o f master y ove r th e variou s value s i n opposition . Reader s o f th e 
essay ma y initiall y rea d merel y fo r th e plot , tha t is , t o fin d ou t wha t 
happens t o th e author . Bu t whe n reader s becom e engage d i n th e plo t 
they begi n t o participat e i n th e uniqu e natur e o f Orwell' s experiences . 
As th e suspens e o f th e plo t increases , th e reader' s feeling s abou t th e 
action becom e mor e intense , an d thi s promote s a n increasingl y intens e 
identification wit h th e conflic t experience d b y th e centra l character . I n 
reading abou t a n externa l conflic t tha t produce s a n interna l conflict , th e 
reader's interna l self-component s becom e responsiv e t o the textual shap e 
of th e conflic t represente d throug h man y textua l strategies—plot , char -
acter, irony , symbol , imagery . 

The tex t encourage s th e reade r t o identif y closel y wit h th e characte r 
and scene , thu s reader s soo n becom e identifie d wit h muc h mor e tha n a 
particular characte r i n a  particular circumstance . On e possibl e resul t wil l 
be tha t a  politica l position—on e perhap s initiall y exclude d fro m th e 
reader's ow n values—wil l receiv e increased persona l attention . Bu t ther e 
are several plausible developments. Fo r example, a  reader may have never 
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been full y consciou s o f tw o side s t o th e politica l issu e an d will , onl y 
through th e essay , com e t o "see " and appreciate a n opposing position . 
The rhetori c o f Orwell's essay , moreover , encourage s thi s new seeing to 
be a  highly charge d emotiona l event . Th e reader may not "think" abou t 
a logical argument , bu t the principle o f an "other side " becomes embed -
ded withi n an d amplifie d b y th e reader' s vicariou s experienc e o f self -
division. I n another outcome , a  reader alread y experiencin g two sides to 
the issu e finds  tha t th e essay intensifie s th e conflict an d pushes towar d a 
rhetorically manipulate d resolution . 

In The  Road to  Wigan  Pier y Orwel l say s tha t "ever y Anglo-India n i s 
haunted b y a sense o f guil t which h e usually conceal s .  . .  because ther e 
is no freedom o f speech" in his or her society.46 "Shootin g an Elephant " 
is a n attemp t t o fre e speec h fro m concealmen t an d repression , thereb y 
putting rhetorica l pressur e o n self-structure . Ever y sel f contain s tw o 
kinds o f voices : thos e stifle d an d repressed , an d those hear d an d ideal -
ized. Orwell' s essa y seek s t o empowe r marginalize d voice s withi n th e 
self, t o give them a  hearing and then to idealize, fo r self-structure, thos e 
repressed voice s that are heard. Whe n marginalized voice s within the self 
are thu s empowered , the y exer t powe r ove r th e thought s an d action s 
taken b y the self; the y "speak " i n suc h a  way that th e ego can identif y 
with them . I n Orwell' s text , feeling s o f entertainment , suspense , an d 
aesthetic pleasur e appea l t o the id's desire for pleasure; attendin g t o thi s 
pleasure, however , ha s consequences fo r the ego. A curtain of repression 
that normall y suppresse s anti-imperialis t though t an d feeling i s lifted. A 
reader, readin g fo r pleasure , get s "involved " i n the story an d wants t o 
know mor e abou t wha t i s happenin g "in " th e text . Bu t i n s o doing , 
readers hear (as their own "inner voice") voices they have not fully hear d 
before. Wantin g t o kno w wha t happen s "in " the text , reader s becom e 
attentive t o wha t i s happenin g "in " themselves . Rhetorica l effect s ar e 
thus achieve d b y th e pursuit o f pleasur e an d concomitan t ventin g (and 
entitling) of repressed voices . 

The resolution o f the plot—the shootin g of the elephant—rebalance s 
the rhetorica l force s i n conflic t withi n th e narrator' s "inner " self . Th e 
story, whil e representin g externa l events , als o a t some leve l "expresses " 
the rebalancin g activit y tha t i s at work withi n th e self. Orwel l come s t o 
recognize that it is not only the natives who are betrayed by imperialism; 
imperialism betray s th e people i t is supposed t o serve . Thu s motive s of 
self-interest, an d not altruism, contribut e t o the strength o f anti-imperi -
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alist feeling : " I perceived i n this moment tha t whe n th e white man turns 
tyrant i t is his own freedom tha t he destroys."47 The essay represents an 
ironic experienc e wher e a  litera l exampl e o f brut e master y expresses , 
paradoxically, a  loss o f mastery . Conversely , however , th e recognitio n 
of los s o f master y contribute s t o a  rhetori c o f self-understanding : " I 
perceived i n thi s momen t tha t whe n th e white ma n turns tyran t i t is his 
own freedo m tha t h e destroys." I t i s hard no t to see in this momen t o f 
self-recognition a  fantas y o f master y tha t capture s th e eg o much a s in 
Lacan's accoun t o f th e mirro r stag e a n imag e capture s an d situate s th e 
agency of the ego. 

Orwell's idealizatio n o f thi s momen t o f recognition , hi s capturing , 
recoverying, an d verball y masteryin g thi s momen t throug h th e ac t of 
writing th e narrative, become s a  creative ac t that reshape s variou s orga -
nizations o f feelin g an d value withi n th e speaker . Th e author begin s t o 
formulate wha t h e now begins t o experience a s his "real" feeling s abou t 
imperialism, an d he vigorously label s thi s enterpris e a s morally wrong . 
The essa y end s wit h a n extende d descriptio n o f a  dyin g elephant , an d 
there i s a  curiousl y intens e identificatio n betwee n Orwel l an d th e ele -
phant. I n som e remot e an d overdetermine d symboli c overlay , i t seem s 
to me , i t i s not a n elephan t tha t Orwel l ha s killed i n the essay , bu t an 
older version of the self. The experience of shooting the elephant and the 
experience o f thinkin g an d writin g abou t i t chang e th e "shape " o f th e 
author's self . 

The tex t present s th e reader wit h a  curious argument . I t does no t tel l 
the reade r wha t t o think . Ther e i s not, a s in the case o f an Aristotelia n 
ethos, a  character o f intelligence and good wil l presenting a  clear case for 
his side. The ethos of the text does not say: "Trust me . Do this." Instea d 
the ethos  says : "Thi s i s what happene d t o me." And through a  kind o f 
plotted intricacy , th e instabilit y o f th e text' s initia l politica l positio n 
promotes it s rhetorical effectiveness . 

I am suggesting, by way of this discussion of Orwell, tha t self-divisio n 
can provide a  rhetorically effectiv e for m o f argument . I  am also suggest -
ing tha t mos t moder n argument s (an d perhap s als o mor e traditiona l 
arguments), whe n closel y examined , revea l particula r structures , an d 
particular styles , o f self-division. Bu t I should emphasiz e tha t structure s 
of self-divisio n ar e no t al l equivalent , no t al l variation s o n th e sam e 
theme. Th e mere expressio n o f self-division , fo r example , i s not alway s 
rhetorically effective . Ofte n a  reader responds to a representation o f self-
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division wit h confusion ; eithe r reader s ar e confused themselve s (an d fee l 
no rhetorica l pressure) , o r the y fee l sur e tha t th e write r is . Man y com -
position teachers , fo r example , fin d tha t student s identify wit h one belief 
on th e firs t pag e o f thei r pape r an d identif y wit h a n opposin g belie f o n 
the third . Whe n aske d wha t the y reall y believe , the y commonl y repl y 
that the y are , indeed , confused . Th e teache r replies , "Well , i f yo u ar e 
confused yourself , ho w d o expec t other s t o b e convinced b y you r argu -
ment?" I t i s one thing to experience self-division an d anothe r t o develo p 
a rhetoricall y effectiv e strateg y fo r activatin g a  reader' s self-division . 
Consequently, teacher s ofte n instruc t student s t o avoi d expressio n o f 
self-divisive feelings . Bu t thi s ma y b e the wors t advic e we ca n give . Th e 
point i s not t o avoi d self-division , bu t t o make rhetorica l use of i t and t o 
develop a  "style " o r a n apparentl y unifie d "voice " tha t "moves " a 
reader's self-structure . Self-division , i f i t i s to wor k effectively , mus t b e 
present a s a n ethos.  I t mus t spea k a s a  recognizabl e voice , a  voice tha t 
has "worked through " an d crafte d a  sense—or a  "fantasy"—of master y 
over the pain of inner conflict . 

I wil l furthe r elaborat e o n m y argumen t abou t ethos  an d master y i n 
chapter 4 . This brie f analysi s o f Orwell' s essay  canno t entirel y prove th e 
claims mad e i n thi s chapter . M y argument s hav e bee n broadl y historica l 
and deepl y theoretical . Nonetheless , m y analysi s o f Orwel l shoul d clar -
ify aspect s o f th e theoretica l positio n I  hav e described . Orwell' s voic e 
speaks wit h a  particular rhetorica l style—on e migh t sa y a  confessiona l 
style—of self-division . Thi s self-divisio n ha s powerfu l rhetorica l effect s 
because it reflects a  particular dynami c of self-structure tha t "moves " us. 
Rhetorical effec t i s relate d t o self-structur e becaus e bot h ar e organize d 
psychological processe s tha t direc t attention , orchestrat e affect , an d pro -
vide for m fo r huma n experience . Rhetorica l effec t an d self-structur e ar e 
best understood, then , no t a s language or representation, bu t a s dynamic 
forces tha t giv e for m t o th e variou s contents—cultural , biological , tex -
tual, psychological—tha t the y wor k on . I n turn , i n workin g o n thes e 
various contents , the y chang e them. Change , afte r all , i s what rhetori c is 
about. 
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T H R E E 

Projection an d th e Resistanc e o f th e 
Signifier: A  Reader-Respons e Theor y 
of Textua l Presenc e 

There is more to a mirror 
than you looking at 

your full-length bod y 
flawless but reversed. 

Margaret Atwood, "Trick s with Mirrors" 

Reader-response theor y ca n b e usefu l fo r explainin g th e mechanism s o f 
textual rhetoric . Bu t th e presen t theoretica l position s tha t defin e reade r 
response generall y undermin e th e rhetorica l complexit y o f interaction s 
between th e tex t an d th e subject . Becaus e reade r respons e i s mos t ofte n 
represented i n eithe r emphaticall y psychoanalyti c term s o r i n emphati -
cally poststructuralis t terms , reader-respons e theorie s eithe r underesti -
mate th e statu s o f th e tex t (a s i n psychoanalyti c perspectives ) o r under -
estimate the status o f the subject (a s in poststructuralist perspectives) . 

Rhetoric, i n order t o function a s rhetoric, ha s to assume that languag e 
in and of itself ca n affect a  reader's response . This assumption i s generally 
denied b y th e psychoanalyti c reader-respons e theorie s tha t emphasiz e 
the reader' s rol e i n creatin g th e tex t b y projectin g meanin g o n it . Th e 
early wor k o f Norma n Holland , Stanle y Fish , an d Davi d Bleich , fo r 
example, insist s tha t a  text has little power t o guide , direct , o r determin e 
the respons e o f readers . Considere d i n thes e terms , th e tex t doe s no t 
really exis t apar t fro m readers . Reader s construc t thei r ow n differen t 
texts a s the y construc t differen t meanings ; ther e i s n o "objective " text , 
no real , stable , an d controlling textua l entity tha t directs textual respons e 
and exercise s the power rhetorician s imagine . 

63 
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In this account o f textual response, the multiplicity o f meanings foun d 
by reader s become s a  proble m fo r rhetorica l theory : reader s produc e 
their ow n tex t an d ther e ca n b e n o pressur e exerte d b y th e tex t o n th e 
reader. Rhetori c ca n occu r a s an acciden t o f response , bu t th e tex t itsel f 
exerts no rhetorical pressure. Psychoanalyti c reader-response theory ma y 
understand people , bu t i t does not understand texts . 

Poststructuralist perspective s o n reader response also make the idea of 
rhetoric impossible , thoug h fo r a  different reason . Deconstructio n imag -
ines th e multiplicit y o f textua l meanin g no t a s a  functio n o f differen t 
subjective response s t o a  text , bu t a s a  functio n o f a  textualit y itself : a 
text's collectio n o f indeterminat e signifiers . Th e tex t i s never "iterable, " 
that is , neve r th e sam e tex t twice . Similarly , reader s are—lik e th e tex t 
itself—collections o f indeterminat e texts . Poststructuralis t theor y ma y 
understand somethin g abou t texts , bu t i t doe s no t understan d people . 
The rhetoric conceived b y poststructuralis t though t i s described i n term s 
of a  reader' s subjectivit y effortlessl y configure d b y th e signifier s o f th e 
text. Suc h a  rhetoric i s no t worth y o f th e name ; i t i s no t full y possibl e 
because bot h th e signifier s o f a  tex t hav e n o stabilit y an d th e interio r 
"textuality" o f th e reade r ha s no constancy . Rhetori c i s a  largely incon -
sequential effec t o f subjectivit y bein g temporarily subjecte d t o particula r 
signifiers. Poststructuralis t an d psychoanalyti c account s o f reader-re -
sponse theor y hav e bee n helpfu l i n broadenin g ou r notio n o f ho w text s 
operate. Bu t thes e theorie s misrepresen t th e relationshi p betwee n text s 
and selve s and fai l to accoun t fo r th e operations o f textua l rhetoric . 

These theoretica l position s generall y misrepresen t relationship s be -
tween text s an d selve s becaus e the y ar e unabl e t o full y imagin e th e 
differences betwee n text s and selves . Texts are made up of signifier s that , 
in themselves , bea r littl e resemblanc e t o subjectivity . Although , i n a 
limited sense , i t i s tru e tha t peopl e ar e a  collection o f signifiers , collec -
tions o f signifier s ar e not people . Signifier s d o no t contai n emotion , bu t 
people do . Signifier s d o no t i n themselves organiz e emotion , bu t peopl e 
do. Signifier s i n themselves hav e no libidina l charge , n o libidina l organi -
zations o r relationships . Signifier s ar e no t lik e subjects . The y ar e i n 
themselves fla t codin g devices , usefu l t o both humans an d computers fo r 
a variety o f purposes . 

Subjects, unlik e computers , use  signification t o construc t subjectivity . 
Because signifier s ca n signif y for 2L  subject , text s ca n affec t th e subjectiv -
ity o f a  reader . Signifier s d o this , no t becaus e o f wha t the y ar e i n 
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themselves—ink mark s on a  page—but becaus e of subject function s tha t 
animate signification . Significatio n participate s i n a  larger socia l univers e 
of discours e manipulatio n an d reflect s th e rhetorica l strategie s use d b y 
both peopl e an d culture s t o "position " subjects . Text s affec t subjectivit y 
because text s ech o rhetorica l message s lef t b y others ; the y contai n rhe -
torical trace s lef t b y a n author , a n author' s unconscious , an d a  cultura l 
unconscious workin g through a n author . 

When w e respon d t o texts , th e message s w e perceiv e ar e no t deter -
mined exclusivel y b y ou r subjectivity , and , conversely , ou r subjectivit y 
is no t controlle d b y th e libidina l message s code d b y others . Whe n w e 
respond t o texts , we respond t o a  scene of complex socia l interaction; w e 
associate text s wit h peopl e talkin g an d sharin g al l th e consciou s an d 
unconscious message s tha t peopl e share . Whe n w e respon d t o texts , w e 
can b e attentiv e t o a  clear , "objectively " presen t sequenc e o f signifiers . 
These signifiers , whil e the y ma y evok e privat e meaning s fo r us , als o 
connect ou r respons e t o a  wider worl d o f socia l an d verba l interaction . 
There i s an enormous variet y o f messages latent in any discourse sample , 
consequently readin g engage s u s i n man y possibl e an d man y differen t 
meaning arrangements . 

Rhetoric i s a  complicate d verba l ar t because , t o b e effective , i t mus t 
use verbal strategie s t o manipulat e self-components . Textua l rhetoric , a s 
I envision it , use s verbal structures no t simpl y (an d not always ) to defin e 
and advocat e a  particula r libidina l organization . I t als o use s the m t o 
amplify th e experience of conflict , multipl y textua l meaning, an d encour -
age readers to identify with  variou s and often mutuall y exclusiv e libidina l 
organizations o f valu e judgmen t an d subjec t positionings . Throug h thi s 
interaction betwee n th e multiple and polyvocal formal structure s o f rhet -
oric an d th e multipl e polyvoca l interna l structure s o f th e self , a  text ca n 
loosen th e usua l rigidit y i n term s o f whic h reader s maintai n habitua l 
values. 

Chapter 2  formulate d a  descriptio n o f ethos  a t wor k i n th e verba l 
structure o f a  text . Thi s chapte r shows , first,  ho w a  tex t i s a n entit y 
resistant t o th e individua l readin g strategie s tha t creat e meanin g fro m it , 
and second , ho w a  conflictual significatio n serve s rhetorica l purposes . 

Poststructuralist an d traditiona l psychoanalyti c reader-respons e theo -
ries oversimplif y th e rhetorica l mechanism s o f th e tex t b y bein g insuffi -
ciently attentiv e t o th e essentia l othernes s tha t distinguishe s a  text fro m 
its reader. A  tex t i s not essentiall y th e reflection o f a  reader, an d a  reader 
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is not essentially the reflection o f a text. A  text, i n and of itself, possesse s 
an otherness tha t plays a  role in rhetorical interactions . Rhetoric , i n fact , 
is funde d b y interaction s betwee n th e subjectiv e projection s o f reader s 
and objectiv e signification s o f texts. Textual rhetori c is powerful becaus e 
projection "projects " th e materia l o f self-structur e an d the n introject s 
the materia l o f tex t structure . Rhetori c work s a s component s o f tex t 
structure becom e organize d int o component s o f self-structure . I n orde r 
for a  text to function a s a rhetorical device , the reader mus t encounte r in 
it somethin g "other" ; m y purpos e her e i s t o describ e ho w text s exis t 
independently o f readers. 

The Status  of  the  Text 

Traditional psychoanalyti c an d poststructuralist perspective s on the text, 
despite thei r many differences , obscur e the differences betwee n text s and 
selves. Majo r work s produce d b y bot h theoretica l camp s frequentl y 
argue tha t i t i s not possible t o assum e th e presence o f a n objective text . 
The text cannot be objective becaus e if it is considered a s the encoding of 
an author' s message , th e tex t canno t remai n tie d t o th e integrit y o f it s 
originating or controlling purpose . I t loses its message as it is violated by 
reading strategies . I f on e dismisse s th e importanc e o f th e autho r an d 
thinks of the text as an autonomous linguisti c artifact, th e text still cannot 
exist a s an objective entity , becaus e i t cannot contro l o r deliver univoca l 
meaning. A s a  verbally autonomou s entity , th e tex t canno t b e autono -
mous; i t is always o n the point o f dissolving . I t i s unable t o enclose the 
boundaries o f it s subject , unabl e t o limi t th e pluralities o f it s significa -
tion. Thes e discoverie s o f linguisti c unfaithfulnes s change d th e attitude s 
of man y prominen t critics . Stanle y Fish , fo r example , observe s tha t i n 
his earl y years "th e integrity o f the text was as basic to my position a s it 
was t o the position o f the New Critics." 1 Late r i n his career, however , 
Fish came to recognize a  disquieting arbitrariness in what had been called 
with reverence , th e "text. " Th e text doe s no t exis t a s a stable objectiv e 
entity. I t becomes  differentiall y presen t and "objective" throug h an y one 
of th e man y interpretiv e method s o f respondin g critics . Th e tex t "i n 
itself," Fish argues , possesses "objectivity " onl y as black ink stains upo n 
paper. 

Fish insist s tha t "ther e isn' t a  text . . . i f one means .  . .  [what Hirsc h 
means] 'a n entit y whic h alway s remain s th e same fro m on e moment t o 
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the next. ' " 2 Bu t Fis h an d othe r critic s wh o dismis s th e objectiv e tex t 
nonetheless insis t on an interpretive vigilance in any act of interpretation . 
Paul d e Ma n assert s tha t "literatur e a s wel l a s criticism—th e differenc e 
between the m bein g delusive—i s condemne d (o r privileged ) t o b e for -
ever th e mos t rigorou s and , consequently , th e mos t unreliabl e languag e 
in term s o f whic h ma n [woman ] names an d transform s [her- ] himself." 3 

Barbara Johnson, wh o quote s d e Man o n thi s issue , explain s tha t decon -
struction "involve s a  reversa l o f values , a  revaluatio n o f th e signifyin g 
function o f everythin g that , i n a  sign-base d theor y o f meaning , woul d 
constitute noise." 4 A s "noise " becomes seriousl y examine d fo r it s signi -
fying function , i t call s int o questio n th e stabilit y o f th e text' s mor e 
apparent "intention " o r "meaning. " Th e perception o f a  textual conten t 
(noise), which i s "at war " with th e text' s more obvious rhetorica l intent , 
should b e importan t fo r an y theor y o f rhetori c becaus e rhetori c derive s 
its power precisely from it s ability to overcome the noise of its resistance. 
But thi s descriptio n o f deconstructiv e practic e shoul d als o hav e impor -
tant implication s fo r understandin g th e natur e o f th e text . Th e presenc e 
of nois e i n a  tex t implies , first , tha t th e notio n o f a  clearl y dominan t 
authorial intentio n disappears . Second , th e "unstable " tex t offers , throug h 
the mediu m o f noise , clear , convincing , an d verifiabl e (on e migh t sa y 
"objective") evidenc e of it s inner incoherence . 

Poststructural methodolog y i s o n th e on e han d mor e relativisti c or , 
from a  traditiona l perspective , mor e "subjective " tha n traditiona l criti -
cism. Ye t o n th e othe r han d i t i s als o mor e rigorous , farsighted , an d 
attentive t o signifier s tha n traditiona l criticism . Thi s paradoxica l avowa l 
of interpretive rigo r and denia l of textua l presence i s worth examination . 
If poststructura l methodolog y i s shunne d b y man y critics , i t i s no t 
because i t lack s clarity , method , an d rigo r (propertie s i n fac t usuall y 
allied wit h objectivity) . I t i s shunne d becaus e i t someho w seems  mor e 
irresponsible. I n a  word, i t seem s narcissistic , an d narcissisti c mode s o f 
reading seem to deny objectiv e texts . I n actualit y poststructuralis t thought , 
although i t reveal s a  degre e o f narcissis m involve d i n reading , doe s no t 
go far enoug h i n understandin g th e narcissisti c natur e o f textua l produc -
tion an d response . 

Poststructuralist theor y seem s narcissisti c i n th e negativ e sens e be -
cause i t makes emphati c claim s abou t th e importance o f th e reader' s rol e 
in interpretin g o r constitutin g th e text . Signifier s i n th e tex t d o no t 
disappear, bu t th e thin g signifie d b y th e signifier s become s a  product o f 
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reading strategies . Miche l Foucault , fo r example , assert s tha t thos e "as -
pects o f a n individua l whic h w e designat e a s a n autho r . . . ar e projec -
tions . . . o f ou r wa y o f handlin g texts." 5 Rolan d Barthe s argue s tha t 
"the birt h o f th e reade r mus t b e a t the cost o f th e deat h o f th e author." 6 

Traditional critics recoil from thes e claims, arguing that they overempha -
size th e subjectiv e aspect s o f interpretation . Georg e Steine r compare s 
Derrida's Glas  t o th e mirror s tha t "mak e u p th e autisti c sovereignt y o f 
Narcissus," and argue s tha t Derrida' s readin g o f Roussea u "i s 'irrespon -
sibility' i n the exact , concret e sens e of a n inhibition o f vita l response , o f 
a rui n i n th e art s o f reciprocit y an d fel t dialogu e betwee n tex t an d 
reader."7 I n a  similar fashion , Hayde n Whit e complain s tha t muc h cur -
rent critica l theory serve s a s mystification, an d "mystificatio n o f the tex t 
results in the fetishism o f writing and the narcissism of the reader." 8 

Critical reaction s t o contemporar y theor y frequently , eithe r descrip -
tively or pejoratively, circl e about a  set of concepts deriving their rhetor -
ical force fro m th e roo t adjective , "narcissistic. " The concep t o f "narcis -
sism" ma y b e use d explicitl y i n seemingl y descriptiv e account s o f 
deconstructive o r reader-respons e methodology ; o r i t ma y b e used wit h 
full pejorative intentio n to describe other critics and their methodologies ; 
and finally , i t ma y b e "bootlegged " int o critica l commentary , hidde n 
beneath other terms associated with errant subjectivity. 9 Ye t however th e 
term appears , i t work s determinedl y fo r it s autho r t o distinguis h on e 
mode o f aberran t subjectivit y fro m anothe r mod e o f enlightene d subjec -
tivity. 

Writers wh o emplo y th e notio n o f narcissism , however , normall y 
ignore th e comple x psychoanalyti c theorie s (an d paradoxica l mode s o f 
subjectivity) implie d by their concept. The term narcissism thus function s 
rhetorically an d no t analyticall y i n contemporary critica l practice. Whethe r 
used t o pronounc e judgmen t o n othe r critica l practice s o r simpl y t o 
describe o r explai n them , narcissis m implie s a  great dea l but ha s no clea r 
or concret e meaning . I t distinguishe s "good " subjectivit y fro m "bad " 
subjectivity, bu t i t doe s no t i n fac t revea l ho w on e mod e o f subjectivit y 
differs fro m another . 

As a  rhetorica l term , narcissis m implie s a  kin d o f self-indulgent , 
irresponsible, an d insidiousl y imaginar y dominatio n ove r an y "other " 
posited i n discourse . Bu t critica l theor y ha s n o clea r taxonom y o r hier -
archy tha t name s the variety an d plenitude o f al l the other s o f discourse . 
Every instanc e o f discours e i s selective , s o ever y exampl e o f discours e 
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always exclude s som e other . Certainl y i t i s tru e tha t poststructuralis t 
theory dominate s an d subjugate s on e kind o f other—th e author' s appar -
ent intention . Bu t anothe r other , th e signifie r itself , i s not dominate d o r 
subverted b y th e ne w methodology . Thu s i t woul d see m tha t wherea s 
poststructuralist theor y i s narcissistic i n one sense , i t is , in its respect fo r 
the signifier , no t narcissistic . Ye t again , becaus e th e poststructuralis t 
signifier function s a s a n empt y ter m ( a term whos e presenc e i s only th e 
consequence o f a  particular readin g contex t an d a  particular reader' s wil l 
to meaning) , poststructura l practic e migh t see m mor e narcissisti c o r 
solipsistically self-indulgen t tha n traditiona l practices . Suc h reasonin g 
only reveal s th e circularit y o f ou r confusio n ove r the meanin g o f narcis -
sism. Fo r th e traditiona l critic' s assumptio n o f a  meaning exterio r t o th e 
signifier (i n a n author' s intentio n perhaps) , whic h h e o r sh e has securel y 
(we should sa y narcissistically) discovered by defeating a  confusing abun -
dance o f conflictua l evidence , i s certainl y a s narcissisti c an d self-indul -
gent a s poststructura l assumptions . Thes e observations , then , sugges t 
that a s yet we have no clea r model fo r rigo r in critical response. An d thi s 
confusion i s the consequence o f our more cover t confusion ove r what w e 
really mea n o r wan t t o mea n b y narcissisti c (o r errant ) force s o f subjec -
tivity. 

As lon g a s w e ar e unabl e t o understan d th e functio n o f narcissisti c 
subjectivity, w e wil l be unable t o formulat e criteri a fo r accountabilit y i n 
reading. Narcissisti c activit y i s a n especiall y intricate , paradoxical , an d 
complicated phenomenon ; critica l theor y ha s use d th e ter m genericall y 
and ha s failed t o understan d a n importan t subse t o f narcissisti c activitie s 
essential to the reading process. A  more thorough understandin g o f thes e 
activities ma y hel p t o disentangl e som e incompatibl e assumption s em -
bodied i n variou s critica l perspectives . A  fulle r understandin g o f partic -
ular narcissisti c processes—narcissisti c projection , idealization , an d th e 
role o f languag e i n narcissisti c functions—offer s theoretica l tool s fo r 
defining a  poststructuralist notio n o f textua l rhetoric and "objectivity. " 

Projection and  Narcissism 

The Narcissu s myt h i s alway s a  usefu l startin g poin t fo r reflectin g o n 
narcissistic phenomena . Fo r th e Wester n world , th e histor y o f th e con -
cept o f narcissis m i s securely bound t o the image of Narcissu s lookin g a t 
himself i n th e river . Freud' s 191 4 essa y o n narcissis m implicitl y allude s 
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to th e myt h whe n commentin g o n th e dotin g self-admiratio n o f th e 
narcissist.10 Mor e recen t analyst s hav e used th e myth t o explor e subject s 
of particula r interes t t o comple x psychoanalytic theorie s o f narcissism — 
subjects suc h a s the narcissist' s fea r o f self-los s i n the beloved objec t an d 
the narcissist' s libidina l "cathexis " o f her - o r himself . Th e myt h o f 
Narcissus continue s t o b e a  usefu l narrativ e fo r reflectin g o n th e com -
plexity an d confusio n o f narcissisti c behavior , despit e th e fac t tha t mos t 
readers oversimplify th e myth by remembering i t as a general explanatio n 
of narcissism. 11 

Most o f us , I  suspect , hav e a  narcissistic understandin g o f narcissism . 
We understand th e concep t b y mean s o f th e myth , bu t th e intelligibilit y 
we achiev e i s vitiated b y assumption s w e projec t int o th e mos t "appar -
ent" o f narcissisti c mechanisms , tha t is , narcissistic projection. W e over -
simplify th e Narcissu s myt h whe n w e us e i t t o abstrac t wha t I  cal l a 
"visual overlay " mode l fo r understandin g th e narcissisti c gaze . Th e vi -
sual overla y mode l suggest s tha t narcissis m i s a  stat e o f perceptio n i n 
which a n image in th e "real " world i s covered u p b y a n image projecte d 
on i t from th e self's  imaginar y inne r world . Accordin g to this model, th e 
narcissistic gaz e functions t o substitute , i n a  highly imperialisti c manner , 
one imag e fo r another . A  "real " imag e availabl e fo r al l t o se e i n th e 
"external world" i s unconsciously hidde n an d "covered up" by an unreal 
image, tha t is , a n imag e manufacture d b y a  wayward an d undiscipline d 
(narcissistic) subjectivity . Wit h thi s understandin g o f th e narcissisti c gaze , 
an understanding onl y too effectively dramatize d b y the Narcissus myth , 
highly distortin g mode s o f perceptio n hav e becom e synonymou s wit h 
projection an d hav e com e t o characteriz e th e quintessentia l ac t o f a 
narcissistic subject . 

Freud's wor k lend s analyti c rigo r t o th e relationship s outline d her e 
and provide s a n almos t unquestione d authorit y fo r establishin g a n em -
phatic link betwee n projection an d narcissism. I n projection, a n image is 
"projected" fro m th e mind jus t a s an image is "projected" b y a  mechan-
ical illuminating machine . On e imag e i s covered u p i n a  purely arbitrar y 
way b y another . Th e object s tha t ar e visible o n th e visua l scree n d o no t 
in any significan t wa y determin e o r influenc e th e characte r o f th e image s 
projected o n th e screen . Thi s analog y wa s highl y suitabl e fo r Freud' s 
emphasis on the subjective forc e o f distortion . A  "real" image—one tha t 
is real, public , an d availabl e fo r al l to see—i s covere d up , an d th e imag e 
that i s superimpose d o n th e publi c imag e i s a  privat e one , a n imag e 
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idiosyncratically manufacture d b y th e mind . Projectio n involves,  a s Freu d 
points out , a  los s o f reality . I t occur s whe n "th e origina l reality-ego , 
which distinguishe d interna l an d externa l b y mean s o f a  sound objectiv e 
criterion, change s int o a  purified pleasure-ego , whic h place s th e charac -
teristic o f pleasur e abov e al l others." 12 Projectio n i s thu s a  gestur e o f 
narcissistic self-indulgence ; th e narcissisti c sel f doe s no t wan t t o se e a 
reality tha t i s potentially painful . 

The Freudia n theor y o f projectio n i s mor e complicate d tha n i s out -
lined here, an d it diverges sharply a t many points from th e understandin g 
of projection i n the work o f critics like Norman Holland. 13 Nonetheless , 
the term projection ha s become popular an d influential. Fo r many reader -
response theorists , projectio n o f thi s sor t seem s t o defin e th e essentia l 
mechanism o f reading . Reading , thu s characterized , seem s t o b e a  pro -
cess whereb y a  reader' s fantasie s ar e substitute d fo r th e word s i n th e 
book. Man y advocate s o f reader-respons e criticis m asser t tha t reader s 
project thei r persona l storie s o n literatur e jus t a s a  projectio n machin e 
projects movie s on a  blank screen . Th e text , thu s characterized , doe s no t 
really exist . Fis h argue s tha t ther e ar e no rea l differences betwee n differ -
ent texts , becaus e the words of the text , despit e our painstaking attentio n 
to them , d o no t guid e o r direc t ou r experience. 14 Instead , word s ar e 
empty an d passive : blan k spac e victimize d b y th e reader' s imperialisti c 
will t o meaning . Th e "pictures " th e reade r "sees"  i n th e tex t ar e deter -
mined no t b y words , bu t solel y b y th e fil m insid e th e projectio n ma -
chine, whic h contain s th e fantasie s animatin g th e reader . Readin g thu s 
seems to be a narrowly narcissistic , o r eve n solipsistic , activity . 

Such generalization s oversimplif y th e mor e recen t wor k o f critic s lik e 
Fish, Bleich , an d Holland . Bu t psychoanalyti c account s o f reader-re -
sponse theor y tha t focu s mos t closel y o n th e reade r identif y th e rol e o f 
the reade r wit h projectiv e activities . Eve n Derrida' s concer n fo r th e 
supplement, th e slippag e o f signifiers , an d th e infective natur e o f readin g 
contexts ha s sometime s bee n rea d b y America n critic s a s descriptions o f 
projection. O n th e whole , Fish' s clai m tha t "th e forma l patterns " o f 
literature "ar e themselve s constitute d b y a n interpretiv e act, " Bleich' s 
refutation o f th e "objectiv e paradigm, " an d Holland' s rejectio n o f a 
"biactive theory o f text-reader interaction " has had the effect o f support -
ing deconstructive idea s and ha s lent credibilit y t o the view of the tex t as 
a blank scree n animated b y th e meanings projected o n i t by readers. 15 

Norman Holland , lik e Stanley Fish, i s another prominent criti c whose 
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best-known wor k disavow s an y notion o f textua l objectivity . I n a  rela -
tively recen t essa y o n th e "transactiv e process " o f reading , Hollan d 
disputes Ne w Critica l assumption s abou t th e sovereignt y o f th e text . 
According t o thes e assumptions , word s i n th e tex t someho w limi t o r 
direct the response of the reader. Word s do not direct meaning , Hollan d 
argues, becaus e words hav e no real meaning in themselves. Word s mean 
only i n s o far a s they ar e consumed b y projective processes . Holland' s 
early article s o n the reading proces s explicitl y characteriz e readin g a s an 
essentially projectiv e activity . I n "Unit y Identit y Tex t Self, " Hollan d 
argues that the "overarching principle " of interpretation i s that "identit y 
re-creates itself . .  .  .  Al l o f us , a s w e read , us e th e literar y wor k t o 
symbolize an d finall y t o replicat e ourselves." 16 Th e form an d unit y o f 
the text , Hollan d suggests , ar e a function o f the reader's highl y arbitrar y 
subjectivity. 

Holland originall y believe d i n the myth o f the objectivity o f the text , 
but wa s saved  fro m hi s foll y b y empirica l research . Throug h carefu l 
empirical investigatio n o f how readers actuall y read , h e discovered tha t 
the variet y o f respons e t o a  text wa s enormous . Th e words i n th e tex t 
did no t limi t meaning , bu t instea d seeme d t o multipl y meaning . I n his 
empirical samplin g o f studen t response , Hollan d discovere d tha t re -
sponse t o literar y work s wa s so varie d tha t meanin g coul d no t b e ex-
plained b y the "objective" natur e o f the literary work . "I f yo u actuall y 
collect people's fre e response s to texts," Holland observes , "the y simpl y 
do no t sho w a  unifor m cor e (fro m th e text ) an d individua l variatio n 
(from th e people) . Th e response s hav e practicall y nothin g i n com -
mon."17 

Holland's earl y work in reader-response theor y was highly influence d 
by Davi d Bleich . Bleich' s argument s le d Holland t o conclude tha t "sto -
ries d o no t hav e defens e mechanism s an d plays d o no t sublimate—bu t 
people do." 1 8 Bleich' s work , especiall y hi s chapte r "Epistemologica l 
Assumptions i n the Study o f Response, " seem s especiall y thoughtfu l i n 
its discussio n o f th e epistemologica l groun d o f perception . Fo r man y 
readers, th e work succeed s i n making projectio n synonymou s wit h aes -
thetic perception. Fo r Bleich, interpretatio n i s understood a s "motivated 
resymbolization."19 Signifiers , Bleic h argues , do not announce meaning s 
that exis t before readin g acts. Instead, signifier s tak e on meaning throug h 
the motive s o f readers . Becaus e th e motives fo r thi s "resymbolization " 
are characteristicall y unconscious , interpretatio n serve s t o expres s th e 
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unconscious motive s o f th e reader . I n effect , readin g read s projection; i t 
does not rea d anythin g distinctiv e in texts . "Th e objec t o f attention, " h e 
argues, "i s no t th e ite m itsel f bu t i s th e respons e o f thos e wh o observ e 
it."20 Bleich' s descriptio n o f aestheti c perceptio n thu s resemble s wha t I 
term a  "visua l overlay " mode l o f projection . "Motivate d resymboliza -
tion" serves as Bleich's substitut e ter m fo r projection . 

Unfortunately, Bleich' s theory, howeve r engaging , ignore s issues cru -
cial fo r a n understandin g o f textua l objectivit y an d conflate s tw o differ -
ent claims . Bleic h correctl y assert s tha t al l images ar e subjective . Bu t h e 
is le d to o hastil y fro m thi s assertio n t o another : Al l image s ar e equall y 
subjective. Thi s latte r clai m require s carefu l consideratio n becaus e i t 
suggests tha t n o "commo n denominator " bear s witnes s t o a  commo n 
source informin g differen t reading s o f th e sam e text . I t suggest s tha t n o 
"family resemblance " exist s amon g differen t reading s o f th e sam e text . 
Furthermore, i t suggest s tha t aestheti c perception canno t b e "improved " 
by referrin g bac k t o th e origina l sourc e o f th e perception , th e text . I t 
also suggest s tha t perceptio n canno t (i n Lacan' s terms ) asymptoticall y 
recover th e share d socia l feature s o f th e text' s discourse . Response s t o 
texts instea d proliferat e endlessl y an d arbitrarily , an d difference s amon g 
readings o f th e sam e tex t ar e no differen t fro m thos e amon g reading s o f 
disparate texts . 

Projection and  the  Materiality  of  the  Signifier 

The conceptua l failur e i n man y reader-respons e theorie s lie s i n thei r 
tendency t o se e al l subjectiv e "distortions " i n perceptio n a s equa l i n 
degree and effect . Thi s failure i s the consequence of another larger failur e 
to gras p importan t distinction s i n subjectiv e processes . Text s ar e no t 
blank screen s reflectin g th e projection s o f a  reader ; textua l signifier s 
manipulate projection . Reader s wh o fai l t o encounte r th e signifier s o f a 
text fai l t o encounte r th e rhetorica l facilitator s o f th e text . Reader-re -
sponse theory frequentl y assume s tha t becaus e there can be no "correct " 
reading o f signifiers , ther e ca n b e n o sens e o f accountabilit y i n reading . 
However, suc h a n assumption i s naive. The "material " signifier doe s no t 
guarantee a  stable referential event , bu t does guarantee a  stable perceptua l 
event that plays an important rol e in conscious, unconscious , an d narcis -
sistic readin g processes . Th e materia l signifie r offer s itsel f a s a  criterio n 
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for accountabilit y i n textual response. Reading s that fai l to encounter th e 
actual signifiers o f a  text are failures i n reading . 

A judgmen t abou t objectivit y i n readin g reflect s a  judgmen t mad e 
about a  reader' s encounte r wit h th e materia l signifiers , o r sequenc e o f 
signifiers o f a  text . I t doe s no t reflec t an y judgmen t whateve r ove r th e 
complex an d compellin g system s o f meaning s reader s discove r throug h 
those signifiers. 21 N o criti c reall y dispute s th e fac t tha t signifiers  ar e 
objectively presen t i n th e text . Hollan d grant s tha t ther e i s text i n s o fa r 
as ther e ar e "words-on-the-page, " an d eve n Fis h grant s tha t signifier s 
are materia l object s ("mark s o n th e page" ) tha t ar e materiall y present , 
thus objectively presen t for reading. 22 Nonetheless, poststructuralis t the -
orists often insist , lik e Fish, tha t "ther e isn' t a  text tha t remains th e sam e 
from on e moment t o the next." Yet poststructural theor y require s some -
thing i n th e text—th e signifier—t o remai n th e same . Thus , paradoxi -
cally, poststructura l practic e denie s th e iterabilit y o f th e text , bu t re -
quires the iterability o f signifiers . Th e text disappears , bu t the letters an d 
words o f the text stand ou t ruggedly (i n the form o f noise) as unflinchin g 
witnesses t o th e betraya l o f meaning . Th e objectivit y o f th e tex t disap -
pears in one sense , bu t i t reappears agai n with unmistakabl e insistenc e i n 
another sense . I t reappear s i n the materiality o f th e signifiers tha t consti -
tute the text . 

The signifie r i s clearl y materiall y present , an d "reading " i s distinc t 
from hallucinatio n i n s o fa r a s i t describe s a  sequentia l encounte r wit h 
signifiers. Bu t th e objectivit y o f text , a s i t i s understood i n thes e terms , 
is generall y dismisse d a s theoreticall y inconsequential . Bleich , fo r ex -
ample, denie s th e importanc e o f th e materia l signifie r an d th e "nomina l 
meanings of words" because these things cannot "mean" anythin g excep t 
themselves, an d this "meaning" can never be transferred fro m on e person 
to anothe r excep t by repetition o f mere dumb signifiers. 23 Thi s argumen t 
would see m t o impl y tha t on e coul d legitimatel y "read " a  tex t withou t 
ever encounterin g th e materia l signifier s tha t compos e a  text . Suc h a n 
assumption i s absurd . 

This dismissa l o f "dumb " signifier s i s ill-considered . Mos t teacher s 
would agre e tha t ther e i s a  style o f readin g tha t fail s t o se e the text , an d 
therefore fail s t o registe r th e materia l presenc e o f th e signifie r an d th e 
sequence o f signifier s tha t compris e a  text. Man y reading s o f text s fai l t o 
recognize majo r event s i n narrativ e an d t o registe r th e particularit y o f 
vocabulary tha t describes these events. Clearl y these readings are failure s 
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in perception an d failure s t o respond t o the objective text . Th e repetitiv e 
encounter wit h dum b signifier s i s not , then , a s Bleic h woul d hav e it , 
theoretically inconsequential . I t i s tim e t o giv e th e signifie r it s due . W e 
must recogniz e tha t a n encounte r wit h th e dum b signifie r i s essentia l t o 
reading. 

To appreciat e th e importanc e o f th e dum b signifie r (tha t ca n mea n 
nothing becaus e i t ca n mea n anything) , w e mus t revie w som e recen t 
psychoanalytic observation s abou t language . Ther e i s a n increasin g rec -
ognition amon g psychoanalyti c theorist s tha t languag e i s somehow cen -
tral t o wha t i s calle d th e psychoanalyti c process . Marshal l Edelso n sug -
gests tha t "perhap s onl y a  theor y o f languag e ca n begi n t o accoun t 
adequately fo r th e comple x phenomen a embrace d b y psychoanalysis." 24 

Edelson's ow n boo k carefull y probe s relationship s betwee n form s o f 
literary language and forms o f psychoanalytic exchange . Meredith Skura , 
a literar y criti c traine d i n psychoanalysis , explore s similaritie s betwee n 
literary experienc e an d psychoanalyti c experience . Sh e argue s tha t th e 
"complex way s i n which literar y text s elaborat e an d cal l attention t o th e 
play o f consciousnes s .  .  .  have a  parallel i n th e way tha t thes e phenom -
ena ar e handle d i n analysis—i n th e moment s o f integratio n an d in -
sight."25 Th e mos t widel y influentia l theoris t o f th e relation s betwee n 
language an d psychoanalysis , however , i s Jacques Lacan . Lacan , mor e 
rigorously tha n anyon e else , argue s tha t th e crucia l functio n o f th e 
psychoanalytic cur e is the linguistic function . 

Lacan's theor y postulate s a  sel f "anchored " b y certai n signifier s bu t 
also "split " an d divide d a s i t i s draw n towar d othe r signifiers . Lacan' s 
concept o f linguisti c anchorin g point s definin g th e self-syste m explain s 
"the dominance o f the letter in the dramatic transformation tha t dialogu e 
can effec t i n the subject." 26 I n many ways , Lacan' s claim simpl y formal -
izes somethin g al l analyst s tak e fo r granted : Transformation s o f th e sel f 
occur because of transformations i n ways o f speaking . 

Critical theor y mus t recogniz e tha t th e materiality  an d th e particular-
ity o f th e signifie r ar e crucia l i n th e self' s anchorin g an d it s splitting — 
and i n it s transformations . Lacan' s example s o f th e rol e o f languag e i n 
the unconsciou s repeatedl y cal l attentio n t o punning , homophony , an d 
lexical allusion . Mor e generally , Laca n argue s tha t "th e slightes t altera -
tion betwee n ma n an d th e signifie r change s th e whol e cours e o f histor y 
by modifyin g th e moorings tha t ancho r hi s being." 27 Fo r Lacan , rhetor -
ical pressure i s a  consequence o f th e self' s bein g tethered t o th e particu -
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larity o f words . Lacania n theor y woul d suppor t th e generalization tha t 
close readin g o f particular signifier s matters  becaus e th e particularity o f 
the signifie r exert s an inexorable rhetorica l pressure on the matter o f the 
self. 

For Lacan , word s an d networks o f words i n thei r particularit y serv e 
self-functions somethin g like the bones of a skeletal system. The y enabl e 
certain possibilities , an d the y disabl e others . I n a  certain sense , word s 
are evasive and immaterial. I n another, the y ar e quite material , an d they 
constitute nothin g les s tha n th e true body  o f the self. "Languag e i s not 
immaterial," h e says , "i t i s a  subtl e body , bu t bod y i t is . Word s ar e 
trapped i n al l the corporea l image s tha t captivat e th e subject; the y may 
make the hysteric 'pregnant. ' " 2 8 The symptoms manifes t i n psycholog-
ical disorders , symptom s tha t bind , restrict , o r paralyz e part s o f th e 
body and mind (thu s preventing certain thoughts and actions), have thei r 
ground i n th e air y substanc e o f words . Words , i t i s clear , ca n exer t a 
biological contro l ove r th e body . Words , precisel y i n thei r apparen t 
casual an d rando m nature , ca n caus e paralysis , hysteria , hallucination , 
false pregnancy . Word s ca n control th e body becaus e the y organiz e the 
libidinal structures o f bodily experience . 

Moreover, i t is not simply that words govern biologica l functions, bu t 
that thi s contro l i s maintaine d b y a n unnervin g particularit y i n words . 
The unconsciou s seem s t o admi t t o n o paraphras e an d n o synonyms . 
Words matte r i n thei r particula r materia l signifyin g substance—bot h a s 
marks an d a s sounds . Lacan' s ow n writin g an d speec h bristle s wit h 
homophony, idiosyncrati c syntax , phonemi c allusions , an d a wide vari -
ety o f tropes . Suc h acut e consciousnes s o f verbal particularit y i s impor -
tant fo r Laca n becaus e word s functio n i n psychoanalyti c discours e b y 
exploiting a  distinctly literar y function . "Poetry, " Laca n writes , "i s the 
creation o f a  subjec t assumin g a  new order o f symboli c relatio n t o the 
world."29 Becaus e the linguistic creativit y o f poetry reflect s th e creative 
remaking o f the self, Laca n argue s tha t "psychoanalysi s manipulate s the 
poetic function." 30 Bu t Lacan i s not the only psychoanalyti c theoris t t o 
emphasize th e importanc e o f th e materia l aspec t o f language . Edelson , 
for example , observes , "Word s ar e the object throug h whic h on e seeks 
for a  way to handle the unconscious. Not even the meaning of the words, 
but word s i n their flesh , i n thei r materia l aspect." 31 Huma n subjects , i t 
seems, ar e strangely "attached " (libidinall y invested ) i n particular signi -
fiers an d particular collection s o f signification . As k a lover t o curs e his 
beloved's name; ask a patriot to curse her country's name . 
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If i t i s clea r tha t th e material presenc e o f word s matter s enormousl y 
to th e functions o f the self, an d especially t o the unconscious function s 
of th e self , the n i t shoul d als o b e clea r tha t critica l theor y need s t o 
examine ho w projective activitie s ar e animated b y the signifier's materi -
ality. I f text s ar e not blan k screen s fo r projections , an d instead projec -
tions ar e filtere d o r deflecte d b y th e libidina l charge s w e perceiv e i n 
signifiers, the n we must carefull y atten d to this process . 

Projection, Rhetoric,  Idealization 

Unfortunately, th e ter m projection  ca n refe r t o tw o distinctl y differen t 
kinds o f activity . O n th e one hand, projectio n ca n refer t o a  subjectiv e 
replacing o r deletin g o f an objectively presen t signifie r (a n avoidance of 
the perceptibl e feature s o f the object). 32 O n th e other hand , projectio n 
can refe r t o th e subjective interpretin g an d contextualizing o f signifier s 
actually encountered . Fo r clarity , I  ter m th e projective coverin g u p of 
the tex t projective  denial,  an d th e reworkin g o f significatio n projective 
attentiveness. 

The projectiv e denia l o f th e tex t i s no t th e sam e a s th e "projectiv e 
attentiveness" of the text. Fro m a  psychoanalytic perspective , a  question 
about objectivit y i s answere d b y a  fairl y eas y analytica l act : Does on e 
ignore publicl y verifiabl e signifier s i n order t o projec t meanin g int o the 
text in an arbitrary an d imperialistic manner , o r does one use the associ-
ations o f textua l materialit y a s a  stimulus fo r derivin g persona l signifi -
cance? Bot h mode s o f respons e ca n occur i n reading o r perception. Bu t 
the tw o event s tha t ca n occur (an d are often confuse d wit h eac h other ) 
are not the same event . 

Projective denia l i s no t a  persona l reworkin g o f signifier s alread y 
present in the text. I t is an avoidance of signifiers, especiall y an avoidance 
of signifier s charge d wit h associate d meanin g tha t challeng e one' s value s 
and sens e o f self . Projectiv e attentiveness , o n the other hand , respond s 
to textual materialit y an d uses associative meaning as a context for build -
ing a  readin g experience . I t build s o n th e materia l significatio n o f th e 
text, quote s the text, become s libidinally "attached " to the verbal partic -
ularity o f a  text , an d delight s i n th e verba l formulation s o f a  text . 
Projective denia l ignore s th e particula r matte r o f th e text , denyin g th e 
potential meanin g laten t i n signifiers . Moreover , projectiv e denia l i s not 
equal amon g al l readers an d in all interpretations; i t is a true misreadin g 
of th e text . I t i s inattentivenes s du e t o a  variet y o f possibl e causes : 
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fatigue, haste , distraction , an d psychological defensiveness . A s a defense, 
projective denia l is characterized b y avoidance , denial , memory loss , an d 
wholesale, arbitrary , an d unconsciou s replacement s o f on e signifie r o r 
set of signifier s fo r another . 

We should acknowledge that the unconscious replacement o f signifier s 
is a  component i n everyone' s reading . Bu t i t i s a  component w e tes t b y 
dialogue and attempt t o subdue by rereading. Although rereadin g canno t 
recover a  "correct" interpretiv e reading , i t ca n encounte r mor e full y th e 
particularity o f signifier s an d brin g the m int o th e purview o f conscious -
ness, reworkin g the m an d creativel y organizin g thei r effect . Rereadin g 
hence makes reading a  discipline, no t a n opportunity fo r hallucinatio n o r 
visual slips of perception . 

As a  teache r involve d wit h th e freshma n Englis h program , I  fre -
quently find  mysel f teachin g Baldwin' s "Sonny' s Blues " t o student s 
lacking experienc e wit h clos e reading . Ofte n whe n I  discus s th e story , I 
discover response s tha t see m i n th e ol d sens e o f th e ter m "incorrect " 
readings. Fo r example , I  ofte n focu s o n th e them e o f guil t i n th e stor y 
because i t help s m e t o brin g attentio n t o som e o f th e psychologica l 
conflicts a t issu e i n th e story . Whe n I  as k th e clas s i f th e narrato r feel s 
guilty abou t hi s neglec t o f hi s brothe r Sonn y (wh o ha s becom e a  heroin 
addict), a  grea t majorit y o f th e clas s wil l sometime s answer : "No , h e 
does not fee l guilty. " 

Normally i t take s m e onl y a  few minute s t o sugges t tha t th e narrato r 
seems t o fee l ver y guilty . Firs t I  rea d a  lette r tha t Sonn y write s t o hi s 
brother: 

Dear brother, 
You don't know how much I needed to hear from you. I  wanted to write you 

many a time but I dug how much I must have hurt you and so I didn't write.33 

I poin t ou t a n earlie r sectio n o f th e tex t wher e th e brothe r ha s mad e a 
vow t o hi s mother alway s t o "b e there " fo r Sonny . An d the n I  read th e 
section where the narrator describes how he feels when he gets the letter : 
"He wrot e m e back a  letter" the narrator says , "whic h mad e me feel lik e 
a bastard." 34 

I read thes e lines , first  showin g Sonny' s clea r expressio n o f hi s needi -
ness to hea r from hi s brother; second , th e narrator's promise t o be ther e 
for Sonny ; an d third , th e narrator' s clea r confession that , whe n h e hear s 
about Sonny' s desperat e need to hear from him , h e "feels lik e a bastard." 
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After al l this , th e clas s change s it s answer . Th e narrator' s us e o f th e 
word, "bastard, " directe d a t himself , implie s self-blame , a  distinc t an d 
heavy sens e o f guilt . Thi s matte r no w suddenl y seem s ver y straightfor -
ward. Whe n first  aske d i f th e narrato r feel s guilt , th e clas s said , " N o . " 
When I  aske d th e sam e questio n afte r readin g th e sentenc e wher e th e 
narrator say s h e feel s lik e a  bastard, th e clas s agreed , "Yes , th e narrato r 
does feel guilt. " 

I could , o f course , imagin e a n intelligen t critica l essay  explorin g th e 
narrator's sens e of guil t an d arguin g tha t th e narrator , thoug h expressin g 
guilt, actuall y feel s littl e o f it . An d perhap s som e student s reall y sens e 
this argumen t an d thi s i s the ground o f thei r "forgetting " thi s dimensio n 
of th e text . I t i s alway s possibl e tha t student s no t attendin g t o certai n 
textual "facts " ar e a t th e sam e tim e unconsciousl y respondin g t o othe r 
clues tha t sugges t th e presenc e o f argument s tha t woul d minimiz e th e 
importance o f suc h "facts. " Th e complexit y o f textua l meanin g make s i t 
seem irrefutabl e tha t al l o f th e "facts " o f a  text ca n alway s b e disputed . 
But n o goo d essa y tha t argue s th e meanin g o f a  tex t ca n ignor e th e 
existence of compelling evidenc e that , fo r a  large group o f readers , seem s 
to formulat e an d clarif y th e variou s critica l issue s o f a  text . A s Fis h 
points out , ever y readin g need s t o participat e i n th e meanin g construc -
tions formulated b y a larger community o f readers. Thus no critical essay 
would b e published o n th e subjec t o f Sonny' s guil t i f the autho r ignore d 
the narrator's ow n sense of guil t when i t was recognized b y a  community 
of othe r readers . Whe n th e narrato r say s tha t h e feel s lik e a  bastard, thi s 
does not prove that the narrator feel s guilty . However , i t is evidence tha t 
a close reading of the text , concerne d wit h thes e issues, mus t consider . 

Professional critic s ar e require d t o b e carefu l reader s o f texts . Fo r 
many student s th e readin g experienc e i s simpl y a  serie s o f perception s 
that d o no t ad d u p t o anything , o r els e i t i s th e perceptio n o f a  clea r 
moral tha t i s no t carefull y tie d t o th e language , plot , o r character s o f a 
texts. Students , unlik e mos t professiona l critics , ar e ofte n largel y un -
aware o f th e evidenc e relate d t o thos e argument s abou t a  text tha t the y 
themselves ar e interested i n developing . Suc h dat a simpl y hav e no t bee n 
noticed. 

In m y experienc e teachin g "Sonny' s Blues, " i t seems tha t th e reason s 
for missin g suc h dat a sometime s ca n b e explaine d a s a  result o f specifi c 
psychological projections . Student s defen d themselve s fro m thei r ow n 
inner feelings o f guil t b y seein g none in the narrator. Fo r example , whe n 
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I sho w student s tha t th e narrato r seem s t o expres s a  sense o f guilt , the y 
sometimes respon d b y first  acknowledgin g th e validity o f th e evidenc e I 
give, bu t insis t subsequentl y tha t althoug h th e narrato r ma y fee l som e 
guilt, h e ha s n o reaso n t o fee l it . H e i s bein g to o har d o n himself , the y 
say, i f h e feel s h e s o responsibl e fo r someon e else . I n thi s case , a n idea l 
important t o the students i s being used to minimize precisely the conflic t 
that th e tex t structure s a s par t o f it s rhetoric , tha t is , it s experience  o f 
meaning. 

When th e readin g o f a  text proceed s i n thi s way , wit h a  subjectivel y 
organized commitmen t t o suppres s ke y theme s linke d t o stress-creatin g 
emotions, i t becomes a n activity o f projective denial . Rathe r tha n partic -
ipating i n a n aestheti c o f self-conflict , readin g instea d suppresse s dat a 
that fo r othe r simila r reader s richl y augmen t th e dept h an d feelin g asso -
ciated with a  story. Readin g of this sort , whe n certai n discourse possibil -
ities withi n th e vocabular y o f reader s ar e systematicall y exclude d fro m 
thought i n order t o minimize conflict , i s an example of projective denial . 
The readin g sel f i s selectivel y inattentiv e t o issue s tha t fo r othe r simila r 
social group s ar e precisely thos e devices  providing a  useful focu s o n th e 
story. Th e reade r (i n th e exampl e o f "Sonny' s Blues" ) seekin g t o den y 
feelings o f guil t and responsibility , selectivel y denies data suggesting tha t 
others do and should fee l such guilt and responsibility. Suc h recognition , 
because i t can produce uncomfortabl e psychologica l conflict , i s avoided . 
To thi s end certain signifier s ar e not registered . 

My poin t her e i s no t t o insis t tha t w e mus t rea d th e "correct " text . 
Instead, I  wan t t o reflec t o n wha t w e see k t o accomplis h i n teachin g 
reading. W e ca n alway s endlessl y debat e wha t a  text means , o r whethe r 
or not i n "Sonny' s Blues " the narrator actuall y doe s o r shoul d fee l guilt . 
We can debate the most importan t theme s in the text requiring attention . 
We can point ou t tha t every example of reading is an example of selectiv e 
inattention. Bu t whe n w e rea d a  tex t well , w e ar e bot h attentiv e an d 
responsive t o a n extende d rang e o f conflictua l signification . Goo d read -
ing engages a  reflective appreciatio n o f the various conflictual an d rhetor -
ical powers o f a  text—even whe n th e specifi c natur e o f suc h subject s i s 
something we do not admire . 

In contras t t o projective denial , projective attentivenes s acknowledge s 
and, mor e importantly , "feed s on " th e presence o f conflic t linke d t o th e 
sequence of materia l signifiers constitutin g th e text. Rathe r than ignorin g 
the signifie r i n deferenc e t o it s ow n fantasies , i t use s th e conflictua l 
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interaction o f signifier s t o grasp , visualize , o r maste r th e laten t conflict . 
It ma y see k t o clarify , articulate , elaborate , an d perhap s jus t reflec t o n 
this comple x imag e o f values . Projectiv e attentiveness , i n short , suffer s 
conflictual narcissisti c investment s i n th e conflictua l interaction s o f sig -
nification. 

When m y discussion s o f "Sonny' s Blues " g o well , m y classe s ofte n 
circle abou t a  center o f ric h reflectiv e silenc e a s they slowl y brin g fort h 
statements tha t the y find  "insightful. " Differen t classe s focu s o n differ -
ent theme s fo r attention . Bu t a s the y focu s o n thes e themes , student s 
begin to more clearly understand thei r own conflicts . Thei r speaking an d 
listening i s shaped b y thei r participatio n i n both th e story an d thei r ow n 
experience o f life . I f fo r th e momen t the y find  thei r ow n speec h un -
usually engrossing , i t is because i t is in some way new for them , suggest -
ing, I  think , tha t a  certain reshapin g o f perceptio n an d libidina l invest -
ment has occurred . 

Literature ca n ac t like a  mirror t o reflec t th e arbitrar y fantasie s o f th e 
reader's mind ; bu t mos t o f u s d o no t se e onl y ou r ow n fantasie s i n 
literature. W e us e literatur e t o embod y o r articulat e i n particula r way s 
our values or "idealizations" (even if our idealizatio n require s the decon -
struction o f idealizations). Ever y carefu l readin g of the text makes narcis-
sistic investments i n signifier s i n order t o formulate wha t migh t be called 
a projective idealization.  Whe n we respond full y t o the material signifier s 
of th e text , w e us e the m t o embod y ou r partl y consciou s an d partl y 
unconscious values . Further , w e gai n satisfactio n fro m thi s proces s be -
cause the idealization i s made more concrete (and more representable) b y 
passing throug h wha t Laca n call s the "defile s o f th e signifier." 35 Projec -
tive idealizatio n o f th e tex t refer s t o th e manne r i n whic h th e ofte n 
inchoate ideal s o f th e sel f ar e "defiled " b y concret e particularitie s sug -
gested b y signifier s o f th e text . ( I wan t t o conve y b y thi s awkwar d pu n 
the sens e o f bot h huma n desir e passin g throug h a  channe l o r filter  an d 
being changed o r alienate d b y thi s process. ) 

Projective idealizatio n refer s t o th e proces s b y whic h materia l fro m 
the internal world encounter s materia l in the external world an d become s 
modified b y it . Reading , o f course , i s to o comple x a  proces s t o allo w 
one t o formulat e eas y generalization s abou t ho w particula r signifier s 
influence readers . Signifier s hav e meanin g because , a s subjects , w e ar e 
constantly participatin g i n th e meanin g constructs—th e libidina l posi -
tionings—generated b y th e signifyin g activitie s o f a  larger socia l world . 
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At thei r mos t primitive leve l these meanings ar e intuitive and associative . 
They ar e the groun d o f ou r ongoin g self-definitio n throug h socia l inter -
action. Dictionarie s represen t institutiona l attempt s t o regulat e an d po -
lice thes e meanings , an d thes e regulatin g activitie s hav e ha d importan t 
effects. Bu t th e meaning we derive from significatio n i s immensely com -
plex; i t i s regulated b y th e need s o f socia l communication an d disrupte d 
by personal associatio n an d libidinal investments . 

In th e futur e perhap s w e ma y b e abl e t o classif y recognizabl e an d 
generalized pattern s o f fantasy , idealization , an d mournin g tha t ar e so -
cially share d an d thu s generall y predic t response s t o specifi c signifyin g 
chains. Jea n Wyat t an d Claudi a Tate , fo r example , demonstrat e ho w 
textual significatio n ca n trigge r sociall y share d pattern s o f fantas y i n 
order t o generat e socia l change. 36 Attentio n t o historicall y significan t 
social fantasies offer s particularl y ric h opportunitie s fo r rhetorica l analy -
sis. Whe n w e understan d ho w fantasie s ar e sociall y share d a s wel l a s 
individually calibered , an d ho w w e shar e communa l libidina l invest -
ments, w e wil l b e i n a  bette r positio n t o understan d th e unconsciou s 
rhetoric o f fantas y generatio n an d it s lin k t o th e "objectively " presen t 
signifiers tha t allo w us to share feelings an d perceptions . 

When text s ar e used t o generat e fantasie s o r ideals , narcissisti c mech -
anisms operat e throug h signifier s t o reorien t th e sel f towar d theme s o r 
values tha t signifiers , becaus e the y participat e i n a  social world, suggest . 
This i s projectiv e idealization . Th e particularit y tha t materia l signifier s 
lend t o thi s even t i s crucia l becaus e thi s rhetorica l effect , thi s projectiv e 
idealization, howeve r creativ e i t ma y be , depend s o n a n encounte r wit h 
the materia l presence o f signification . Th e materia l presence o f the signi -
fier resists , defiles , an d manipulate s th e persona l conten t o f a  particula r 
reader's projection. I n this way reading exerts pressure on the core of th e 
self an d genera l linguisti c field  tha t defines , fo r an y particula r reader , 
self-image an d "reality. " 

An appreciatio n o f th e importanc e o f th e materia l signifie r i n "defil -
ing" projectiv e mechanism s ca n benefi t critica l theor y i n a  variet y o f 
ways. First , th e materia l presenc e o f th e signifie r serve s a s a  necessar y 
theoretical postulat e fo r explainin g wha t reader s negotiat e whe n the y 
work togethe r t o see k meaning . Th e rule s o f readin g deman d attentio n 
to the materiality o f the text, thu s the text's materiality becomes both th e 
means an d th e scen e fo r sharin g interpretiv e discourse . W e migh t thin k 
of a  text's signifier s a s sites of intersection, o r places where the pathway s 
of various language codes converge as they pursue other purposes . 
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In addition , specifi c materia l signifier s ofte n serv e t o ancho r a  se t o f 
libidinal relationship s importan t fo r culture s an d fo r peopl e composing , 
in thei r libidina l relationships , th e for m o f a  culture . Jame s Kinneav y 
points ou t tha t " a socia l personalit y probabl y doe s no t emerg e unti l i t 
has its own subdialect . Jargon, therefor e . . . i s a sign of a  forming socia l 
personality."37 A s signifier s com e t o defin e ne w libidina l organizations , 
they defin e ne w socia l relationship s an d ne w personalities . Frequently , 
in fact, libidinall y charged significatio n i s socially contested an d dispute d 
by warrin g interpretiv e perspectives . Ofte n differen t discours e strategie s 
are use d t o appropriat e an d emplo y ke y signifier s i n cultura l conflict . 
Kinneavy quote s Cassirer' s observatio n tha t afte r th e Nazi s cam e t o 
power "h e foun d tha t the German words which he had known ha d take n 
on entirel y ne w meanings ; h e foun d ne w words , an d h e foun d ne w 
emotional charge s injected int o formerly neutra l terms." 38 

Words, b y thei r materia l presenc e an d b y th e share d socia l meaning s 
linked t o thei r materia l presence , colo r an d influenc e th e conten t o f 
projection. Th e materialit y o f words , th e associativ e meaning s linke d t o 
words, an d th e literary effect s mad e possible by thi s materiality (sounds , 
rhythm, puns , phonemi c allusions , indeterminat e meanings , onomato -
poeia, visua l patterns , etc. ) mak e readin g mor e lik e socia l dialogue , an d 
less lik e privat e hallucination . Becaus e th e reade r mus t encounte r an d 
meaningfully "process " th e signifier , critica l theor y mus t clai m respon -
sibility t o an "objective text. " 

Let m e offe r a  rang e o f example s showin g ho w signifier s resis t an d 
direct projection . I  star t wit h a  simple exampl e an d buil d t o mor e com -
plex generalizations . 

If w e assum e tha t a  tex t contain s th e signifie r "mother, " w e migh t 
allow tha t th e word "mother " wil l mean man y differen t thing s t o differ -
ent people . Al l o f u s hav e differen t image s o f "mother, " an d differen t 
readers wil l projec t thei r ow n privat e meaning s an d association s o n thi s 
term. Signifiers , thus , seem to legitimize an infinite numbe r o f responses . 
Such a  generalization , however , oversimplifie s th e complexit y o f read -
ing. Signifier s legitimiz e man y differen t response s fo r differen t readers , 
but repeate d signifiers , a s the y ar e repeate d i n differen t contexts , cal l 
forth agai n an d agai n a  reader' s particula r we b o f projection s i n man y 
very differen t contexts . Thu s an y particula r reader' s respons e t o th e 
signifier "mother " i s called forth i n different meanin g contexts as the tex t 
places th e signifie r i n differen t contexts . Th e differen t placing s o f a 
projective conten t wil l either juxtapose a  projective conten t wit h anothe r 
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different projectiv e conten t an d thu s exer t rhetorica l pressure , o r wil l 
juxtapose a  projective conten t wit h a  socia l contex t an d thu s als o exer t 
pressure on projective content . 

The objectiv e natur e o f th e signifie r play s a n importan t rol e i n thi s 
transaction. Th e firs t occurrenc e o f th e signifie r "mother " i s objectivel y 
the same as the second signifie r "mother. " A  reader's projections ar e no t 
likely to be exactly the same in each response, bu t there is a limited rang e 
of persona l meanings—forme d throug h memory , fantasy , daydream . 
The signifier , thoug h i t appear s i n a  different context , manipulate s expe -
rience. Thus , som e o f projectiv e materia l linke d t o th e first  signifie r 
"mother" wil l b e agai n tappe d i n th e secon d occurrenc e o f th e wor d 
"mother." Bu t i n drawin g fort h agai n th e projectiv e materia l linke d t o 
the first  occurrenc e o f th e word , th e tex t wil l exer t pressur e o n thi s 
projection b y placin g i t i n a  differen t context . I t i s o f cours e tru e tha t 
any contex t wil l itsel f b e shape d b y projection , bu t nonetheles s thi s 
context, becaus e i t i s plotted b y th e signifier s (an d plotte d a s well throug h 
repeated signifiers) , i s another example of a  text manipulating the conten t 
of personal projection . 

Reading i s not determine d entirel y b y th e purely rando m desire s an d 
projections o f th e reader . Signifier s orchestrat e (muc h like musical signi -
fiers orchestrat e noise ) projections . M y initia l discussio n o f th e wor d 
"mother" oversimplifie s th e role signifier s pla y i n textuality ; le t me no w 
give thi s exampl e a  larger scope . W e shoul d imagin e muc h large r verba l 
structures—character, setting , ke y words—exertin g meanin g effect s b y 
making us e o f particula r repeate d materia l signifiers . Conside r ho w often , 
for example , characte r and place names are repeated. Conside r how ofte n 
the wor d "he " o r "she " o r "it " become s a  substitut e fo r a  characte r 
name o r plac e name. Conside r ho w ou r experienc e o f vas t collection s o f 
particular signifier s ar e "summed " u p b y abstrac t signifier s tha t remin d 
us o f ou r experience s wit h thes e element s an d carr y u s throug h variou s 
contexts wher e thes e meanin g reference s tak e u p ne w meanin g associa -
tions. I n th e American  Heritage  Dictionary\  Henr y Kucer a point s ou t 
that frequency o f particular words i s a partial but interesting determinan t 
of writin g style. 39 Styl e is , i n part , a  subjectiv e repetitio n o f signifiers , 
even thoug h i t i s "bad " styl e t o repea t a  word. Kucer a als o point s ou t 
that in a  mammoth collectio n o f representative America n texts , the Stan-
dard Corpus  of Present-Day Edited  American English,  containing 1,014,23 2 
words, ther e ar e onl y 50,40 6 different  words. 40 Thi s show s tha t i n th e 
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average tex t ther e i s a  tremendou s repetitio n o f signifiers . Meaning , 
which depend s partl y o n th e choic e o f a  signifier , i s als o ver y muc h 
determined b y th e repetitiv e positionin g o f a  signifier. T o mak e sens e of 
a messag e w e mus t gras p an d mak e sens e o f a  networ k o f repetitiv e 
positionings. 

I d o no t believ e tha t languag e i n an d o f itsel f create s "positions " tha t 
human subject s ar e fate d an d determine d t o occupy ; I  d o thin k socia l 
discourse—the languag e o f socia l interaction—loosel y position s selve s 
in relatio n t o experience . Socia l participatio n i n languag e generate s fo r 
subjects sociall y induced meanin g experiences apparentl y "produced " b y 
language. Stabl e pattern s o f libidinall y charge d socia l discours e (whic h 
dictionaries i n par t maintain ) hel p keep thes e meaning effect s stable . Fo r 
example, politica l word s lik e "freedom " an d "democracy " an d eve n 
more psychologica l word s lik e "love " an d "sex " ar e repeate d "key " 
terms for ou r culture . 

However, becaus e text s ar e constructe d b y conflictua l subjects , the y 
characteristically expres s conflict s betwee n differen t usage s o f signifyin g 
terms. Ofte n repeate d ke y word s o r thematicall y relate d set s o f word s 
are mechanisms fo r focusin g attentio n o n thi s conflict . I f w e look a t th e 
verbal densit y o f a  text w e migh t imagin e variou s hierarchie s o f sociall y 
constructed meanin g workin g t o mak e sens e o f a  singl e ke y word . A t 
times singl e words, lik e "divorce, " (an d it s equivalents ) i n Hardy' s Jude 
the Obscure  ca n becom e th e scen e for over t consciou s conflict . A t othe r 
times a  single word seem s dominated b y on e cultura l coding . Thi s singl e 
word, however , wit h it s controllin g cultura l coding , ca n participat e i n a 
larger groupin g o f word s tha t th e tex t use s t o creat e a  different meanin g 
effect. Literatur e characteristicall y make s fertil e us e o f th e conflict s be -
tween differen t layer s o f meaning s create d b y signifiers . I n thi s wa y 
particular signifier s whos e meanin g effec t ha s bee n co-opte d b y domi -
nant cultura l code s can come to have conflictual meanin g a s they partici -
pate in different layer s of meaning effects foun d i n texts . 

In Heart  of  Darkness,  th e large r "meaning " o f th e book' s narrativ e 
about exploratio n come s t o see m very differen t fro m earl y usage s o f th e 
term exploration,  a n activit y admire d b y Marlo w an d represente d b y 
Kurtz's bol d retur n b y cano e t o th e hear t o f th e continent . I n thi s 
conflict betwee n ou r respons e t o a  particula r "heroic " even t an d ou r 
response t o th e large r despai r o f th e novel , ou r libidina l respons e t o th e 
signifier "exploration " o r perhap s "adventure " ca n b e restructure d b y a 
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narrative tha t "explains " exploration . I n thi s conflic t betwee n a n ideo -
logical codin g fo r exploration , whic h ha s capture d ou r projections , an d 
Conrad's ow n persona l narrativ e codin g fo r exploration , whic h ha s als o 
caught our projections, literatur e generate s a  meaning that can be used in 
social discours e t o restructur e th e ideologica l libidina l binding s o f lan -
guage. I f ideologie s ar e bad becaus e they make us suffer , w e can unmas k 
them onl y whe n w e creat e o r discove r narrativ e text s tha t expos e th e 
suffering an d conflic t o f ou r libidina l investments . 

In considering the rhetorical rol e of the signifier i n discourse, we mus t 
also pa y attentio n t o mor e primitiv e experience s o f signification . Signi -
fiers ca n use their own verbal properties—sound an d rhythm—to inten -
sify ou r attentio n t o them . Freu d an d other s note d ho w th e min d take s 
delight i n puns , alliteration , an d verba l condensation . Fo r example , th e 
phrase, "I' d rathe r have a bottle in front o f me than a  frontal lobotomy, " 
usually produce s a  humorou s response . Thi s humo r seem s t o res t en -
tirely o n th e verba l condensatio n an d reconstructio n o f "bottl e i n fron t 
of me " to "fronta l lobotomy. " The meaning here is relatively banal , an d 
yet when i t is concentrated b y th e punning o f language , i t is experience d 
differently, wit h more intensity. Poetr y is especially likely to take deligh t 
in the weight, heft , an d resonance s o f particular words , bu t othe r genre s 
also utiliz e suc h practic e t o direc t th e attentio n tha t reader s brin g t o 
texts. 

In novels , ke y word s (an d a  hos t o f othe r set s o f repeate d word s 
related t o them e an d authoria l style ) ar e repeate d signifier s tha t focu s 
attention o n importan t theme s and , a s they connec t o r fai l t o connec t t o 
other meanin g networks , sugges t possibilitie s fo r conceptua l defamiliari -
zation. Jonatha n Swift' s us e o f "gentlemen " i n " A Modes t Proposal " i s 
one exampl e o f ho w a  repeate d ideologicall y pleasin g signifie r ca n b e 
wrenched int o a  defamiliarizing positio n b y a  carefully constructe d text . 
We are encouraged t o admir e "gentlemen, " bu t no t whe n the y ar e eage r 
to ea t babies . Afte r readin g Swift' s essay , th e wor d "gentlemen " begin s 
to sound heavy and sinister . 

Swift's "Modes t Proposal " i s a  good exampl e o f a  literary undoin g o f 
libidinal investments . Mos t reader s hav e positiv e feeling s fo r signifier s 
like "gentlemen " an d "infants. " W e have these positive feeling s becaus e 
culture ha s don e it s jo b (fo r mos t o f us ) i n structurin g ou r emotion s i n 
relation t o these two words. Swift' s essay  achieves  tremendous rhetorica l 
leverage by simply signifying a  particular relationship between gentleme n 
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and infants : "gentlemen " "eat " "infants. " Eac h o f thes e thre e signifier s 
(or thei r equivalents ) i s repeated man y time s i n the course o f the essay , 
and thi s simpl e relationshi p structure s i n genera l term s othe r relation -
ships amon g th e othe r mor e varie d signifier s tha t populat e th e text . 
Different reader s get  differen t meaning s fro m th e text , bu t fo r mos t 
readers i t generates a  libidinal withdrawal fro m signification , eithe r fro m 
the tex t itself , o r fro m heedles s participatio n i n a  socia l discours e tha t 
blithely label s eager consumers a s "gentlemen. " 

These example s demonstrat e tha t text s ar e powerfully define d b y our 
projections. Bu t these examples also show that texts are not blank screen s 
supporting al l possibl e projections . Text s ar e meaningfu l composition s 
created b y a  tempora l successio n o f signifier s orchestratin g successiv e 
projections. Lik e complex algebrai c formulas o r musical scores , text s are 
notations fo r innumerabl e meaningfu l constructions . W e ca n compos e 
many differen t text s fro m a  sequence o f signifiers , bu t we canno t com -
pose all  possible text s fro m th e sam e signifiers . W e can compose man y 
different version s o f Heart  of  Darkness,  bu t w e canno t compos e Mid-
summer Night's  Dream  fro m Heart  of  Darkness.  Th e constructio n o f 
meaning i s not somethin g w e can do independen t o f th e signifiers ; ou r 
interpretations mus t b e fixed  a t variou s point s t o th e signifier s the y 
interpret. The y mus t b e anchore d t o th e signifier s tha t constitut e a 
publicly verifiabl e text—th e tex t editor s wan t t o get  "right" whe n the y 
examine various "good " manuscripts . 

Texts, therefore , ar e not purely th e product o f a  reader's projection . 
They hav e particula r propertie s an d particula r structure s o f thei r own . 
These propertie s ma y no t b e universall y share d o r define d i n term s o f 
referential meaning , bu t the y ca n b e considere d i n term s o f somethin g 
we migh t cal l rhetoric , o r th e conflictua l interactio n betwee n tex t an d 
reader. 

Our discussio n o f the linguistic structur e o f the sel f encourage s u s to 
hypothesize a  relation betwee n th e projective force s brough t t o bea r o n 
the tex t b y th e reade r an d th e rhetorica l force s brough t t o bea r o n th e 
reader b y the text. Projectio n ha s a boomerang effec t i n reading: Projec -
tive moment s becom e introjectiv e moment s a s the self invest s itsel f nar -
cissistically i n th e conflictua l particularit y o f th e signification i t discov -
ers. Word s i n thei r particula r materia l presenc e assum e certai n energie s 
from th e projective force s workin g o n them , bu t in doin g s o they "de -
file" thos e energie s b y entrapping the m i n a larger networ k o f significa -
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tion. I n thi s context , word s absor b projectiv e force s an d deflec t them , 
thereby exertin g "rhetorical " pressure on self-functions . 

Rhetoric i s a  force empowere d b y projection . Th e rhetorica l powe r 
released b y projection derive s fro m th e self-divided linguisti c groun d of 
the self' s ow n being. I f the self is a warring syste m withi n whic h variou s 
smaller self-component s vi e for contro l o f thought , feeling , an d behav -
ior, the n we must examine how the libidinal organization o f significatio n 
produced b y a  sel f i n readin g resemble s an d reassemble s th e particula r 
libidinal organization o f language that is a self. 

What kin d o f force withi n a  self force s som e examples of discourse to 
be repressed an d other kind s o f discourse t o be idealized? Wha t kin d of 
force avoid s certai n form s o f discourse and incorporates others ? Clearly , 
this forc e i s terme d man y thing s b y the differen t discipline s tha t fee l a 
need t o accoun t fo r it s functioning . Bu t in the area o f critica l theor y a 
good nam e for this force i s rhetoric. Rhetori c i s concerned, no t with the 
meaning o f language , bu t with th e way language orchestrate s emotion , 
the wa y self-experience i s structured b y language . Rhetori c reflect s th e 
libidinal investments tha t selve s make in language. 

The concept of rhetoric is a theoretical juncture where literary theory , 
rhetorical theory , an d psychoanalytic theor y shoul d converge . W e nor -
mally assum e tha t rhetori c i s a force i n language tha t manipulate s emo -
tion i n humans . Bu t i n a  technica l sens e thi s forc e ca n neve r b e in 
language; language (fro m a  purely "objective " position ) i s only a  collec-
tion o f dum b signifiers . Rhetoric , then , i s no t in  language . I t i s i n 
subjectivity. Mor e precisely , i t is a force i n the linguistic constitutio n of 
the self . Rhetoric , a s we discover i t in texts, alway s bear s witnes s t o the 
social an d psychologica l force s whereb y languag e "positions " selve s i n 
relation to affect . 

Rhetoric i s always th e umbilicus o f a  text. I t i s the point a t which a 
meaning that matters  for th e self emerge s as the structuring matter  of  the 
self. Rhetori c designate s particula r site s o f textua l significatio n wher e 
readers consciousl y an d unconsciously mak e choice s abou t th e interpre-
tive codes they choos e to follow. Throug h suc h complex decisions (com -
promises betwee n consciou s an d unconsciou s investments) , word s as -
sume rhetorica l power . Als o throug h thes e decisions , word s attai n 
particular "meaning " an d b y acquirin g thi s particula r meaning , word s 
give particular bein g (Lacan might say "body") t o the self. 

When we encounter rhetori c in texts, we encounter the libidinal force s 
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attached t o word s tha t generate , employ , o r "bind " emotion . Thi s ma -
nipulation o f emotio n amount s t o nothin g les s tha n a  manipulatio n o f 
the component s o f th e self . Rhetori c designate s th e force s i n th e linguis -
tic constructio n o f th e sel f tha t structur e affect . I n reading , thes e force s 
transform projectiv e energie s b y verball y recontextualizin g them . Throug h 
such verba l recontextualization , affec t itsel f become s susceptibl e t o re -
structuralization. Further , becaus e th e unconsciou s structurin g o f th e 
self i s buil t o n a  particularity o f words , rhetori c als o depend s o n verba l 
particularity fo r it s restructurin g power . Word s i n th e particularit y o f 
their visua l an d phonemi c propertie s (punning , homophony , onomato -
poeia, phonemi c allusion , visua l metaphoricity) , i n thei r shee r dum b 
repetition o f th e sam e (mothe r an d mother , fo r example) , an d i n thei r 
associative an d referentia l possibilitie s becom e "rhetorica l performers " 
for selves . A s particular word s an d particula r signifyin g chain s o f word s 
become animate d b y projectiv e forces , word s manipulat e affect . Bu t 
words wor k (jus t a s ad writers an d poet s insist ) precisely i n thei r partic -
ularity. 

It follows , then , tha t reading s attentiv e t o th e particularit y o f words , 
and attentive to words a s rhetorical performers, ca n be especially reward -
ing.41 I  do not want to insist that referentia l approximation s ar e nonfunc -
tional; I  merel y wan t t o emphasiz e wha t Englis h teacher s hav e alway s 
claimed—attention t o th e concret e tex t matters . Throug h suc h a n atten -
tiveness, a  reade r ma y encounte r ne w possibilitie s fo r perceivin g an d 
reorganizing th e restless nature o f verba l self-components. 42 

Rhetoric as  a  Social  and  Private  Force 

A broa d understandin g o f th e rhetorica l rol e o f th e signifie r i n interpre -
tation shoul d embrac e bot h psychologica l an d sociologica l considera -
tions. O f course , sociologica l critic s hav e lon g claime d tha t selve s ar e 
products o f th e sam e processe s tha t produc e texts . Fro m a  sociologica l 
perspective, words , i n the particularity o f thei r effect s o n consciousness , 
are cultura l artifact s tha t constitut e selve s aroun d system s o f culturall y 
sanctified value . Generall y speaking , however , sociologica l critic s hav e 
avoided th e complexitie s o f psychoanalyti c issue s an d denie d personal , 
creative, an d adversaria l relation s betwee n text s an d readers . Fis h speak s 
for man y sociologica l critics : 
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If selves are constituted by the ways of thinking and seeing that inhere in social 
organizations, and if these constituted selves in turn constitute texts according to 
these same ways, then ther e can be no adversary relationship betwee n tex t and 
self because they are necessarily related products of the same cognitive possibili-
ties.43 

It ma y indeed b e true tha t bot h "selve s an d texts ar e produced b y ways 
of thinkin g an d seein g tha t inher e i n socia l organization. " Bu t suc h 
productions shoul d not rule out adversarial relations. Sociologica l critica l 
theory, b y ruling out the presence of adversarial relations , oversimplifie s 
relationships betwee n text s and selves. 

If text s ar e always conflictuall y heterogeneou s (bot h i n term s o f ab-
stract meanin g an d libidina l codings ) an d the socia l constitutio n o f the 
self i s also alway s heterogeneous , the n rhetori c o f texts shoul d b e exam-
ined in terms o f an interaction betwee n thes e differing unstabl e codings . 
Idealizing projection explain s how the social strands of conflict suggeste d 
by textua l signifier s an d articulated b y critical disagreement s reflect , bu t 
also work  on,  component s i n conflic t withi n th e inne r networ k o f the 
self. 

When considering the conflicts i n texts, we must consider the conflicts 
within readers . Suc h conflic t (presen t bot h i n selve s an d in cultures ) i s 
not merel y a  fracture poin t i n th e structur e o f language ; i t i s ofte n a n 
agonizing point of tension and turbulence within a  self. Such conflict can 
encourage somethin g that , fro m anothe r critica l perspective , i s calle d 
interiority. Interiorit y describe s a  sensed connectio n betwee n th e inne r 
life o f a  reade r an d th e inne r lif e o f a  writer . Suc h a n experienc e o f 
connection wil l alway s b e a fantasy o f some sort—w e neve r hav e trans -
parent acces s t o th e inne r lif e o f a  writer—bu t ther e i s usuall y som e 
ground fo r thi s fantasy . Becaus e author s spea k a  publi c languag e o f 
libidinal investmen t a t the same tim e a s they spea k a  private one , a text 
usually contain s code s tha t facilitat e th e production o f new structures of 
libidinal investments . I n thi s manner , th e self-conflict s experience d b y 
writers ca n contribut e t o particula r form s o f self-conflic t an d libidina l 
organization experience d b y readers. 

Interiority, considere d i n thi s sense , ca n b e a  sociall y constructiv e 
mode o f suffering . I t ca n be "productive " i n th e Marxis t sens e o f th e 
term. Throug h th e material signifier s i t produces , suc h interio r conflic t 
changes ou r perceptions o f ideologica l code s an d offer s a n impetus fo r 
change. 
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For variou s reasons , professiona l reader s ar e usuall y mor e comfort -
able talkin g abou t conflic t withi n a  tex t rathe r tha n conflic t withi n a 
reader. But—t o paraphras e Norman Holland—text s don' t have conflict ; 
people do . The experience o f conflict betray s narcissisti c discomfor t an d 
reveals a  textual interfac e wher e sel f canno t b e comfortably composed . 
Conflict i s i n a  certain sens e th e raiso n d'etr e o f critica l theory . Man y 
schools of criticism, however , attemp t t o deal with conflic t b y outlawing 
certain possibilitie s o f meaning . A s a  consequence, meanin g become s a 
function o f repression . A n adequat e theor y o f rhetori c shoul d avoi d 
repression an d privilege conflic t (o n both the social and the intrapersonal 
level) as the seminal principle of the hermeneutic endeavor . 

A psychoanalyti c attentio n t o th e materialit y an d particularit y o f 
words a s rhetorical performer s offer s thi s possibility . Fo r the psychoan-
alyst, hermeneuti c conflic t betray s the struggle of overdetermined mean -
ings. Overdetermine d meaning s frequentl y mar k a  point wher e th e sub-
systems o f th e self , a s the y conflictuall y interact , produc e a n 
unacknowledged experienc e of suffering. Particula r words , charge d wit h 
overdetermined meaning , ca n revea l th e comba t o f avowe d an d dis -
avowed values . Thes e particula r word s ofte n dra w attentio n t o them -
selves in "literary " way s an d betray unconsciou s value s tha t oppos e the 
dominant value s o f the self's discourse . Thi s betraya l ma y surface unde r 
standard interpretiv e procedure s a s simpl y a  logica l contradiction , an d 
appear quit e puzzling. Fro m a  psychoanalytic perspective , however , thi s 
evidence o f conflic t an d overdeterminatio n ca n mar k th e beginnin g o f 
useful realization s abou t self-construction—a struggl e between opposin g 
motives and values. 

Furthermore, thes e consideration s sho w tha t th e psychoanalytic per -
spective o n the text offer s anothe r strateg y fo r using words : Words can 
probe an d reveal the knots o f conflic t an d contradiction withi n th e self; 
words can lift experienc e from inarticulat e suffering t o conscious politica l 
expression; word s brin g int o th e purvie w o f consciousnes s th e ragge d 
seams o f linguisti c self-constitution . Lik e psychoanalyti c experience , 
reading ca n enable th e registering i n consciousnes s o f multideterminat e 
but particularized system s o f signifiers exertin g thei r inexorabl e pressur e 
on anothe r overdetermine d syste m o f signifiers—the self . I n one textual 
"message," reading can register multiple and conflictual rhetorica l intent . 
More importantly, readin g attentive to the plurality of possible rhetorica l 
organizations inheren t in systems of signification ca n produce a  frictiona l 
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sliding i n consciousnes s betwee n disparat e an d unsynthesize d unit s o f 
rhetoric and intelligibility withi n the self. 

In texts , a s well a s in selves , unsynthesize d unit s o f intelligibilit y o r 
"meanings" normally fin d thei r proper subordination in relation to dom-
inant maste r term s tha t exer t thei r various , conflietual , overdetermined , 
often repressive , bu t nonetheles s ordering , forc e acros s a  variet y o f 
subordinated symboli c networks . Thes e maste r term s normall y ancho r 
the reade r an d th e text , thu s subduin g a n otherwis e chaoti c struggl e 
between dominan t an d adversaria l cultura l ideology , an d dominant an d 
adversarial persona l idiolects . Bu t an encounter wit h th e conflietual seam s 
(hitherto unnoticed ) i n the unsynthesized unit s o f meanin g i n text s can 
dislodge the "meaning" of repression an d liberate value from ideologica l 
denial. 

The materialit y an d particularity o f words therefor e no t only consti -
tute the self, bu t offer themselve s in their particularity a s tools (bes t used 
in moments whe n a  breadth o f vision has been achieved by an accumula-
tion o f reference ) fo r redefinin g an d renegotiating self-constitution . O n 
this basis, we should postulate that "good" readings of texts productivel y 
reshape a  reader's projection s b y appreciating th e rhetoric linke d t o the 
materiality o f textual signifiers . Reader s respond activel y to the objective 
and materia l signifier s o f the text seekin g t o rework th e content o f thei r 
projection. Thi s activit y i s possibl e because , althoug h w e d o alway s 
perceive throug h th e decoding effect s o f our own personal readin g strat -
egies, we also refe r t o material signifier s o f the text in all their particula r 
polyvalent qualitie s (an d especially in their polyvalen t qualities) , seekin g 
to modify , enlarge , an d i f necessary , reorganiz e th e habitua l decodin g 
strategies tha t normall y allo w us to "consume" and dispose of signifiers . 
Even i f Hollan d i s right tha t ou r reading strategie s ten d t o be univoca l 
and ideologica l a s a resul t o f defensiv e identit y themes , i t remain s tru e 
that the discipline of textual study traditionally demands , in the response 
to signifiers , mor e subtlet y tha n th e mechanica l applicatio n o f univoca l 
decoding systems . W e are encourage d t o rea d reflectively . W e are en-
couraged t o recover fro m repressio n signifyin g code s tha t ar e latent and 
not dominan t in ourselves and in the texts we read. Of course, thi s ethic s 
of reading is not always successful , bu t it is outspokenly idealized . 

This idealization defines the humanistic promise of reading. I t assumes 
that readin g i s no t a  simpl e proces s whereb y th e unit y o f a  subjec t 
responds to the unity of the text; nor is reading a simple process whereb y 
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the tex t constitute s th e reade r alon g th e line s o f a  simpl e ideologica l 
principle. Instead , readin g reflect s th e rhetorical frictio n produce d a s the 
self (th e organizing proces s behin d a  plurality o f linguisti c codes ) suffer s 
the disorientin g "orders " o f a  differen t pluralit y o f code s (th e text) , 
which i t must i n some manner order . 

If th e signifier s o f a  text ar e "rhetorica l performers, " manipulator s o f 
the libido bindin g selve s to system s o f value (an d no t merel y representa -
tions o f a  writer's experienc e o r a  reader's experience) , som e traditiona l 
literary endeavor s assum e a  mor e restricted , ye t stil l legitimat e role . 
First, literar y canon s (i n al l their arbitrariness ) ca n b e seen a s collection s 
of system s o f signifier s situate d i n historica l moment s tha t hav e had, fo r 
particular group s o f people , significan t rhetorica l effect . Som e texts , fo r 
certain people in certain contexts , ar e better rhetorical "performers " tha n 
others. W e need t o understan d th e mechanisms tha t enabl e these text s t o 
perform. Second , t o develo p a  student' s rhetorica l expertis e an d facilit y 
with language , i t would b e profitable t o see k t o know th e various verba l 
strategies of any epoch's rhetoric . Third , i t will be useful t o seek to kno w 
an author' s apparen t intention—no t i n orde r t o kno w th e meanin g o f 
the tex t a s equivalen t t o th e intention—bu t t o understan d mor e full y 
what relatio n rhetorica l effect s hav e to professed intentions . 

Projection and  the  "Objective"  Text 

A reade r wh o ha s foun d m y extende d discussio n o f projectiv e idealiza -
tion plausibl e migh t a t thi s poin t pause , reflect , an d objec t tha t m y 
original claim s abou t th e existenc e o f a n objectiv e tex t mus t b e illusory . 
Each person , afte r all , perceive s th e tex t differentl y i n hi s o r he r ideali -
zation. Because texts come into being through the perceptions o f readers , 
there can be no objective text . 

However, thi s objection ca n be overcome if we make two distinctions . 
We mus t distinguish , first,  betwee n th e perception o f signifier s an d th e 
interpretation o f th e text . Th e signifier s o f a  tex t ar e no t perceive d 
differently; th e meaning s ar e perceived differently . Bu t eve n whil e thes e 
meanings ar e perceive d differently , th e meaning s perceive d ar e limite d 
by the se t of signifier s perceived . Conside r th e distinction betwee n (a ) an 
infinite an d unlimite d se t o f interpretiv e possibilitie s an d (b ) a n infinit e 
but nonetheless limitin g and excluding se t of interpretive gestures . 

An imprecis e understandin g o f infinit y ha s suggeste d tha t interpreta -
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tion i s the effect o f an unlimited se t of interpretive possibilities . A  cleare r 
understanding o f infinit y ca n remedy thi s mistake. The objectivity o f th e 
text i s an objective perceptua l even t tha t produces a n infinite bu t limite d 
set o f possibl e interpretations . Th e existenc e o f a n infinit e numbe r o f 
correct readings for a  text does not mean that the text can mean anything . 
It mean s tha t th e tex t offer s a n infinit e se t o f readin g permutation s 
defined b y a  limiting set of signifying rules . 

The concep t o f a  limite d infinit y may , a t first , b e puzzling . Bu t i t 
should no t be . I n mathematics , ther e ar e a  variety o f formula s tha t ca n 
designate a  variety o f infinit e set s of numbers . Th e element s within eac h 
set of numbers designate d b y a  particular formula ar e infinite i n number . 
But two differen t formula s produc e rule s that can define tw o very differ -
ent, mutuall y exclusive , set s o f elements . Th e se t o f od d numbers , fo r 
example, i s infinite . Ye t thi s sam e se t o f infinit e number s i s also limite d 
because it does not contain the infinite se t of even numbers. The element s 
within both set s (odd numbers and even numbers) are infinite i n number , 
but eac h se t o f number s contain s differen t particula r characters . I t i s 
therefore possibl e t o describ e a  set o f element s tha t i s infinite i n numbe r 
but limited in terms of what i t contains. Thus, the set is both infinit e an d 
limited. 

The text , lik e a  particular formul a i n math , offer s infinit e possibilitie s 
for meaning , bu t i t also limits an d exclude s othe r possibilities . Ther e ar e 
a variety o f way s t o tal k abou t ho w interpretiv e possibilitie s ar e limited . 
Although word s ca n i n principl e refe r t o anythin g (an d see m t o legiti -
mize a n absolut e infinit y o f possibility) , word s (an d system s o f words ) 
cannot mobiliz e an d organiz e affec t i n unlimite d ways . Eac h language , 
in order to function a s a language, mus t provide a  limited and not infinit e 
code linkin g word s t o ideas , images , an d feelings . Additionally , eac h 
cultural syste m legitimize s an d offer s suppor t fo r a  relatively limite d se t 
of personalit y paradigms . Eac h cultur e offer s distinc t model s fo r orga -
nizing affec t an d distinctiv e styl e fo r manipulatin g tha t organization . 
Each cultural system, in other words, possesses its own unique repertoir e 
of rhetoric. 44 I t authorize s an d endow s wit h potenc y it s ow n syste m o f 
metaphors an d thereb y limit s an d precondition s certai n possibilitie s fo r 
the constitution o f th e self . Thus, althoug h ther e ar e new an d "creative " 
organizations o f affec t emergin g i n mos t cultures , affec t i s itsel f limite d 
by th e biologica l constitutio n o f th e organis m an d th e signifyin g struc -
tures o f affec t mad e available by a  culture. 
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The abilit y o f projection s an d association s t o b e meaningfu l fo r othe r 
readers function s a s another limitatio n o n meaning . Usuall y th e reader' s 
power o f associatio n i s taken a s evidence for th e impossibility o f definin g 
an objective text . On e could easil y argue the opposite. Although i t seems 
possible t o fre e associat e infinitel y i n relatio n t o an y on e wor d o f th e 
text, i t i s quite a  different matte r t o ti e clusters o f free association s int o a 
meaningful syste m tha t first  make s sens e o f a  sequence o f signifier s an d 
second meaningfull y serve s other s a s a  possibl e interpretatio n o f tha t 
sequence o f signifiers . Th e abilit y o f free associatio n t o produce meanin g 
does no t mak e th e tex t disappear . Instea d i t limit s th e meaning s th e tex t 
can produce . 

An interpretatio n intende d fo r a  rhetorica l purpos e would , howeve r 
individualistic, requir e a  rhetorically effectiv e contextua l placin g o f indi -
vidualistic response s int o communa l pattern s o f discourse . Thi s com -
munal contextualizatio n woul d b e necessar y fo r th e rhetori c o f th e in -
terpretive performance t o have its effect . I t would vouchsaf e th e possibilit y 
of something tha t might be termed "intersubjectiv e textua l transactions" : 
the potenc y o f textua l code s t o modif y th e affectiv e organizatio n o f 
another textua l code , th e self . Thus , th e nee d fo r "intersubjectivel y 
transactive" pattern s o f discours e woul d restrai n wha t migh t otherwis e 
be a chaos o f projection an d free association . 

Fish an d Culle r ar e partiall y correc t i n insistin g o n th e limitin g an d 
directive effect s o f interpretiv e competence . Reader s ar e constraine d i n 
their interpretation s b y th e interpretiv e convention s o f thei r culture . 
Clearly, meanin g is  meaningful onl y i n a  social and cultura l context . Bu t 
a responsible reader-response theory shoul d acknowledg e tha t both read -
ers an d authors , thoug h limite d wit h respec t t o certai n semioti c opera -
tions, ca n transcend th e signifying horizon s o f thei r cultur e an d commu -
nity. Indeed , a n origina l an d idiosyncrati c discover y o f meanin g o n th e 
part o f a n aberrantl y signifyin g autho r ca n b e s o rhetoricall y forcefu l a s 
to assum e a  dominan t rol e i n culture . Man y critic s (e.g. , Iser ) assum e 
that a  prim e functio n o f th e artis t i s t o recove r th e represse d tha t ha s 
been exclude d b y conventiona l meaning . I f a n author ca n invent a  mean-
ingful ye t "aberrant " signification , a  reader ca n d o likewise , sometime s 
transforming a  neglected tex t into a  useful rhetorica l tool . 

Reading, lik e writing , ca n produc e "private " o r idiosyncrati c mean -
ing, bu t a n acknowledgmen t an d appreciatio n o f thi s idiosyncrati c gen -
eration o f meanin g doe s no t mea n ther e i s n o objectiv e text . Returnin g 
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to the analogy with mathematics , we might compare a  text to an algebraic 
formula. Ther e are infinite way s of substituting numbers fo r the formula . 
But th e formula' s "objective " structur e control s th e meaningfulnes s o f 
the calculation s derive d fro m it . Th e formula , objectivel y considered , 
may mea n somethin g b y itself , bu t thi s meanin g i s fla t an d empty . Th e 
"objective" formul a i s only a  pure expressio n o f a  structure o f relations . 
The ful l meanin g o f th e formul a become s practicall y significan t onl y 
when certai n numbers ar e fed int o i t to derive useful calculations . 

Like algebrai c formulas , text s "work " onl y whe n the y ar e processe d 
by anothe r leve l o f signification . Text s ar e no t objectivel y presen t a s 
units o f meaning . B y themselves , text s ar e onl y notation s fo r potentia l 
relationships fo r signifiers . However , text s ar e objectivel y presen t a s 
complex code s stimulatin g comple x rhetorica l relationship s betwee n chain s 
of materia l signifiers . 

The point o f al l this is that a n infinity o f differen t reader s can produc e 
an infinit y o f differen t reading s o f Othello,  bu t suc h a n infinit e se t o f 
interpretations woul d exclud e the infinite numbe r o f interpretations pro -
duced b y reading s o f Moby  Dick.  Anyon e wh o doubt s suc h a  clai m 
should writ e a  good, clos e thirty-pag e interpretatio n o f Othello,  chang e 
all the names t o reflec t name s i n Moby Dick,  an d tr y t o teac h o r publis h 
such an interpretation o f Othello  a s an interpretation o f Moby Dick.  Th e 
result woul d b e a  failur e t o communicate . O f cours e ther e i s alway s a 
level o f abstractio n a t whic h on e tex t resemble s an y othe r text . Bot h 
Othello an d Moby  Dick  reflec t quest s fo r "truth. " Bu t suc h similarit y 
does no t mak e th e text s equivalent . Hig h level s o f textua l abstractio n 
should no t b e equate d wit h textua l rhetoric , fo r the y ignor e o r suppres s 
the minut e verba l particularit y an d tempora l sequenc e o f subjectiv e ex -
periences i n term s o f whic h text s ar e meaningful—an d rhetorical—fo r 
us. 

Often, text s ar e no t distinguishe d fro m th e meaning s o r rhetorica l 
performances tha t the y produce . Argument s abou t wha t a  tex t i s ar e 
conflated wit h argument s ove r wha t syste m o f meanin g shoul d b e use d 
to process th e text . Fortunately , however , ther e ar e repeated attempt s t o 
counter thes e assumptions . Halle t Smith' s "Introduction " t o th e Twen-
tieth Century  Interpretations  of  the  Tempest,  fo r example , compare s th e 
play t o a  kaleidoscop e an d lament s attempt s t o freez e it s many-facete d 
signifying potency : 
Because the plot is so simple and the characters so far from complex , the critics 
find i t difficul t t o accoun t fo r th e grea t effec t th e pla y ha s upo n them . I n 
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desperation the y tur n t o biographical , allegorical , religious , philosophical , o r 
psychological interpretations of the play.45 

Biographical, allegorical , religious , philosophical , o r psychological inter -
pretations ar e systems o f explanation fe d int o the mil l wheel of the play' s 
signifying structure , o r algebrai c formula . Throug h suc h signifyin g 
transformations, broa d an d genera l explanator y abstraction s becom e il -
lustrated b y particula r element s foun d i n th e work . Th e result s o f thes e 
signifying conversion s fulfil l idealizin g projection s an d provid e stuffin g 
for th e page s o f countles s journal s an d books . Bu t a s Smith' s metapho r 
implies, non e o f thes e production s (an d w e ca n imagin e a n infinit e 
number o f the m reflectin g a n infinit e numbe r o f theoretica l positions ) 
should b e equated wit h th e text . 

All o f thes e production s ar e th e effect s o f projectiv e idealizations . 
Projective idealizatio n i s a  meaning effect , a  rhetorica l effect , produce d 
by a n angl e o f vision . Projectiv e idealizatio n use s a n angl e o f visio n t o 
produce a  persona l organizatio n o f th e rhetorica l effect s o f signifiers . 
Projective idealization , further , ca n rewor k th e particula r given s o f cul -
tural signifier s i n an infinite numbe r o f ways. Readin g and interpretatio n 
thus offe r infinit e possibilitie s fo r difference , an d Hollan d i s indee d 
correct i n suggestin g tha t th e word s o f th e tex t d o no t limi t meaning — 
they proliferat e meaning . Bu t i f a  tex t offer s infinit e possibilitie s fo r 
interpretation, thi s doe s no t mea n tha t th e word s d o no t limit , inform , 
or direc t meaning . 

Smith's metapho r o f th e tex t a s a  kaleidoscope migh t b e improved o n 
by a  compariso n o f th e tex t t o a  crystal , whic h i s a  mechanis m tha t 
diffracts th e focu s o f light . ( I apologiz e t o reader s wh o find  th e meta -
phorical implication s o f thi s analog y to o idealistic. ) Th e crystal , unlik e 
the kaleidoscope, ha s three dimensions . Ther e i s always a  particularity i n 
its dept h w e canno t se e tha t influences , b y it s manipulatio n o f light , th e 
surface w e d o see . Ther e i s a  curious dept h t o a  text tha t enriche s wha t 
we d o se e b y suggestin g th e presenc e o f thing s w e d o no t see , jus t a s 
there i s a  ric h dept h t o a  crysta l tha t enriche s th e surfac e w e se e b y 
making use of th e reflective dept h we do not see . 

Because o f th e limitation s o f menta l representatio n th e angula r face s 
of a  three-dimensiona l crysta l ar e bes t observe d b y bein g viewe d fro m 
many differen t angle s o f perspective . Th e crysta l wil l authoriz e a  differ -
ent sketc h whe n see n a s two-dimensiona l fro m an y o f a  variet y o f 
perspectives. Ye t al l th e infinitel y different , two-dimensiona l pattern s 
produced b y infinitel y smal l change s i n rotation s o f th e viewin g angl e 
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have their ground i n a  particular three-dimensiona l structure . Thi s is also 
true wit h criticism : T o insur e th e systemati c unit y i n argumentation , 
writers ca n onl y writ e fro m a  two-dimensiona l perspective ; otherwis e 
central concept s los e thei r clarit y a s the y shif t aroun d th e rotatio n o f 
changing angle s o f vision . Nevertheles s mos t critic s ca n appreciat e th e 
beauty o f thing s the y discus s fro m thre e dimensions . The y ca n se e ho w 
other peopl e get  th e idea s the y d o whe n the y loo k a t somethin g fro m a 
"different angle. " Critic s ca n eve n appreciat e th e "depth " perspectiv e o f 
the ar t object : They ca n appreciate th e beauty o f i t precisely i n it s abilit y 
to produc e multiple , intricate , an d compellin g effect s fro m multipl e 
angles of vision . 

The signifier s o f a  text allo w a n infinit y o f differen t perspective s an d 
different rhetorica l performances , bu t thi s doe s no t mea n tha t th e tex t 
has n o distinctiv e qualitie s o f it s own . A  goo d interpretatio n o f a  tex t 
offers othe r reader s a  persuasiv e "networ k o f projections " stimulate d 
and rhetoricall y sustaine d b y clos e attentio n t o th e particula r propertie s 
of a  referentiall y unstable , bu t no t a  perceptually unstable , verba l arti -
fact. Fish' s refutatio n o f th e objectiv e text , then , i s misguided . Ther e i s 
an objective tex t tha t "remain s th e sam e from on e moment t o th e next. " 
We cannot sa y "objectively" wha t the text means, bu t the objective text , 
like a  mathematica l formula , ca n b e use d t o asses s th e propriet y o f th e 
things we d o with it . I t ca n b e used t o evaluat e the amoun t o f projectiv e 
denials an d gratuitou s fre e associatio n presen t i n any interpretation . Th e 
language o f a  text, precisel y i n al l its imaginable possibilities , condition s 
and influences th e se t of association s th e text can legitimately support . I f 
words are rhetorical performers, th e meaning of texts may be the reader' s 
creation. Bu t thi s creatio n canno t b e legitimately produce d i f th e reade r 
fails t o hea r al l th e performers . Jus t a s musi c ca n b e performe d i n 
different key s an d differen t tempos , text s ca n b e rea d i n differen t tone s 
and from differen t perspectives . Th e differences i n performance ar e ofte n 
great, bu t th e music performed mus t reflec t a  set of musical relationship s 
suggested b y the musical notes . 

If bot h goo d an d acceptabl e interpretation s depen d o n a  reader' s 
organization o f th e forc e o f rhetori c potentiall y presen t i n text s an d no t 
on th e recovery o f truth , the n th e rewards o f interpretatio n indee d li e in 
the attainmen t o f "narcissistic " gratification . Man y peopl e se e thi s a s a 
"sad" stat e o f affair s an d a s characteristi c o f th e "whol e problem " o f 
humanistic study . I  woul d argu e tha t thi s i s no t s o muc h th e whol e 
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problem o f humanisti c stud y a s th e "whol e po in t " o f humanisti c study . 
For thi s mean s tha t interpretiv e activit y i s involve d no t simpl y wit h th e 
gratification o f suppresse d wishes , bu t wit h a  communa l attemp t t o 
rework a  culture' s term s o f idealizatio n fro m withi n a  dee p structur e o f 
unconscious aspiration . Furthermore , thi s reworkin g o f aspiratio n circle s 
about th e textua l materialit y o f language , tha t is , th e sociall y share d unit s 
of expressio n w e us e t o tal k t o eac h other . T o clai m tha t readin g alway s 
re-explores ideal s an d term s fo r valu e throug h participatio n i n textua l 
materiality i s bu t anothe r wa y t o stat e m y centra l argument : Readin g 
engages projectiv e idealization . Readin g thu s i s always narcissistic . Read -
ing, i n fact , shoul d b e narcissistic . Bu t readin g shoul d no t b e solipsistic . 
It mus t reac h beyon d solipsis m t o recove r th e socia l groun d o f dialogu e 
that significatio n participate s i n an d reflects . Whe n readin g carefull y 
recovers th e vitalit y o f signification , "narcissistic " activit y doe s no t de -
stroy a  text , an d i t doe s no t den y th e knowledg e tha t ca n b e gaine d fro m 
texts. It , instead , appropriate s signifier s fo r huma n purposes . 
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F O U R 

Character, Plot , an d Imagery : Mechanism s 
That Shif t Narcissisti c Investment s 

In th e beginnin g was the word an d th e wor d 
was with God and God saw that the word was 
good. 

John 1: 1 

The spirit giveth life, but the letter killeth. 

2 Corinthians 3:6 

Professional critic s normall y imagin e readin g a s a  comple x consciou s 
attentiveness tha t move s towar d interpretiv e understanding . Wolfgan g 
Iser emphasizes tha t reading requires problem-solving task s and comple x 
syntheses o f perceptio n an d recognition . Norma n Hollan d emphasize s 
that th e matte r o f readin g i s no t s o muc h consciou s a s unconscious : 
Reading engage s identificatio n an d unconsciou s fantas y formation . Al l 
of thes e description s o f reading , however , attemp t t o nam e a  particula r 
"content" tha t i s give n t o consciousness , o r th e unconscious , throug h 
reading. T o understan d literar y rhetoric , i t will be useful t o conside r th e 
unique natur e o f th e reading process a s more significan t tha n th e readin g 
content. Victo r Nell' s work , fo r example , suggest s that reading produce s 
not simpl y a  consciousness o f something different , bu t a  uniquely differ -
ent state of consciousness. 1 

In hi s examinatio n o f th e dat a o f experimenta l research , Nel l draw s 
attention t o wha t h e term s a  stat e o f "absorption " induce d b y reading . 
Absorption offers , Nel l suggests , a  "heightene d sens e o f th e realit y o f 
the attentional object, " a n "imperviousness t o normally distractin g events, " 
and a n "altere d sens e o f realit y i n genera l an d o f th e sel f i n particular." 2 

Fully involve d reader s ar e reluctan t t o brea k awa y fro m a  book , eve n 
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when othe r pleasures—eating , conversatio n wit h friends , outdoo r pla y 
—awaits them . Thi s curiou s pleasure , absorption , whic h readin g engen -
ders, i s worth examinatio n becaus e i t draw s attentio n t o absorbin g bu t 
largely unconscious rhetorica l event s that tak e place during reading . 

Many theorist s sugges t tha t durin g readin g ther e i s a temporary chang e 
in the ego or in the relationships amon g the various self-component s tha t 
make u p th e self. 3 If , a s analyst s say , the self-syste m relie s o n variou s 
defense mechanisms—repression , denial , "splitting"—t o contro l con -
sciousness, self-contradiction , an d value perception , readin g seem s abl e 
to relax the ego's control , t o reposition relation s amon g self-systems and 
thus resituat e an d perhaps redefin e th e inner materia l o f the self-system . 
Meredith Skur a suggest s tha t th e fantasie s w e discove r i n readin g may 
resemble th e child's experienc e wit h transitiona l objects. 4 Childre n who 
are fiercely  attache d t o a  tedd y o r be d shee t experienc e i t a s par t o f 
themselves. Th e transitional spac e is a play spac e where usua l perceptua l 
distinctions betwee n subjec t an d objec t d o no t apply . Reading , lik e 
transitional objects , ca n releas e pleasur e an d blu r boundarie s betwee n 
self an d other. I t promotes a  fluidity, no t just i n the libidinal structure s 
of th e text , bu t a  corresponding fluidit y a s wel l i n the subjec t compo -
nents—the many-layere d consciousness—tha t respond s to the text. 

Norman Holland' s wor k suggest s tha t literar y text s rela x the rigidit y 
and vigilanc e o f th e eg o as they encourag e th e ego to entertai n wishe s 
and desire s tha t i n othe r context s woul d b e suppressed . Accordin g t o 
Holland, readin g preserves th e censorship o f the desire (the id); but this 
censorship o f desir e doe s no t contai n desire . Readin g allow s desir e t o 
speak i n "disguise d form. " Althoug h th e expressio n o f desir e "i n dis -
guised form " ca n operate a s a control fo r desire , disguise s for desire can 
also operat e a s investments fo r desire. I n this manner , readin g can liber-
ate desire from repressio n an d attach i t to the sublimating imagery of the 
text. 

As desire circulates aroun d significatio n i n the absorption o f the read-
ing process , ou r perception o f object s ca n change. Nel l draw s attentio n 
to researc h indicatin g tha t readin g ofte n allow s u s t o se e things differ -
ently, s o differentl y tha t object s may , in th e words o f on e researcher , 
"acquire a n importanc e an d intimac y normall y reserve d fo r th e self." 5 

When imaginativ e object s ar e transforme d i n thi s wa y an d com e t o 
appear to have the same value as the self, we should suspec t that transfor -
mations in narcissistic libido have somehow occurred . Readin g allow s or 
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encourages libid o tha t ha s bee n boun d i n a  specifi c locatio n t o mov e 
temporarily t o new locations . I n thi s way, thing s that may not otherwis e 
seem "interesting " ca n com e t o see m so—a s interestin g a s the sel f itsel f 
—through th e libidina l energie s release d b y reading . I n Heart  of  Dark-
ness, fo r example , Kurt z become s significantl y interestin g fo r Marlo w 
when Marlo w ha s a n "image " o f hi m a s lik e himself , doin g thing s tha t 
he woul d lik e t o do , explorin g th e mysteriou s Africa n continent . Kurt z 
becomes interestin g becaus e unboun d libido , seekin g term s fo r invest -
ment, become s attache d t o him . 

As readin g promote s a  fluidity  o f libid o an d th e attachmen t o f libid o 
to ne w object s o f perceptions , readin g contribute s t o a  state o f absorp -
tion: Reading pulls us into a  newly forme d an d utterly absorbin g world . 
This boo k attempt s t o describ e ho w w e becom e "attached " t o th e ele -
ments o f thi s fictional  world . Chapte r 2  discussed textua l rhetori c a s a 
response t o identification. W e respond t o an author's ethos  present in th e 
text a s a  controllin g subjectivit y respondin g t o multivoca l structure s o f 
conflict. W e ar e moved b y a  text because we become identifie d wit h an d 
invested i n a n author' s ethos.  Ethos  operate s a s a  rhetorica l forc e whe n 
texts generat e pattern s o f identificatio n tha t offe r opportunitie s fo r per -
ceiving an d masterin g conflict . Chapte r 3  suggeste d tha t w e becom e 
attached t o text s whe n w e project ou r narcissisti c concern s o n th e signi -
fies o f a  text . Throug h ou r projections , textua l conflict s becom e ou r 
conflict. Thes e conflicts , however , ar e not solipsistic ; in important way s 
they ar e not a t al l like dream work . Ou r conflict s becom e psychoanalyt -
ically "elaborated" b y th e signifier' s resistanc e to our projections : As we 
experience ou r conflict s i n signifiers , w e als o experienc e ho w thes e sam e 
signifiers participat e i n conflictua l network s o f socia l signification . I n 
this manne r signifier s lin k ou r conflict s t o socia l conflict s an d remin d u s 
that ou r conflict s usuall y originat e i n prior socia l conflicts . 

This chapte r focuse s o n othe r element s i n a  literary tex t tha t structur e 
conflicts fo r readers . Thes e element s ar e more comple x unit s o f intelligi -
bility tha n signifiers , bu t th e meanin g thes e structure s tak e o n i s in -
formed b y th e particula r signifier s tha t participat e i n an d giv e particula r 
form t o these larger elements. These conflictual structure s ar e very famil -
iar t o anyon e wh o teache s literature . Plot , character , an d imager y struc -
ture conflict , engag e identification, an d contribut e t o rhetorica l effect . 

Before I  focus o n thes e structures , however , I  need t o onc e agai n cal l 
attention t o th e drive fo r master y tha t reader s commonl y displa y i n thei r 



106 CHARACTER , PLOT, AND IMAGERY 

response t o th e conflict s o f literature . Fredri c Jameso n assert s tha t th e 
most commo n for m o f criticis m i s ethical criticism.6 Geoffre y Harpham , 
who quote s Jameso n o n thi s issue , point s ou t tha t Jameso n complain s 
about ethica l criticism , onl y t o offe r hi s ow n bran d o f ethica l criticism : 
"Always historicize." 7 I n psychoanalyti c terms , ethica l criticis m ca n b e 
considered a  for m o f idealization . Ethica l criticis m "reads " a  text , bu t 
the purpose o f thi s reading is to asser t a  value. The recurrent attempt s o n 
the part o f critic s to asser t value when readin g a  text has all the attribute s 
of th e idealizin g projection s discovere d b y Hein z Kohu t i n hi s experi -
ences with transference . 

We ca n thin k o f idealization s a s libidinall y cathecte d structure s tha t 
define ou r values . Kohu t point s ou t tha t "i t i s fro m thei r idealizatio n 
. .  .  tha t th e specifi c an d characteristi c aur a o f absolut e perfection o f th e 
values an d standard s o f th e supereg o ar e derived." 8 A  strang e character -
istic of huma n being s i s that w e are prone t o asser t ou r values on others . 
We d o no t jus t hav e values ; w e se e ou r value s i n term s o f a n "aur a o f 
absolute perfection, " an d w e wan t other s t o shar e thes e value s wit h us . 
When we "idealize" a text, we shape it so that i t will represent ou r values 
and serve as a fitting imag e so that other s wil l be drawn t o us . 

Heinz Kohu t describe s idealizatio n i n dialogi c terms . An d thi s i s th e 
best perspective for considerin g literary response. We often projec t ideal -
izing qualitie s o n a n objec t i n orde r t o se e i t a s w e want . W e also , 
however, modif y ou r own self-image s i n order to conform t o the "ideal " 
objects w e encounter. 9 

This dialogi c process suggest s how we may use texts for developmen -
tal goals . Kohu t describe s th e child' s supereg o developmen t a s a process 
in whic h th e chil d learn s t o withdra w "idealizin g libido " fro m interna l 
representations o f th e parents an d i n th e process o f maturatio n learn s t o 
"employ" thes e previousl y idealize d paren t figures  fo r th e constructio n 
of drive-controlling structures." 10 The child learns strategies for libidina l 
control (disciplin e fo r example ) when i t internalizes th e properties o f th e 
objects i t ha s idealized . Drive-controllin g structure s tha t regulat e libid o 
are structure s tha t maste r th e conflictua l appeal s o f desire . Whe n w e 
develop th e superego , an d whe n w e develo p th e ideal s an d idealization s 
appropriate t o a  superego o r t o a n eg o ideal , w e ar e masterin g conflict . 
It follows the n tha t when we idealize a  text, afte r ou r conflicted respons e 
to it , we are often als o using it to master conflict . 

The following page s describe how readin g release s fantasies , o r libidi -
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nally investe d imaginativ e structures . I n participatin g i n th e multiple 
fantasies release d b y reading , however , reader s ofte n fee l conflict , an d 
this experienc e o f conflic t ha s consequence s tha t lea d t o idealization . 
Conflict motivate s reader s t o regulat e thei r libidina l investments , t o 
formulate fantasize d ideal s o r eve n stronge r idealization s tha t synthesiz e 
their conflictin g libidina l perception s i n a  "satisfactory way. " Thi s pro -
cesses gives readers a  sense of both pleasure an d control . I t also exercise s 
the basi c structura l component s o f th e self , th e id , an d th e superego . 
Such an exercise is rhetorical . 

Pleasure i s an important dimensio n o f reading . I t explain s ou r power -
fully rhetorica l "absorption " i n a  book. Bu t ou r experience s o f pleasur e 
are often ignore d whe n we talk about a  book. I t is noteworthy tha t whe n 
we tal k abou t ou r readin g experience s t o other s (especiall y with strangers) , 
we tend t o idealize . W e create meaning effect s tha t reinforce , o r in othe r 
cases reform , ou r customar y value s o r idea l ego . Ou r privat e readin g 
experiences ar e importan t an d ver y comple x psychologica l events , an d 
we are often willin g to "confess " thes e events to our close friends, bu t i n 
our publi c discussion s o f literature—i n a n institutiona l setting—ou r 
representations o f literar y experienc e ar e mor e simple . The y ar e largel y 
ethical, an d the y ten d t o dwel l o n ou r assertio n o f customar y o r newl y 
formed idealizations . 

Idealization 

Literature an d literar y interpretatio n hav e alway s gon e han d i n han d 
with idealization . Text s ar e frequentl y ideologica l structure s idealizin g 
the customs , virtues , an d heroi c achievement s o f a  culture . Similarly , 
texts ar e use d (an d ofte n consume d wit h littl e o r n o remainin g residue ) 
by idealizin g processes . To o often , literar y professionals encourag e us t o 
take valu e assertiv e interpretation s o f a  tex t a s somethin g mor e o r les s 
equivalent t o th e text . Thi s gestur e master s conflic t becaus e th e variou s 
conflicts o f textua l meanin g ar e resolve d o n th e basi s o f th e valu e deci -
sions impose d o n th e tex t b y th e interpreter . Whe n valu e assertiv e criti -
cism speak s i n absolut e terms , i t idealize s repressio n an d reductio n a s 
essential mechanisms o f interpretiv e practice . I t dismisse s th e underlyin g 
conflictual meanin g an d natur e o f th e text . Eve n whe n w e tr y con -
sciously t o avoid suc h assertions , however , w e often replicat e them. To o 
often ou r driv e t o mak e sens e o f experience—especiall y literature—i n 
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terms of idealizations (o r moral summaries) prompts us to equate readin g 
largely wit h idealizin g interpretatio n an d thu s t o b e insufficientl y atten -
tive to a  more primordial conflictua l structur e within literar y textuality . 

Much o f thi s boo k i s concerned wit h describin g thi s mor e primordia l 
conflictual structur e o f literature . Bu t jus t a s idealizin g interpretation s 
are no t literature , a  text' s "mor e primordia l conflict " i s no t literatur e 
either. Idealizin g response s t o literature alway s reduc e the complexity o f 
literary textuality , bu t w e mus t understan d wh y the y operat e an d wha t 
they d o fo r us . Text s ar e often usefu l t o u s precisely becaus e the y ai d u s 
in th e constructio n o f idealizations . I t i s alway s difficul t t o judg e th e 
value o f idealizations , bu t w e canno t reall y d o withou t them , an d w e 
need t o understan d th e rol e o f literar y respons e i n th e socia l formatio n 
of idealizations . 

We are constantly seekin g appropriat e hierarchie s o f values that allo w 
us to orde r ou r live s and efficientl y pursu e ou r goals . We are also alway s 
seeking ne w way s t o conside r an d reflec t o n th e hierarchie s w e formu -
late. Fo r thi s reason , text s alway s participat e i n readin g context s tha t 
contain unfinishabl e argument s abou t question s o f value . 

We canno t d o withou t a n idealizin g socia l contex t tha t situate s ever y 
reading act . W e mus t accep t thi s fac t an d see k t o understan d ho w litera -
ture operates within thi s context. Idealizations , i n the largest sense of th e 
term, ar e "forms " fo r meaning . Reader s tr y t o forc e text s an d othe r 
readers t o confor m t o thes e forms . Thi s i s th e basi c interpretiv e proce -
dure i n Wayn e Booth' s Rhetoric  of  Fiction.  A s Susa n R . Suleima n com -
ments, "Wha t matter s primarily [fo r Booth ] is the ethical and ideologica l 
content o f th e message." 11 Boot h believe s tha t a  goo d tex t expresse s a 
seamless commitment t o a  particular questio n o f value. Similarly , a  good 
interpretation o f a  text describe s th e text' s unifie d visio n o f value . Goo d 
interpretations giv e u s pleasur e becaus e the y resolv e an d simplif y th e 
conflicts tha t readin g typicall y generates . Bu t Boot h oversimplifie s th e 
nature o f a  literar y tex t whe n h e idealize s i t a s itsel f a n achieve d an d 
perfected for m o f a  complex idealization . 

Holland's wor k ha s provide d a  muc h neede d correctiv e t o Booth' s 
vision o f literature . I n The  Dynamics  of  Literary  Response  an d late r i n 
Five Readers  Reading,  Hollan d insist s that the deepest powers of readin g 
are bes t understoo d i n relatio n t o th e experience  o f readin g an d no t i n 
relation t o th e interpretation  o f literature . Holland' s work , wit h it s 
insistence o n th e forc e o f "instinctua l urges " i n literature , offend s th e 
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professional ideal s o f man y scholars . Hollan d argue s tha t th e readin g 
experience i s not wha t w e thin k i t is. 12 I t i s heavily informe d by,uncon -
scious fantas y structure s an d no t b y th e apparen t conten t o f th e con -
scious experienc e o f reading . Holland' s idea s have struc k man y critic s a s 
narcissistic, regressive , an d unseemly . Thi s reactio n t o Holland , how -
ever, migh t b e understoo d i n term s o f on e o f Kohut' s observations : A s 
the sel f construct s "drive-controllin g structures, " i t find s i t usefu l t o 
idealize these structure s t o protec t "th e personalit y agains t th e danger o f 
narcissistic regression." 13 W e ca n se e i n th e disput e betwee n Hollan d 
and Boot h a  conflict betwee n narcissisti c regressio n an d supereg o asser -
tion. A t Moder n Languag e Associatio n meeting s thi s conflic t i s social . 
In th e psychologica l worl d o f th e individua l reade r thi s conflic t i s in -
ternal. 

Rather tha n followin g Holland , wh o see s fantas y productio n a s a 
better account o f reading, we need to see it in relation to the idealization s 
that Boot h an d other s s o conscientiousl y labo r t o produce . Fantas y i s 
important t o reading , bu t w e d o no t nee d book s t o fantasize . Book s d o 
not mirro r ou r fantasie s s o muc h a s exten d the m b y developin g textua l 
forms fo r linkin g fantas y t o idealization . A  rhetori c o f readin g wil l see k 
to explai n th e relationshi p betwee n fantas y an d idealization . I t wil l see k 
to understan d ho w th e libidina l structure s o f fantasy , linke d t o th e 
projections generate d b y reading , contribut e t o th e mor e consciou s li -
bidinally charged , bu t mor e emphaticall y libido-regulatin g structure s o f 
idealization.14 

The chang e w e see m t o valu e most , th e chang e mos t ofte n associate d 
with understandin g an d freedom , th e chang e mos t beneficia l fo r intelli -
gent politica l actio n (an d no t mer e rhetorica l manipulation) , i s linked t o 
a certain dept h o f reflectio n singula r individual s experienc e i n relation t o 
newly forme d idealizations. 15 Idealization s ar e ofte n formulate d whe n 
we perceive libidinal shift s i n value and grasp these shifts a s opportunitie s 
for th e master y o f conflict . Ou r desir e fo r master y perhap s prompt s u s 
to experimen t wit h shift s i n libidina l investment . Bu t i t i s probably th e 
case a s wel l tha t i f th e wil l t o master y i s overcathecte d wit h libidina l 
investment, ther e i s little energy lef t fo r a n experimenta l "play " with th e 
objects o f reflectio n o r perception . Thu s literar y text s characteristicall y 
demand a  play o f significatio n rathe r tha n a  will to mastery a s the prope r 
role for a n attentive reader . 

Kohut draw s particula r attentio n t o idealizations a s fundamental tool s 
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of huma n change . Insistin g tha t idealization s an d identification s ar e ex -
tremely importan t i n analysis , Kohu t assert s tha t "i t i s onl y wit h thei r 
aid tha t man y initia l step s o f inne r exploratio n ca n b e undertaken whic h 
would otherwis e b e prohibited." 16 Idealizatio n an d identificatio n ar e 
important fo r analysi s becaus e the y provid e a  unique "narcissistic " sup -
port fo r helpin g t o fre e individual s fro m thei r conscriptio n b y particula r 
self-defeating coding s o f desir e and identity . Just a s experiences o f ideal -
ization an d identificatio n ar e importan t fo r psychoanalysis , the y ar e 
equally importan t fo r th e reading of literature . W e might conside r litera -
ture a s a  linguistic structur e uniquel y suite d fo r encouragin g ne w ideali -
zations becaus e i t encourage s ne w pattern s o f identificatio n tha t ca n 
promote a  resistance t o habitua l idealizations . Th e aestheti c categor y o f 
literary reflection , i n fact , migh t b e considere d a  psychologica l spac e 
opened u p i n th e ga p betwee n a n ol d idealization , no t ye t abandoned , 
and a  new idealizatio n i n the process o f bein g formed. Literar y text s ca n 
be imagine d a s a  particular aestheti c "form " o f self-divisio n wher e suc h 
reflection i s encouraged. A s a  special cognitive for m o f thi s sort , literar y 
texts ar e linguistic strategie s designe d t o expres s an d aestheticall y appre -
ciate self-divided perception s o n questions o f value. 

Often "good " (tha t i s t o sa y literary ) text s ar e precisel y thos e text s 
passionately concerned with social and political issues, yet open to differ -
ent interpretations . I  believe i t i s the nature o f literar y text s (a s oppose d 
say to scientific texts ) that some textual components (whic h are repressed 
or dismisse d i n th e usua l interpretiv e gesture ) ar e constructe d an d thu s 
uniquely fitted  t o resist submission to the synthesizing gestur e of a  larger 
idealized form . Whe n w e cal l a  text "literary " a s opposed t o som e othe r 
type, w e ar e describin g tha t text' s abilit y t o resis t submissio n t o ideali -
zation eve n as it appeals more strongly t o our desir e to idealize . 

These claim s abou t th e rhetorica l an d self-divisiv e natur e o f literatur e 
clearly nee d mor e extende d discussion . Concept s o f "th e literary " wil l 
always requir e endles s debate , bu t Aristotle' s interes t i n plot , character , 
language, an d spectacl e (fou r o f hi s si x major categorie s tha t distinguis h 
"poetics" fro m othe r form s o f writing ) provide s a  usefu l schemat a fo r 
developing m y argument . Aristotle' s categorie s ar e convenien t tool s fo r 
demonstrating i n mor e detai l m y clai m tha t th e ter m literary  define s a 
text tha t use s certai n predictabl e linguisti c strategie s t o amplif y conflic t 
and manipulate narcissistic libido. A more complete discussion o f narcis -
sistic libid o woul d involv e a  discussion o f man y mor e categorie s tha n I 
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have selected here . Bu t Aristotle's concept s provide bot h a  rough outlin e 
of th e natur e o f th e literar y an d a  particularl y ric h se t o f term s fo r 
investigating conflic t an d libidinal fluidity . 

Plot, character , an d imager y ( a substitutio n fo r spectacle ) promot e 
conflict, identification , an d self-division . Thes e elements , i n themselve s 
and a s the y wor k together , ar e uniquel y suite d t o "elaborate " conflic t 
and exacerbat e self-division s an d prompt reconsideration s o f value. Nor -
man Hollan d describe s th e respons e o f on e o f hi s reader s (Sebastian ) t o 
Miss Emil y Grierso n i n Faulkner' s " A Ros e fo r Mis s Emily. " Thi s 
reader observes : 

Even though I  don't lik e her, I can feel more sympathetic with other old ladies 
because the story does serve the purpose of distilling the odium that's connected 
with her, with all old ladies with memorabilia.17 

This reade r testifie s t o a  change i n values , " I ca n fee l mor e sympatheti c 
with othe r ol d ladies. " The reason give n for thi s change in values i s bot h 
curious an d curiousl y worded . Thi s reade r (Sebastian ) clearl y feel s a 
good dea l o f conflic t abou t th e story . H e doe s no t lik e Emily , " I don' t 
like her"  h e says , an d he feels ther e i s an "odium" i n the text connecte d 
with her . Bu t thi s experienc e o f no t likin g Emily has , curiousl y enough , 
helped hi m fee l mor e sympath y fo r othe r ol d women . " I ca n fee l mor e 
sympathetic with othe r old ladies, " he says. 

Why i s this? "Th e story, " h e says , "doe s serv e the purpose o f distill -
ing th e odiu m that' s connecte d wit h her. " Th e wor d "distill " ca n mea n 
to extract , purify , o r refine . Distil l ca n als o mea n t o separat e on e thin g 
from another . Wha t doe s i t mea n t o distil l odium ? I t ca n mea n tha t th e 
odium connecte d t o Mis s Emily i s separated fro m her . He r perversit y i s 
shown t o b e al l too human . Bu t Sebastia n doe s no t lik e Miss Emily ; th e 
odium connecte d t o he r ha s no t bee n full y separate d fro m her . I f on e 
"distills" odium , on e als o make s odiu m mor e pure , mor e refined . Mis s 
Emily's perversity i s indeed show n to be all too human, lik e that of othe r 
old ladie s "wit h memorabilia, " bu t i t i s also graphicall y shown.  It s ow n 
unique "essence " i s capture d i n th e image  o f th e decomposin g bod y o f 
her lover Homer, whic h is revealed a s the plot bring s the story to an end . 

Sebastian's phrase "distilling the odium" suggests both these meaning s 
of "distill. " I t reveal s a  sympathy h e cannot full y accep t an d a  dislike h e 
cannot full y express . Ye t i n th e mids t o f thi s doubl e bin d Sebastia n feel s 
toward Emily , ther e i s a n expressio n o f a  ne w sympath y fo r other , 
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perhaps less perverse, old ladies. Sebastian's phrase "distilling the odium" 
reveals th e conflict s h e has suffered ; thi s phras e i s tied t o a  clear valu e 
formulation: " I ca n feel mor e sympatheti c wit h othe r ol d ladies." Iden -
tification an d conflic t hav e le d Sebastia n t o a  valu e adjustment . Hi s 
superego wil l no t le t hi m fee l sympath y wit h Emily , bu t hi s fantasie s 
(which Hollan d documents ) hav e le d him to recogniz e an d formulate a 
new value ; he can "identify" wit h ol d ladies an d their memorabilia . H e 
can respec t the m becaus e o f a n understandin g h e has acquired o f thei r 
unique sufferin g an d experience. I n other words , hi s values hav e changed . 
His values have changed becaus e of his conflictual respons e to character , 
plot, imagery , an d language. 

Character 

Desire is manipulated i n a text in a complex manner as plot direct s desir e 
outward towar d a  potentia l world . Imager y direct s desir e throug h a n 
inward circui t to recover the passion of deeper and more durable libidina l 
configurations withi n th e self. Plo t and imagery are uniquely structured , 
but thes e system s o f significatio n d o no t develo p isolate d fro m eac h 
other. A s plo t direct s desir e outwar d t o th e object s o f th e worl d an d 
imagery direct s desir e inwar d t o dra w fro m th e powe r o f represse d 
libido, characte r dialogicall y interact s wit h plo t an d imagery . Becaus e 
our respons e t o character call s on perhaps ou r deepest narcissisti c desir e 
—the desir e t o giv e a  form, an d especiall y a n ideal  form , t o the self — 
character i s often th e focal poin t fo r complex adjustment s i n feeling and 
perception. 

Our respons e to character expresses our love of our own ego. Hollan d 
argues tha t ou r concer n fo r ow n identit y i s th e mos t importan t forc e 
determining ou r readin g o f texts . Hi s theor y o f readin g help s suppor t 
various claims made here. Clearly , our own sense of character determine s 
our reading s o f othe r characters , an d i t ma y be tha t ou r desir e t o rea d 
others alway s i n relation t o ourselves i s what w e most wan t t o do when 
we read . 

Our respons e t o characte r an d ou r tendenc y t o promot e an d rejec t 
identifications ar e extremel y strong , an d the y betra y ou r ow n nee d t o 
have the perfect ego , to be as complete a s we always wan t t o be. Class-
room discussio n frequentl y demonstrate s tha t ou r response t o characte r 
expresses wha t w e value, an d reveals , also , ho w we intui t relationship s 
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between characte r an d value . Ou r identification s revea l no t onl y ou r 
values, bu t ho w w e visualiz e a  specifi c hierarch y o f value s operatin g 
within th e larger structure o f the self . 

Any theory o f rhetoric should explore the relationships among literar y 
characters, huma n characters , an d huma n values . Whe n w e respon d t o 
character, ver y frequently w e respond t o particular embodiment s o f ego -
ideals. Thes e ego-ideal s represen t a n organizatio n o f idealization s tha t 
corresponds t o a n idea l self-image . Frequently , reader s overtl y imagin e 
ego-ideals o r idea l self-image s i n term s o f fictional  characters . Reader s 
thus imagine themselves, no t a s complex syntheses of abstrac t values, bu t 
like James Bon d o r like Stephen Dedalus . Thi s i s how we commonly se e 
students respondin g i n th e classroom , an d frequentl y ou r respons e i s t o 
reverse thi s perspectiv e s o tha t bein g James Bon d ca n b e understoo d i n 
terms o f comple x synthese s o f abstrac t value s an d comple x synthese s o f 
libidinal attachments . Reading , thus , ca n serv e rhetorica l end s whe n i t 
helps us see the larger form o f our libidina l investments i n relation t o th e 
multitude o f specifi c investment s tha t mak e up thi s form . 

Fictional character s hel p u s to understan d wha t i t means t o live in th e 
world wit h th e values we embrac e o r wan t t o embrace . Fictiona l charac -
ters enabl e u s t o visualiz e th e consequence s o f usin g a  specific structur e 
of values . Often , however , ou r eg o ideal s chang e a s w e respon d t o 
fictional character s wh o embod y trait s tha t "interest " us . Change s i n th e 
intensity o f identification s wit h character s ofte n revea l th e rhetorica l 
operations o f a  text becaus e the y ca n indicat e th e change s i n ou r value s 
produced b y ou r awarenes s o f the consequences o f ou r identifications . 

A theor y o f rhetori c mus t trac e ho w plo t an d imagery , a s they wor k 
on readers , chang e thei r identification s wit h characters . Befor e I  discus s 
this i n detail , however , I  shoul d acknowledg e tha t respons e t o characte r 
does no t alway s serv e rhetorica l ends . Often , th e identificatio n wit h a 
central characte r reinforce s rathe r tha n divide s th e reader' s ego . Identifi -
cations, i n fact , ca n ofte n encourag e repression , dismis s change , an d 
operate a s fantasies tha t den y an y awarenes s o f conflict . 

Quite frequentl y a  reader's identificatio n wit h a  character i s total an d 
uncompromising. Popula r literatur e especiall y (lik e popula r movies ) ex -
ults i n stron g heroine s an d heroe s wh o evok e stron g projectiv e re -
sponses, gratif y insecurities , an d indulg e clea r and clearl y enjoye d fanta -
sies. Traditionally , however , w e hav e believe d tha t "serious " literatur e 
seldom encourage s suc h unreflectiv e admiratio n an d enjoyment . Whe n 
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we fin d colleg e freshme n readin g seriou s literatur e a s i f i t wer e a n ego -
fantasy, w e traditionall y respon d b y tryin g t o teac h the m tha t seriou s 
literature value s ambiguit y an d paradox . Texts , o f course , d o no t o f 
themselves value anything, bu t writers and teachers do . 

Many o f u s no longer accep t the distinction betwee n seriou s literatur e 
and popula r literature . Bu t whe n w e teach , mos t o f u s tr y t o creat e 
problems fo r thos e student s wh o respon d t o character s b y mean s o f 
wholesale, idealizin g identification . W e encourag e student s t o recogniz e 
and reflec t o n aspect s o f th e tex t tha t offe r mor e critica l perspectives o n 
characters. I  woul d hop e tha t ou r goa l i s no t t o suppres s th e response s 
of students , bu t t o mak e the m mor e comple x b y puttin g the m int o 
conflict wit h opposin g positions . W e wan t the m t o experienc e conflict , 
not wit h u s s o much, bu t withi n themselves , t o liste n t o thos e opposin g 
voices tha t ar e par t o f thei r ow n subjectivity . W e d o thi s becaus e w e 
consider this discipline of response valuable . 

Our response s t o thos e o f ou r student s expres s th e valu e syste m tha t 
most o f u s hav e chose n a s scholars . Thi s valu e syste m i n par t help s 
determine wha t text s w e choos e t o teac h a s seriou s literature . (I t i s a 
value system that , apar t fro m th e various politica l forms i t takes, i s bot h 
rhetorical an d ethical . I t attempt s t o sho w ho w thing s tha t see m simpl e 
are mor e comple x tha n the y seem. ) W e shoul d recogniz e tha t ou r ow n 
professional value s operat e i n th e classroom . W e us e ou r value s t o pro -
duce conflict s fo r student s i n identificatio n where , initially , suc h con -
flicts migh t no t b e experienced . Ou r ow n value s ma y als o wor k i n 
another wa y t o promot e conflictua l identification : W e choos e a s "liter -
ary" thos e text s tha t (becaus e o f th e structure s w e fin d i n them ) hel p u s 
divide and complicate the identifications o f readers . 

Strong identificatio n wit h character s i s a n importan t an d forcefu l 
trajectory o f desire , eve n i n sophisticate d readers . Bu t thi s desir e i s 
commonly hel d i n tension b y the discipline o f readin g academics charac -
teristically embrac e an d teach . I  d o no t thin k w e expres s on e response , 
critical reflection , an d rejec t th e other , forcefu l identification . Instead , 
we experienc e bot h pole s o f response—immediat e identificatio n an d 
critical distance—and explore , b y reflection , th e space between them . 

In describin g Tom  Jones,  Wolfgan g Ise r argue s tha t th e reade r come s 
to "acquir e a  sens e o f discernment " throug h a  respons e t o character . 
Discernment, Ise r says , "require s th e abilit y t o abstrac t onesel f fro m 
one's ow n attitudes—a n abilit y brough t abou t b y steppin g bac k fro m 
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one's ow n governin g norm s o f orientation." 18 Iser' s discussio n o f "dis -
cernment" call s attentio n t o a n importan t psychologica l even t instigate d 
by th e reader' s conflictua l participatio n i n bot h immediat e identificatio n 
and critica l distance . Ise r argue s tha t abstrac t though t i s encourage d a s 
readers respon d t o th e comple x dynamic s o f story . Reader s wan t t o 
identify wit h a  "good " character , bu t the y ofte n discove r tha t "good " 
people d o thing s tha t d o no t see m good . I n Tom  Jones,  th e goo d man , 
appropriately name d Airworthy , i s deceive d b y Captai n Blifil . Readers , 
feeling empath y fo r Airworthy , suffe r a  sense o f los s a s they experienc e 
the consequence s o f Allworthy' s deception . I n thi s manne r the y ca n 
recognize somewha t painfull y tha t peopl e though t t o b e "good " hav e 
flaws. Th e tex t ca n thu s encourag e reader s t o formulat e a  more comple x 
formula fo r goodnes s i n huma n character . Her e a  reader's identificatio n 
with a  character, rathe r than offering a  useful scree n for unrestricted self -
indulgent fantasy , promote s self-division . Reader s ar e force d t o mak e 
changes i n themselve s becaus e the y ar e prompte d t o formulat e a  mor e 
adequate model fo r th e effective expressio n o f human goodness . 

Part o f th e meanin g o f aestheti c contemplatio n i s the pleasur e w e ge t 
from experiencin g th e tensio n betwee n thes e tw o pole s o f response — 
immediate identificatio n an d critica l distance . W e hav e bee n traine d t o 
respond thi s way , an d w e hav e bee n generall y convince d tha t th e aes -
thetic pleasur e gaine d fro m thi s disciplin e o f respons e i s worthwhile . I t 
is important t o recognize , however , tha t thi s pleasure ca n be appreciate d 
only by participating in the conflictual tensions  o f response . I f our aware -
ness o f eithe r pol e o f th e structure d conflic t i s diminished , s o i s th e 
intensity o f aestheti c pleasure . 

Let m e emphasiz e fo r a  moment th e importanc e o f immediat e identi -
fication. Han s Rober t Jaus s argue s that , embarrassin g a s i t ma y b e fo r 
literary scholar s t o admit , "th e literar y her o i s indispensable." 19 Identi -
fication guarantee s tha t ou r experienc e o f readin g literatur e i s differen t 
from ou r experience of reading philosophy. Identificatio n usuall y foster s 
empathy, an d empath y prompt s u s t o experienc e a  se t o f relationship s 
rather tha n merel y thin k abou t them. 20 Ou r empath y wit h centra l char -
acters draws fro m u s memories o f ou r own analogou s experiences . Iden -
tification encourage s u s t o blu r th e boundar y betwee n ou r experienc e o f 
the tex t an d ou r ow n experienc e o f th e world . Literature , unlik e philos -
ophy, put s u s in communication with , no t onl y how we think abou t th e 
world, bu t how we live it . I t reminds us of our own libidinal attachment s 
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to th e object s o f th e world . On e o f Norma n Holland' s reader s (Sandra ) 
gives th e followin g respons e t o Home r Barron : "[He's ] somethin g ou t 
of a  musica l comed y .  . .  barre l chested . Um—Howar d Keel . I  woul d 
be more draw n t o him, hi s open nature , an d he's described a s always th e 
center o f a  laughing group." 21 Thi s recover y o f ou r ow n experienc e o f 
living i n th e world , ou r respondin g throug h identification s t o a n "ope n 
nature," and t o "th e cente r o f laughing groups" is crucial for th e rhetor -
ical force s literatur e ca n brin g t o bea r o n us . Sandra' s assertio n reveal s 
that reader s ofte n experienc e th e representation s o f literatur e a s i f the y 
were thei r own representation s o f the world . 

It i s interesting tha t earlie r i n Holland' s boo k Sebastia n expresse d hi s 
understanding o f Emily in relation t o his perception o f her "attachment " 
to memorabilia . Ou r identification s wit h character s indicat e ou r attach -
ments t o them , bu t the y indicat e a s well ou r attachment s t o th e worldl y 
objects t o whic h the y ar e attached . Th e totalit y o f thi s attachmen t re -
sponse t o tex t an d characte r make s literary respons e curiousl y alive , an d 
for tha t reason powerfully rhetorical . 

Strong identification make s literature literary. Stron g patterns o f iden -
tification (eithe r over t o r covert ) ofte n see m simpl e an d necessar y ges -
tures of literary response , bu t they are complicated psychologica l events . 
Jauss describe s a n "aestheti c attitude " o f seriou s readin g an d call s atten -
tion to the fact tha t identification, a s it operates through suc h an attitude , 
is les s a n unmediate d fantas y (a s Hollan d ofte n characterize s it ) tha n a 
complex pullin g togethe r o f experience , recognition , an d cognition . 
Through identificatio n th e reade r i s encourage d t o pas s throug h a  "se -
quence of attitudes" : 

Astonishment, admiration , bein g shake n o r touched , sympatheti c tear s an d 
laughter, o r estrangement constitute the scale of such primary levels of aesthetic 
experience which the performance or the reading of a text brings with it.22 

Our identificatio n wit h character s encourage s u s t o unif y int o a  large r 
form divers e varietie s o f experience . Identificatio n als o encourages u s t o 
unify differen t perception s an d differen t aspect s o f experience . Th e sig -
nifies tha t nam e character s gathe r int o on e networ k a  complex o f per -
ceptions an d association s tha t mak e sens e o f character . Throug h thi s 
process, w e ar e encourage d t o bot h experienc e an d thin k abou t experi -
ence in vacillating an d conflictin g moment s o f time . Throug h identifica -
tion w e ar e als o draw n t o experienc e imaginativel y thing s w e migh t no t 
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want t o experience , an d w e ar e ofte n encourage d t o mak e judgment s 
about experience s tha t we might no t lik e to judge . 

If th e eg o i s itsel f a  kind o f compromis e formatio n betwee n th e id' s 
desire fo r pleasur e an d th e superego' s desir e fo r mora l approval , the n 
our identificatio n wit h characte r probabl y encourage s simila r compro -
mises. Th e conflict s o f a  text ofte n promp t u s t o softe n th e harshnes s o f 
our superego , o r regulate the libidinal expression o f our id . 

In readin g w e mov e bac k an d fort h betwee n pleasure s o f an d critica l 
judgments abou t experience . Literatur e give s power an d freedo m t o ou r 
id when i t encourages us to admire pleasures we might in other situation s 
feel mor e critica l about . Bu t i f literatur e encourage s u s t o participat e i n 
pleasure, i t als o encourage s u s t o judg e it . Jus t a s literature ca n provid e 
us wit h powerfu l image s o f wha t w e want , i t ca n provid e u s wit h 
powerful incentive s t o judg e wha t w e want . Literatur e give s strengt h t o 
our supereg o whe n i t prompts u s t o b e critica l o f pleasure s w e migh t i n 
other context s simpl y enjoy . 

In literar y texts , ou r narcissisti c attachment s t o character s ar e con -
stantly manipulate d b y wha t w e lear n abou t them . A t th e mos t funda -
mental leve l w e migh t sa y tha t character s ca n b e full y realize d a s real 
characters rathe r tha n mer e fantasie s onl y whe n ou r narcissisti c fantasie s 
in relation t o thes e character s ar e deformed i n unexpected ways . A  basi c 
freshman tex t introducing student s t o literature argues : 

Major character s ca n gro w an d change , a s Macombe r doe s [i n Hemingway' s 
"The Shor t Happ y Lif e o f Franci s Macomber" ] an d a s Judith doe s i n Dori s 
Lessings's "Ou r Frien d Judith"; b y th e en d o f thes e stone s bot h protagonist s 
have acted in a way not predictable from wha t we learned abou t them and their 
past actions earlier in the story. Characters who can thus "surprise convincingly" 
. .  .  are round characters.23 

Round characters , i t seems , ow e thei r lif e t o th e surpris e reader s fee l i n 
imagining them . Thi s surpris e ca n onl y com e whe n ou r inne r imagine d 
model o f thi s character , wit h it s narcissisti c attachments , i s modified b y 
the text' s abilit y t o expres s t o u s thing s w e no w believe , bu t hav e no t 
been ap t to imagine earlier . 

Another wa y i n whic h ou r value s an d narcissisti c attachment s t o 
characters ar e manipulate d i s throug h th e text' s developmen t o f paire d 
characters o r i n som e case s obviou s "doubles " wh o compet e fo r ou r 
approval. Maynar d Mac k discusse s th e importance o f the mirroring situ -
ation i n Shakespearea n traged y i n whic h "th e her o wil l b e confronte d 
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with a  version o f hi s ow n situation." 24 I n Hamlet,  bot h Fortinbra s an d 
Laertes hav e differen t ego-ideal s fro m Hamlet , an d Hamle t i s self-di -
vided becaus e o f hi s partia l identificatio n wit h thes e character s wh o ar e 
so much like him, ye t different. Lik e Hamlet, reader s are frequently self -
divided i n thei r attachment s b y th e various character s th e play offer s fo r 
identification. 

In othe r works , character s wh o ar e no t a t al l simila r ma y b e i n 
conflict, an d readers , wh o detec t somethin g admirabl e i n bot h ver y 
different characters , ma y fin d thei r values hel d i n tensio n b y conflictin g 
orders o f valu e an d identification . Eve n eighteenth-centur y texts , whic h 
so often see m to hav e clear commitment s t o certai n character s a s heroic, 
often, almos t in spite of themselves , see m to offer suppor t fo r conflictua l 
identification. I n a  recent essay  i n College  English,  fo r example , a  criti c 
complains o f William Beatty Warner' s readin g of Richardson' s Clarissa: 

As a  tactical move , i n opposition t o Richardso n wh o upset s the balance of hi s 
text b y sidin g with Clarissa , Warne r take s the sid e of Lovelac e and argue s his 
case. But that is not where he belongs.25 

This cas e i s particularl y interestin g becaus e i t show s tha t eve n whe n 
authors (her e Richardson ) themselve s prin t thei r ow n unambiguou s en -
dorsement o f a  particula r character , th e tex t seem s t o offe r enoug h 
material fo r a  critic lik e Warne r t o tak e u p an d publis h a n oppositiona l 
perspective. W e migh t assum e tha t Beatt y onc e read Clariss a "properly " 
as Richardson wante d hi s reader s t o rea d it . Bu t du e bot h t o ideologica l 
commitments outsid e th e tex t an d t o psychologica l complexitie s withi n 
it, Beatty' s values shifted fro m sympath y with one character to sympath y 
for another . Beatty' s value s may seem , fro m variou s perspectives , outra -
geous, bu t the y shoul d no t b e surprising . I t i s in th e nature o f literatur e 
to accommodate th e sort o f value changes offered b y Beatty' s criticism . 

Why i s i t tha t i n literar y texts , conflict s betwee n "good " an d "bad " 
are s o ofte n fluid , wit h eac h sid e contaminate d b y a  measur e o f it s 
opposite? Th e wor k o f Greenacr e suggest s tha t th e "identity " o f th e 
artist ma y b e more flui d o r multipl e tha n th e identity o f others . Gilber t 
Rose summarizes : 

The intensity of al l experience of the child of potentially grea t talent means that 
all the early libidinal phases tend to remain more lively, to overlap and commu-
nicate with each other more readily. The unconscious mechanism of splitting has 
in par t becom e develope d a s a  conscious eg o device . The gifte d person , whil e 
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knowing the conventional sense of reality, is thus also able to hold it in abeyance 
in orde r t o explor e an d concentrate ful l power s o f integratio n o n imaginativ e 
possibilities. 

The artist's selfhoo d i s not unitary: there are two or more selves . There is a 
lively i f ofte n adversaria l two-way  conscious  communicatio n betwee n th e self-
organizations—both betwee n th e conventional an d creative identit y a s well as 
within the private world wher e the reality sens e is held in temporary abeyanc e 
until it is reinstated.26 

Greenacre's wor k provide s a  sophisticated understandin g o f the person-
ality o f th e artist . I t suggest s tha t literatur e i s especiall y effectiv e a t 
developing self-divisio n becaus e th e work itsel f emerge s fro m th e flui d 
and conflictual , bu t nonetheles s interactiv e self-division s o f th e artist' s 
self. Th e text support s conflictua l perspective s o n value becaus e the text 
emerges from a  site of conflictual perspectives . 

The conflict s o f a  text expres s th e author's gras p o f characte r a s well 
as th e author' s us e of plot , imagery , an d language . Thes e conflict s ar e 
present a s libidinal organization s o f affects . Author s projec t thes e orga -
nizations o n text s becaus e the y themselve s establis h transferenc e rela -
tionships t o them. Meredit h Skur a point s ou t that, fo r Freud, th e poet's 
position i n societ y evolve d fro m "transferenc e exchanges. " "Th e poe t 
made repetition o f the original patricidal crime unnecessary by inventing 
slaughter on an epic scale and presenting it to the group."27 Poets projec t 
and expres s thei r own libidinal urges , an d they repea t thes e structure s in 
their text . I n this projective expression , however , th e poet create s imagi -
native form s tha t organiz e an d displac e libidinall y charge d perception s 
for others . Althoug h th e signifier s o f a  text , i n themselves , hav e n o 
libidinal organization , th e readers do. 

To th e exten t tha t reader s an d author s shar e signifier s an d shar e th e 
libidinal organization s communicate d b y such signification , th e conflict s 
created in the text by an author can be perceived b y a reader. An d to the 
extent tha t reader s d o no t shar e th e libidina l organization s attache d t o 
signification, readin g become s a  mor e complicate d socia l transaction . 
Readers ca n libidinall y edi t an d organiz e significatio n spontaneousl y 
without regar d fo r historical scholarship . O r reader s can seek to recove r 
historical dat a suggestin g th e libidina l organization s linke d t o cultura l 
signification. 

Characters ar e a  powerfu l organizin g structur e fo r libidina l invest -
ments. An d character s ar e not jus t "something " i n a  tex t tha t w e rea d 
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about; character s ar e somethin g w e are . Character s alway s reflec t orga -
nizations o f affec t tha t defin e ou r ow n characters ; an d jus t a s text s ar e 
plotted relationship s amon g multipl e characters , s o ar e we . Characters , 
plots, an d image s ar e elements i n a  text tha t reflec t ou r ow n self-compo -
nents. Plot s an d image s ar e things we are , no t jus t thing s we read about . 
We ar e plot s fo r desire , w e ar e conflicte d characters , an d w e ar e se -
quences o f imager y ignitin g aroun d th e conflict s o f plo t an d character . 
The categorie s o f th e sel f define d b y psychoanalysis—id , superego , an d 
ego—are n o mor e basi c t o th e essentia l natur e o f self-structur e tha n th e 
literary categorie s I  hav e bee n discussing . Id , ego , an d supereg o ar e 
arbitrary classification s o f self-component s usefu l t o th e wor k o f ana -
lysts. Fo r th e averag e individual , however , categorie s suc h a s character , 
plot, an d image , ar e equally usefu l t o the work o f planning life tasks . 

Narrations tha t emplo y plots , characters , an d image s help individual s 
organize self-component s i n a n effectiv e manne r fo r pursuin g particula r 
goals. Fictiona l narrative s compos e muc h o f ou r interio r life . A s Burk e 
argues, the y ar e "equipmen t fo r living. " The y allo w individual s t o de -
velop effectiv e strategie s fo r pursuin g thei r goals. 28 When w e engag e th e 
plots, characters , an d image s o f a  text a s experiments i n libidina l organi -
zation, an d no t jus t a s structures o f signification , w e ar e organizin g th e 
components o f th e sel f int o strategi c position s fo r particula r purposes . 
This i s wh y readin g ca n b e suc h a  powerfu l rhetorica l experience . I t 
generates strategie s fo r respondin g t o lif e tasks . O n thi s basi s on e migh t 
argue tha t literatur e i s a  term tha t designate s a  discourse structur e espe -
cially responsive t o the rhetorical potentia l inheren t i n self-structure . 

Plot 
Aristotle argue s tha t plo t i s th e "soul " an d firs t principl e o f tragedy . 
Recent interes t i n narratology woul d see m t o suppor t Aristotle' s evalua -
tion o f plo t an d revers e muc h o f earl y moder n an d Romanti c criticis m 
centering on characters . I f plot i s the soul of literature, we might also say 
that conflic t i s the sou l o f literature . I t i s common t o argu e i n freshma n 
courses tha t plo t i s alway s abou t conflict . Ther e ca n b e n o plo t withou t 
conflict. 

Hay den Whit e argue s tha t i n orde r fo r a  subjec t t o b e narratable  a t 
all, a  certain conflic t mus t b e experienced abou t th e event s tha t compos e 
the narrative . Thu s i t i s not simpl y tha t plot s ar e about conflict , bu t tha t 
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the narrative s themselve s sprin g fro m a n experienc e o f conflict . Fo r 
White, tru e narrative s d o no t becom e possibl e unti l ther e i s a  conflict o r 
"contest" in the authority whereb y event s become selected for reporting . 
"Unless a t leas t tw o version s o f th e sam e se t o f event s ca n b e imagined , 
there i s n o reaso n fo r th e historia n t o tak e upo n [her- ] himsel f th e 
authority o f givin g the true accoun t o f what reall y happened." 29 White' s 
work suggest s that narratives, i n order t o be true narratives, mus t emerg e 
from subject s wh o imagin e divide d perspective s o n a n event , an d wan t 
to clai m greate r authorit y fo r on e versio n a s oppose d t o another . Con -
sidered i n ligh t o f m y claim s abou t literatur e a s a  sit e o f conflict , i t 
should no t b e surprisin g t o reflec t tha t som e moder n novel s emphasiz e 
this narrativ e conflic t b y no t choosin g on e versio n ove r another , an d 
instead offe r tw o differen t narrativ e versions o f the same event . 

White finds  Hegel' s analysi s of historical narrative useful, an d suggest s 
that narratives emerg e from conflict s betwee n "law " an d "desire" : 

The reality which lends itself t o narrative representation i s the conflict betwee n 
desire, on the one side, and the law, on the other. Where there is no rule of law, 
there can be neither a subject nor the kind of event which lends itself to narrative 
representation.30 

White's descriptio n o f a  conflict necessar y fo r th e generation o f narrativ e 
describes th e stat e o f subjectivit y fro m whic h narrativ e emerges . I t sug -
gests ho w deepl y th e them e o f conflict—especiall y th e conflic t betwee n 
desires connected t o the id and the controlling principles of the superego , 
or law—infect s th e structure o f narrative . Conflic t i s both th e subjec t o f 
a narrativ e an d th e enablin g conditio n tha t make s th e perceptio n o f 
narrative possible . White' s discussio n remind s u s tha t beneat h ou r in -
terpretive argument s respondin g t o a  particula r them e o f a  plot , narra -
tives ar e deepl y implicate d i n conflic t a s the y consciousl y an d uncon -
sciously specif y materia l fo r narration . 

If Whit e help s explai n th e conflictua l stat e o f narrative , Pete r Brook s 
helps explai n th e conflictua l natur e o f plot . Brook s argue s tha t plo t i s a 
mode o f textualit y particularl y successfu l a t engagin g desire . W e migh t 
consider "th e readin g o f plot, " h e says , "a s a  form o f desir e tha t carrie s 
us forward , onward , throug h th e text." 31 Plo t divide s u s from ourselve s 
and carrie s u s into th e pleasures o f conflic t a s it carrie s u s past th e limit s 
that normally defin e u s by naming and containin g ou r desire . 

Brooks begin s wit h on e o f th e mos t apparen t o f observation s abou t 
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literary response : Narratives engag e our interest . Bu t Brooks show s ho w 
this mobilizatio n o f desir e infect s signification . "Narratives, " Brook s 
says, "bot h tel l o f desir e an d arous e an d mak e us e of desir e a s dynami c 
of signification." 32 Thi s emphasi s o n desir e a s a  "dynami c o f significa -
tion" i s astute. Plot s mean,  Brook s claims , b y virtue o f ou r projection o f 
desire into them. Consequently , th e kind of meaning we find in literature 
is alway s o f a  specia l sor t becaus e i t i s determine d an d forme d b y a 
projection o f desire . 

Brooks's wor k seem s to sugges t tha t th e prose genr e we cal l the nove l 
may be uniquely characterize d b y th e dynamic energ y i t generates throug h 
forming link s betwee n plot s an d projections o f desire . Plot s ar e project s 
for projection . 

Plots interes t u s b y revealin g ho w ou r particula r interests , projecte d 
onto the themes o f a  novel, becom e transformed b y textua l signification . 
Textuality, a s i t respond s t o plot , doe s no t simpl y signif y desire . I t 
makes u s mor e awar e o f th e "plot " o f desire . Plot s revea l ho w desir e 
suffers th e vicissitude s o f tempora l change . The y ca n als o expres s total -
izing configuration s o f particula r projectiv e themes . Accordin g t o Brooks , 
"One coul d n o doub t analyz e the opening paragraph o f mos t novel s an d 
emerge in each case with the image of a  desire taking on shape , beginnin g 
to see k it s objects , beginnin g t o develo p a  textua l energetics." 33 Plot s 
thus lure readers into texts by stimulating them to create a world reveale d 
in terms o f desire . Whe n readers , i n this manner , engag e the promissor y 
signification o f books , the y begi n th e proces s o f libidina l bindin g tha t 
produces th e "absorption " symptom s describe d b y Nells . Th e worl d 
inside th e tex t become s mor e "interesting " tha n th e worl d outsid e i t 
because we are more "attached " t o it . 

Brooks argue s that the engagement o f desir e is a basic strategy manip -
ulated b y a n autho r t o elici t an d entangl e force s fundamenta l t o litera -
ture's nature an d meaning : 

Narratives portray the motors of desire that drive and consume their plots, and 
they also lay bare the nature of narration as a form of human desire: the need to 
tell as a primary human drive that seeks to seduce and to subjugate the listener, 
to implicate him [her] in the thrust of a desire that never can quite speak its name 
—never ca n quit e com e t o th e point—bu t insist s o n speakin g ove r an d ove r 
again its movement toward that name.34 

An author' s need (an d we must cal l this a narcissistic need) for a  listening 
reader i s as fundamental a s the reader' s nee d fo r a  plot. Bot h need s fun d 
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the libidina l econom y o f th e text' s promissor y signification , an d bot h 
needs meet a t the level of plot, where author and reader share the concer n 
for th e meaning and outcom e o f human conflict . 

Desire is an energy tha t enables readers and authors to share a concern 
for th e meanin g o f a  text. Bu t althoug h thi s sharin g mean s tha t desir e i s 
a bond  betwee n author s an d readers , i t i s not, strictl y speaking , a  mean-
ing. Readers , o f course , alway s fin d meaning s i n texts , bu t Brook s i s 
careful t o sugges t tha t th e meanin g o f plo t ca n neve r b e adequatel y 
grasped i n terms o f representatio n o r significatio n o f desire . Fo r Brooks , 
desire itsel f i s th e meanin g o f narrative . Narrative s ar e "motors " o f 
desire. Desir e indee d "means, " bu t i t "means " precisel y b y failin g t o 
finally an d authoritativel y refe r t o anythin g othe r tha n itself . Thi s para -
dox, however , describe s precisel y th e rhetorica l powe r o f narrative . 
Desire i s th e meanin g o f narrativ e becaus e desire , bot h th e reader' s an d 
the author's , come s to narrative seeking to take up residence in significa -
tion. Bu t because desire, alway s following th e lead of signification , easil y 
turns elsewher e t o better , mor e promising signification , desir e cannot b e 
finally welde d t o a  representativ e signification . Narrativ e satisfaction , 
thus, i s achieve d mor e b y th e turning s o f desir e i t performs tha n b y th e 
signifiers i t reveals. 

Stories engag e huma n desir e b y promisin g t o fulfil l it , bu t storie s 
never quit e mak e goo d o n thei r promise , neve r imagin e final  meanin g i n 
terms o f a  final  fulfillmen t o f desire . Eve n whe n the y achiev e clea r 
endings, storie s merel y tur n th e moto r o f plo t i n anothe r direction . 
Stories, therefore , ar e no t a s w e ofte n imagin e them—signification s o f 
desire. The y ar e processe s fo r turnin g th e direction s o f desire . Reader s 
invest signification i n light o f thei r own desire , an d plots tur n th e illumi -
nated them e o f desire . Thi s i s th e implicatio n I  attemp t t o develo p i n 
some detail : Narrative s ar e rhetorica l becaus e the y tur n th e directio n o f 
desire. 

Brooks argue s tha t th e signifier s o f plo t tha t initiall y engage desire ar e 
revealed a t th e en d o f th e narrativ e t o b e muc h differen t tha n originall y 
thought. Whe n plo t achieve s completion , desir e come s bac k t o th e sig -
nifiers tha t initiall y engag e i t t o judg e o r "re-cognize " th e significatio n 
that originally engaged desire . 

Narration, then , i s a  process whereb y th e signifier s tha t begi n a  story 
change their meaning a s a result o f the story they tell . But these signifier s 
do no t d o thi s b y themselves . W e animat e signifier s b y becomin g libidi -
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nally investe d i n them . Signifiers , a s w e inhabi t them , positio n u s i n 
relation to what and how we feel. I f the signifiers tha t initiate plot chang e 
their meaning , thi s chang e i s performed , i n part , b y ou r shiftin g o f 
libidinal investment i n them . 

Authors ma y no t participat e in , o r eve n be awar e of , th e transforma -
tions plotte d b y th e tex t the y create . Bu t th e libidina l transformatio n o f 
the reade r ca n repa y a n autho r fo r th e labo r o f writing . A s I  argue d 
earlier, a n autho r market s "somethin g tha t matter s t o th e self"— a cer -
tain "commodit y o f being " i n th e tex t o f fiction.  Fictio n implicitl y 
promises t o giv e somebod y "something. " Plot , workin g wit h characte r 
and imagery , perform s th e transfe r o f thi s "something. " A s we respon d 
to plot , w e becom e differen t fro m ourselves . I n thi s differing , thi s split -
ting o f ou r bein g fro m th e initia l significatio n o f ou r desire , w e perfor m 
the end s o f narrativ e closure—an d recou p i n new term s a  surplus o f ou r 
own desir e a s thi s materia l ha s bee n reshape d b y ou r ow n particula r 
investment i n the text . 

In thi s sens e al l plot s ar e narcissistic : W e loo k int o the m seekin g t o 
recover th e engendere d surplu s o f ourselve s (a s other ) o n th e "other " 
side o f th e mirro r o f narrative . I n thi s sens e al l plots ar e als o rhetorical . 
They divid e u s fro m ourselve s bu t persuad e u s tha t w e ca n b e happier i f 
we imagin e ourselve s a s a  new produc t achieve d b y imaginativel y expe -
rienced self-divisions . 

Imagery 

Rhetoric i s performe d a s text s reformulat e desir e an d restructur e thos e 
components o f th e supereg o tha t decre e som e desire s t o b e lawfu l an d 
others unlawful . Bot h plo t an d imager y manipulat e th e formation s o f 
desire. Plo t carrie s desir e outward alon g metonymic pathways . Imagery , 
as I argue here, characteristically recover s repressed desire and introduce s 
it into new structures o f signification . 

Plot offer s reader s globa l an d generalize d perspective s o n desire . A s a 
reader follow s a  plot , th e tex t first  offer s opportunitie s fo r investin g 
desire an d late r offer s opportunitie s t o compar e differen t form s o f in -
vested desire . I n thi s manner , a  tex t provide s structure s fo r shiftin g 
investments o f desir e fro m on e signifyin g structur e t o another . A  text' s 
rhetoric thu s doe s no t comman d a  change i n value, i t envisions a  change 
in valu e a s ultimatel y desirable . Literar y rhetori c thu s use s desir e (an d 
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not the force o f authority ) a s a mechanism t o shif t desire . In this manner , 
desire can contribute to the development o f self-structures tha t may see m 
unrelated t o desire . 

Geoffrey Harpha m argue s tha t system s o f desire  an d system s o f law 
are no t mutuall y opposed , bu t par t o f a  "'peculia r system, ' insid e th e 
horizon o f a n expande d an d complicate d desire. " Developin g hi s case , 
Harpham argue s tha t many thinker s misrepresen t th e nature o f desire : 
The problems in both Kan t and de Man .  . .  stem from a  fundamental miscon -
ception of the self and of desire. Both posit on the one hand a "free" subject who 
would, i f no t coerced , follo w it s desires , an d o n th e other , som e utte r an d 
external rebuke t o thos e desires , whethe r i n the law or i n the text . W e behave 
ethically, bot h argue , b y choosing tha t which we cannot desire . A  more fertil e 
and suggestive argument would proceed from th e premise that the subject itsel f 
has a  self-interfering, self-resisting , self-overcomin g ethica l thickness , an d tha t 
the mora l law of th e inhumanity o f th e tex t i s no more externa l t o th e subjec t 
than are its "desires." Both the law and the subject take on complexity and depth 
if w e thin k o f th e la w standing , perhap s a s a  "peculia r system, " insid e th e 
horizon of an expanded and complicated desire.35 

Harpham's notio n o f the self's  ow n self-resistin g ethica l thickness" helps 
explain th e socia l an d psychologica l product s tha t produc e literar y rhet -
oric. Literar y rhetori c emerge s fro m a  self-divide d complexit y i n th e 
textual representatio n o f desire . Respondin g t o th e text , th e reade r be -
comes caugh t i n man y an d conflictin g desires , whic h encourage s a  ne w 
desire: th e formatio n o f syntheses , ideals , an d idealization s tha t resolv e 
the conflicts experienced . 

Idealizations ar e typicall y self-consciou s structure s influencin g valu e 
judgments. Idealization s ar e the discours e system s o f la w an d th e super -
ego. I n th e technica l sens e o f th e term , however , idealization s ar e no t 
simply values . Kohu t speak s o f idealization s a s value s tha t hav e bee n 
given specia l energ y b y bein g charged wit h libido . Thi s energeti c attach -
ment o f libid o t o value positions i s often beneficial. 36 I t helps us to kee p 
values alive in memory an d a t hand fo r ethica l thinking . Idealization s ar e 
especially interestin g because , wherea s the y ar e th e discours e o f la w 
(reflecting th e desir e controllin g powe r o f th e superego ) the y ar e them -
selves investment s o f desire . Man y o f ou r idealization s com e fro m oth -
ers; we take them becaus e we become "attached " t o them . W e also for m 
many idealization s ourselve s simpl y becaus e w e wan t to . Idealization s 
are desire d investment s o f desire , an d w e ofte n chang e whe n w e n o 
longer desir e the idealizations tha t define ou r characters . 



126 CHARACTER , PLOT, AND IMAGERY 

Like abstractions , idealization s organiz e an d defin e a  comple x net -
work o f elements . Bu t unlik e pur e abstractions , idealization s organiz e 
libidinally investe d elements . The y summariz e a  particular for m o f libi -
dinal investment. Often , i n fact, thi s organization i s represented by a  few 
signifiers tha t ar e als o libidinall y invested . Word s lik e "radical, " "lib -
eral," o r "conservative, " fo r example , summariz e a  multitud e o f mor e 
specific valu e judgment s an d self-definition s an d b y themselve s evok e 
gut-level emotions fo r politicians . 

If fantasie s ar e essentiall y signifyin g system s o f precariousl y boun d 
libido, readin g transform s u s b y helpin g u s t o generat e man y o f thes e 
structures, an d t o respon d t o thi s production , ofte n wit h fantasize d 
ideals. The testimony of Holland's five readers indicates that the fantasie s 
and fantasize d ideal s generate d b y readin g develo p ofte n fro m image s 
that particula r reader s fee l draw n toward . Holland , fo r example , de -
scribes a  reader' s perceptio n o f Emily' s fathe r i n " A Ros e fo r Mis s 
Emily." Sh e (Sandra ) wa s able , h e observes , "t o se e a  feature no t eve n 
the professiona l critic s pointe d out." 37 A s Sandr a speak s o f thi s imag e 
she produces, th e image soon develops a  fantasy narrative : 

I thin k he' s wearin g black . Well , he' s reall y a n ominou s presence . Hi s fac e i s 
there looking down at her from th e crayon portrait when she's on her deathbed, 
I believe, and that's really chilling, very effective. 38 

Holland argue s tha t Sandr a "use d th e stor y t o creat e a  set o f pleasurabl e 
unconscious fantasie s persona l t o her." 39 Bu t i f w e loo k closel y a t San -
dra's response , w e ca n se e an exampl e o f a  response t o a  text producin g 
an image, an d thi s image, i n turn leadin g to a  fantasy, an d thi s fantasy i n 
turn (stil l respondin g t o th e genera l structur e o f th e text ) leadin g t o a 
primitive value assertion . 

Lisa's threatening imag e o f th e father—"he' s reall y a n ominous pres -
ence"—expresses o r perhap s release s emotion s tha t sh e ha s withi n her . 
Fears tha t ar e par t o f Lisa' s characte r ar e visualize d i n he r seein g th e 
image of Emily' s father . Thi s visualization o f th e fathe r i s not, however , 
a random an d aberran t even t isolate d bot h fro m Lisa' s genera l personal -
ity an d fro m he r tota l experienc e o f reading . Instea d thi s visualizatio n 
expresses (as Holland documents ) Lisa' s inner subjectivity a s it also plays 
a rol e i n th e large r experienc e sh e form s a s sh e reads . Afte r Sandr a 
imagines th e fathe r an d sense s th e threa t h e poses , sh e i s prompte d t o 
imagine other fantasies tha t contai n o r contro l thi s threat . 
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Holland point s ou t tha t Sandra , i n anothe r persona l response , imag -
ines Emily' s relatio n t o Home r (thoug h i t turn s ou t badly ) a s a  usefu l 
alliance. Sandr a ha s fearfull y fantasize d abou t Emily' s father , an d thi s 
threatens her . Sandr a has also (as I mentioned earlier ) generated a  fantasy 
about he r attractio n t o Homer . I n respons e t o thes e variously assemble d 
fantasies, Sandr a forms judgment s abou t relationships amon g them. Hol -
land point s ou t tha t Sandra' s respons e t o Home r an d Emil y show s a 
positive judgmen t o f th e relationship . "I n effect , sh e wa s saying , [Hol -
land remarks ] gettin g clos e t o Home r gav e Emil y th e strengt h t o def y 
her father." 40 

Sandra doe s no t sa y thi s overtly , bu t sh e move s towar d thi s idea l 
because sh e desire s it . An d sh e desire s i t becaus e i t help s he r manag e 
both he r attractio n t o Home r an d he r fea r o f he r father . W e shoul d 
recognize her e tha t Sandra , i n movin g towar d he r primitiv e idealizatio n 
of human relationships , i s formulating a  model for investin g and regulat -
ing th e investmen t o f libidina l investment . Sh e i s prompted t o structur e 
these investment s i n particula r way s becaus e sh e i s respondin g t o a 
particular tex t in her own way . 

There ar e signifier s i n the tex t attache d t o character s wh o pla y certai n 
"signified" role s in conflictual relationships . A s Sandra responds to thes e 
characters, projectin g he r emotion s o n them , the y com e aliv e for he r i n 
particular ways . Th e figure s i n th e tex t functio n muc h lik e he r ow n 
internal representation s o f people , an d jus t a s those interna l representa -
tions structur e he r emotions , he r projecte d gras p o f characte r i n th e tex t 
contributes t o her structurin g o f emotion . 

Holland's representatio n o f Sandra' s inne r feelings—"I n effect , sh e 
was saying , gettin g clos e t o Home r gav e Emil y th e strengt h t o def y he r 
father"—is no t somethin g tha t Sandr a quit e says . Bu t i f she were t o sa y 
it, an d i t i s eas y t o imagin e th e logi c tha t woul d lea d he r t o hi s claim , 
this clai m woul d b e a n exampl e o f a n idea l produce d b y a n interactio n 
with a  literar y text . I t i s a n idea l ver y muc h lik e th e on e mad e b y 
Sebastian, wh o concludes , " I ca n fee l mor e sympatheti c wit h othe r ol d 
ladies." An d a n idea l produce d i n thi s manne r woul d b e a  powerfu l 
instance o f rhetoric . I t wil l b e sense d a s tru e an d importan t becaus e i t 
helps Sandr a manag e he r ow n fear s an d fantasies—no t fear s someon e 
else ha s tol d he r about , bu t fear s tha t sh e hersel f lives , an d sense s 
diminishment in—precisel y becaus e he r formulatio n o f th e idea l help s 
her t o diminis h them . Th e tex t contribute s t o he r formin g o f thi s ideal , 
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but i t doe s no t giv e i t t o he r a s a  packaged "knowledge, " insistin g tha t 
she must believ e in it . Lisa , throug h he r libidina l projections i n the text , 
and he r configurin g o f libidina l organization s b y mean s o f th e text , 
herself formulate s thi s idea l i n th e for m o f a  statement tha t promise s t o 
satisfactorily regulat e libidinal investments. Thi s ideal is rhetorically pro -
duced "knowledge " tha t Lis a creates in response to the text . 

According t o Holland , Sandr a "like d th e stor y Ver y much.' " Sandr a 
focused o n particula r images , generate d fantasies , an d o n th e basi s o f 
these fantasie s an d he r understandin g o f th e conflict s involve d i n th e 
story, move s towar d th e generatio n o f a  primitive ideal : "Gettin g clos e 
to Home r gav e Emil y th e strengt h t o def y he r father. " Hollan d quote s 
Sandra sayin g somewha t crypticall y abou t he r respons e t o th e text , " I 
got tha t muc h i n i t for m e as a piece of literature , beside s having a  strong 
impact. I  admire so much th e way i t al l hangs together." 41 

There i s n o wa y o f knowin g i f th e valuatio n Sandr a put s o n allianc e 
and intimac y i s something ne w o r somethin g ol d fo r her . Thu s i t i s hard 
to kno w i f Sandra' s experienc e o f th e tex t i s a s "rhetorical " a s Sebas -
tian's. Holland' s examinatio n o f hi s five reader s in Five Readers  Reading 
relentlessly seek s t o prov e tha t identit y repeat s itsel f i n an y readin g act . 
Holland ignore s Sebastian' s ne w discovery , " I ca n feel more sympatheti c 
with othe r ol d ladies, " an d i s no t concerne d wit h documentin g ne w 
ideals or idealizations tha t student s produce . 

Holland argue s that Sandra' s positive valuation o f Homer an d Emily' s 
relationship i s nothing new , bu t simpl y a  reflection o f Sandra' s abiding , 
"characteristic" identit y theme . Hollan d ma y b e correct i n hi s judgmen t 
of Sandra' s response . Bu t i t i s nonetheles s th e cas e tha t student s ofte n 
change thei r values . An d ofte n thi s chang e i s facilitate d b y a n intens e 
reflection o n the subjects o f literary texts . 

In classroom s student s see m ( I think ) t o tak e mor e pleasur e i n th e 
discovery o f ne w idealization s tha n i n the repetition o f ol d idealizations . 
But i n genera l thi s analysi s o f th e rhetori c o f ne w an d ol d idealization s 
needs mor e clarity . A  psychoanalyti c perspectiv e woul d sugges t tha t 
there are two processes of ideal formation correspondin g t o two differen t 
rhetorics. Thes e tw o rhetoric s produce differen t idealization s an d differ -
ent changes in desire . 

One mechanism , an d the idealization correspondin g t o it , woul d shif t 
desire fro m on e signifyin g structur e t o anothe r compatibl e signifyin g 
structure tha t offer s additiona l o r mor e powerfu l narcissisti c support. 42 
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This migh t b e a  metonymi c shif t i n desire , whic h coul d contribut e t o 
idealization becaus e i n a  limite d sens e i t woul d formulat e a  ne w "for -
mula" fo r desire . Sandra , fo r example , seem s t o mak e a  value judgmen t 
about th e relationship betwee n Emil y an d Homer . Bu t a n idealization o f 
this sor t woul d b e relatively eas y t o make i f i t involves very littl e chang e 
in investe d value s o r self-structure . I t migh t b e terme d a n "egoisti c 
idealization," becaus e i t require s n o rea l chang e i n basi c values . I t ex -
tends th e self's  value s t o a  structur e ver y compatibl e wit h th e self's 
general theme of values. I t might involve a change in the particular objec t 
of desire , bu t ver y littl e chang e i n th e large r structur e o f desir e define d 
by th e self-system . 

A mor e consequentia l idealization , a  "sublimatin g ideal, " derive s fro m 
a mor e revolutionar y shif t i n desire . Thi s mor e revolutionary—tha t is , 
more powerfull y rhetorical—shif t i n desir e seem s closel y tie d t o subli -
mation. Sublimatio n involve s change s i n repressio n an d achieves , no t a 
change in the objec t o f desire , bu t a  change in the nature o f desire. 43 Th e 
experience o f sublimatio n transforms , no t a  particula r object , bu t a n 
entire spectru m o f possible objects . Sublimatio n change s ou r vie w o f th e 
world. Thes e changes , however , ar e more difficul t t o make, an d they ar e 
often painfu l becaus e the y requir e change s no t jus t i n wha t w e desire , 
but i n ourselves . 

The sublimatin g proces s i s no t wel l understood . Bu t th e effect s o f 
sublimation ar e importan t t o analyst s concerne d wit h characte r change . 
Laplanche an d Pontali s stat e tha t a n "instinc t i s said t o b e sublimate d i n 
so fa r a s it i s diverted toward s a  new, non-sexua l ai m an d i n s o far a s its 
objects ar e sociall y valued." 44 Sublimation , lik e idealization , a s La -
planche an d Pontali s poin t out , seem s to "depen d t o a  high degre e upo n 
the narcissisti c dimensio n o f th e ego. " Thi s i s becaus e "th e objec t o f 
sublimated activit y ma y b e expecte d t o displa y th e sam e appearance o f a 
beautiful whol e whic h Freu d .  . .  assigns t o th e ego." 45 Although subli -
mation require s a  narcissisti c response , i t woul d paradoxicall y b e les s 
"narcissistic" (i n th e negativ e sense ) tha n a n idealizatio n tha t merel y 
affirmed an d extende d (thu s narcissisticall y reinforcing ) th e dominan t 
priorities o f a  rigid self-structure . 

These observations sugges t tha t th e stronges t form s o f rhetori c woul d 
be thos e achievin g "sublime " affect s (a s Longinu s argues) . Sublim e af -
fects ar e achieve d no t b y simpl e change s i n th e objec t o f desire , bu t i n 
larger transformation s o f th e structur e o f desire . Th e sublim e i s a  mech-
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anism operatin g o n th e mor e durabl e libidina l system s withi n th e self -
system an d not merel y o n the representations th e sel f characteristicall y 
entertains whe n imaginin g desire . A  sublimating idea l releases represse d 
desire, direct s it s energy towar d a  newly discovere d satisfactor y object , 
and contributes to self-structure . 

The proces s o f formulatin g a n egoisti c idealizatio n i s quit e differen t 
from th e process o f formulating a  sublimating ideal . Peopl e ar e eager to 
form egoisti c idealizations . Suc h structure s happil y an d quickl y satisf y 
desire an d provid e comfortin g narcissisti c support . Sublimatin g ideals , 
however, ar e formed throug h a  more difficul t encounte r wit h repressio n 
and resistance . W e are not quickly draw n t o sublimating ideals ; we have 
to wor k throug h repressio n an d resistance . W e have t o loose n ou r de-
fenses an d give up habitual self-images . Sublimatin g ideal s requir e mor e 
demanding psychologica l wor k t o formulate , bu t the y ar e als o mor e 
durable, an d more closely linked to the more lasting components o f self-
structure. Kohu t claim s that in a successful analysi s such ideals become a 
rich sourc e of meaning for patients: "The patient's value s now occupy a 
position o f greate r psychologica l importance , hav e becom e integrate d 
with hi s ego' s realisti c goa l structure , an d quietl y giv e meanin g t o his 
life."46 Ideal s tha t hav e draw n powe r fro m sublimatin g processe s ar e 
deep feature s o f ou r character , an d no t mer e signification s o r empt y 
idealizations t o whic h w e ar e temporaril y attached . The y hav e mor e 
power in influencing ou r behavior. The y are harder to achieve, but more 
powerfully rhetorical . 

Repression and  Imagistic  Thought 

Freud argue d tha t sublimatio n work s a s "higher level " values are achieved 
through desire s abandone d a t "lower levels. " In order to understand the 
sublime affect s o f literature , w e must, followin g Freud , understan d lit -
erature's abilit y t o make us e of mor e primitiv e "lowe r level " structure s 
of desir e i n the formation o f highe r leve l structure s o f idealization . W e 
must als o more full y understan d th e forces o f repression tha t operat e in 
the reception an d expression of value judgments . 

We ca n bette r understan d th e force s o f repressio n an d resistanc e 
operating in the response of an individual reader to a text when we better 
understand ho w reader s construc t an d respon d t o imagery . Imagery , 
often triggere d i n specifi c way s b y plo t an d characte r identification , 
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speaks th e languag e o f Freud' s primar y processe s an d Lacan' s "Imag -
inary." Becaus e imager y speak s fro m represse d o r unacknowledge d de -
sire, i t ca n plac e dee p structure s o f desir e i n conflictua l relatio n t o 
habitual pattern s o f repressio n an d denia l maintained b y th e ego . I n thi s 
manner, imager y ca n releas e ne w possibilitie s fo r desire , self-definition , 
cognition, an d sublimatin g idealization . 

Literature engage s a  productive conflic t betwee n variou s structure s o f 
desire an d cognition . Psychoanalyst s cal l higher orde r cognitiv e pattern s 
of though t secondary  processes.  Thes e processe s ar e mode s o f thinkin g 
further remove d fro m a n immediac y o f desir e an d close r t o a  "realit y 
principle." Lowe r orde r pattern s o f cognitio n ar e primary  processes. 
These processe s refe r t o strata s o f though t an d feelin g furthe r fro m th e 
reality principl e an d close r t o desire' s unconsciou s insisten t attachmen t 
to imaginar y objects . Primar y processe s expres s represse d libidina l at -
tachments t o object s (parents , parenta l traits ) tha t structur e bot h percep -
tion an d self-organization . 

Language tha t tap s th e energ y o f primar y processe s ca n bot h elici t 
desire an d attac h i t i n differen t relation s t o th e idea s an d ideologie s 
dispensed t o subject s b y language . Th e narcissisti c force s activate d b y 
language i n thi s manne r ar e productive—i n th e Marxis t sens e o f th e 
term. Thes e force s engende r ne w relation s amon g signifiers , experimen t 
with new formulations o f value, and release new signifieds fo r perceptio n 
and imaginativ e testing . I n short , languag e tha t tap s th e energ y o f pri -
mary processe s ca n b e especiall y rhetorica l becaus e i t manipulate s no t 
simply a  reader's representation s o f th e world , bu t a  reader's mos t dura -
ble, an d repressed , interna l patterns o f desire . 

A theor y o f rhetori c shoul d sho w ho w "regressive " pattern s o f im -
agery serv e a s experimenta l form s o r structure s fo r mor e sophisticate d 
and durabl e pattern s o f perceptio n an d cognition . M y readin g o f Con -
rad's Heart  of  Darkness  i n chapte r 4  describe s ho w imager y tap s th e 
power o f primar y proces s desire , ho w th e presenc e o f suc h imager y 
produces shift s i n highe r leve l cognition , an d ho w narcissisticall y in -
vested imagery , a s i t undergoe s textua l development , produce s idealiza -
tions an d affect s cognitiv e model s o f reality . A s w e shal l see , suc h a 
process show s fe w o f th e feature s o f pur e ego-fantasy . Instea d i t show s 
the feature s o f struggl e a s repressio n an d resistanc e ar e suffered , re -
peated, an d displaced i n the process o f signification . 

Freud emphasize d th e relatio n o f ar t t o fantasy . Mor e recen t theorie s 
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see mor e comple x structure s i n literature . Hein z Kohu t differ s fro m 
Freud in his understanding of art and culture, not as symptoms of human 
fragmentation, bu t as exploratory expression s o f an emerging wholenes s 
of th e self. 47 Ar t ca n b e a n experimen t i n resolvin g libidina l conflict . 
Gilbert J. Ros e argues that art can contribute to what he calls "mastery" : 
an "ongoin g proces s o f integratio n an d reintegratio n endles s i n exten t 
and variety." 48 Meredit h Skur a suggest s tha t w e conside r ar t "no t a s 
neurosis o r sympto m o r drea m bu t a s the dynami c movemen t towar d 
self-conscious wholeness." 49 

For Skura , th e imagisti c distortion s accomplishe d b y artisti c form s 
can serve as experimental modes of cognition. Traditiona l psychoanalyti c 
views o n imager y allo w n o suc h optimism . Ar t i s simpl y a  releas e o f 
primary proces s thought . Primar y processe s expres s thinkin g manipu -
lated o r generate d b y the id. As a childish an d repressed componen t o f 
the self , th e id ignores the reality principle and sustains desir e in opposi-
tion to it. Freud's various speculations abou t the artist, especiall y as they 
are formulated i n "The Relation o f the Poet t o Day Dreaming," sugges t 
that th e primitiv e thinkin g o f creativit y i s analogou s t o th e primitiv e 
thinking of schizophrenia. Th e artist, lik e the schizophrenic, regresse s to 
unrealistic mode s o f thought . Thi s implie s a  parallel betwee n th e artist' s 
attainment o f satisfaction throug h ar t and the schizophrenic's attainmen t 
of satisfactio n throug h fantasy . Bot h mode s of satisfaction involv e a  loss 
of th e realit y principl e an d a  return t o earl y narcissisti c an d regressiv e 
"ego cathexis. " 

Like Freud , I  believe primary processe s ar e central to creativity. Lik e 
Freud, I  view the artist as a person who "cannot com e to terms with the 
demand for the renunciation o f instinctual satisfaction." 50 Unlik e Freud , 
however, I  believ e primar y proces s expression , especiall y th e sor t o f 
expression foun d i n "art, " i s not only , a s Freud conceded , intermixe d 
with highe r level s o f thought , bu t als o essentia l t o th e developmen t o f 
higher levels of thought and self-organization.51 I n expressing or evoking 
primitive desire , primar y processe s indee d unleas h psychologica l force s 
that distor t cognitiv e processes . Thi s distortion , o f course , ma y be re-
gressive. Bu t i t ca n als o b e progressive. 52 I t ca n liberat e though t an d 
language fro m habitua l bu t ineffective fictions  o f perception . I n fact , i t 
may b e the easiest way to liberate languag e fro m strongl y cathecte d bu t 
ineffective fictions  o f reality . 

As I  develop my argument, I  appropriate traditiona l theoretica l term s 
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like idealizatio n an d primar y processes , an d als o mak e us e o f Lacan' s 
theory o f th e Imaginary . Lacania n theor y i s usefu l becaus e Laca n ha s 
attempted t o understan d th e relationship s betwee n sociall y communica -
tive signifiers an d the more private an d primitive world o f th e Imaginar y 
that animate s them . Textua l signifiers , Laca n teache s us , d o no t simpl y 
refer t o things ; the y ar e socia l object s haunte d b y bot h persona l an d 
social current s o f desire . Language , thus , operate s i n accordance t o bot h 
a "Symbolic" and a n "Imaginary" logic . 

Lacan follow s th e genera l lea d o f man y Marxis t theorist s wh o argu e 
that languag e an d th e socia l force s buil t int o languag e channe l emotio n 
and positio n selve s i n relatio n t o term s o f value . Languag e offer s pro -
grams fo r th e binding o f libido . Unlik e Marxists , however , Laca n argue s 
that th e sociall y coerciv e positionin g effect s create d b y languag e ca n b e 
deflected an d deforme d b y Imaginar y idiosyncrati c narcissisti c processe s 
operating i n an d throug h language . Language , especiall y th e experimen -
tal languag e develope d b y th e artist , ca n comba t an d resis t th e large r 
envelope o f languag e an d valu e int o whic h selve s ar e bor n an d develop . 
This resistanc e i s possibl e becaus e o f th e libidina l "push " exerte d b y 
Imaginary processes . 

In subsequen t page s I  discus s tw o example s o f th e "push " o f Imag -
inary thinking . On e exampl e i s Lis a Erdma n i n D . M . Thomas' s White 
Hotel. Lis a enter s analysi s becaus e o f hallucinator y image s sh e fear s an d 
uncontrollably visualizes . A  secon d exampl e come s fro m th e wor k o f 
John Fowles . H e describe s ho w on e o f hi s novel s bega n wit h a  persis -
tently recurrin g image . Becaus e o f th e insistenc e o f thi s image , Fowle s 
decided t o explor e it s meanin g i n a  novel . I t seem s t o m e tha t bot h o f 
these examples o f images "pushing" thei r way into consciousness ar e no t 
terribly unlik e th e image s tha t reader s ofte n experienc e a s the y mak e 
sense o f a  text . W e mus t mak e mor e effor t t o understan d thes e images , 
not i n orde r t o understan d wha t the y mea n abou t th e text , no r t o 
understand wha t the y mea n abou t readers , bu t t o understan d wha t the y 
mean abou t th e meaning we construct fro m texts . 

Consider Lacan' s Imaginary . Th e Imaginar y ha s bee n notoriousl y 
difficult t o define , bu t ther e i s som e agreemen t tha t i t relate s t o images , 
and t o th e earl y childhoo d experience s tha t emplo y suc h image s i n 
thought. Elli e Ragland-Sulliva n explain s tha t "th e first  image s impose d 
on infan t perceptio n ar e totalitie s o r primar y unitie s wit h whic h th e 
infant merge s i n fantasy , thes e image s settin g u p th e originar y matrice s 
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to whic h al l other image s becom e attache d i n hallucinator y network s o f 
meaning."53 Th e earlies t images , then , ar e relativel y undifferentiate d 
perceptions, "totalitie s o r primar y unities, " an d thes e image s hel p th e 
child for m it s ow n identity . Thes e image s ar e libidinall y charge d struc -
tures tha t ar e the umbilicus fo r a  network o f affect , meaning , an d cogni -
tion. Thi s syste m o f imager y operate s paralle l to , bu t sometime s als o 
conflictually intermeshe d with , language . 

Ragland-Sullivan observe s tha t the "the Imaginar y dimensio n i n bein g 
announces itsel f b y inferrin g [implying ] a n immediac y i n behavior , o r a 
lack o f individuatio n i n identity." 54 Lacan' s theorie s firs t explai n wh y 
language s o ofte n doe s no t sa y wha t i t seem s t o say ; an d second , the y 
explain why languag e so often effectivel y communicate s wha t i t does no t 
say. Languag e ca n evok e a  sense o f immediac y whe n a  word offer s th e 
reader a  fetishisti c representatio n o f reality . I n thi s case , th e wor d (o r 
perhaps mor e commonl y a  configuration o f words ) impresse s th e min d 
by seeming to announce something important , somethin g lacking, some -
thing significant . A s a  representational fetish , th e word present s itsel f t o 
us i n th e contex t o f bot h a  profound yearnin g an d a n urgenc y tha t th e 
word itsel f ameliorate s b y it s presence . I n suc h a  scenario , th e wor d 
confers immediac y b y mean s o f th e comple x linguisti c an d psychoana -
lytic mechanism s tha t gover n th e self's  inne r structure . Immediac y her e 
is not a  truth event , bu t a  narcissistic event : Something th e sel f count s a s 
"being" comes into presence through language , an d often thi s experienc e 
is an imagistic event , a  "vision" of some sort . 

The force s o f th e Imaginar y ar e narcissisti c an d presid e ove r experi -
ences wher e th e sel f i s lackin g i n presence . Ofte n th e Imaginar y work s 
deceptively t o impl y th e presenc e o f somethin g absen t o r nonexistent . 
But th e Imaginar y shoul d no t b e conceptualize d merel y a s a  mechanis m 
of deception. Ragland-Sullivan' s discussio n o f Lacan' s Imaginary stresse s 
that Imaginar y perception doe s not oppos e perception o f the "real." The 
Imaginary i s a different mod e o f perception, an d i t may in many cases be 
"unrealistic," bu t i t i s not a  cognitive proces s workin g o n som e "oppo -
site side" of reality . Becaus e the Imaginary expresse s primary drives , an d 
because th e Imaginar y may , i n som e cases , trigge r perception s mor e 
realistic tha n man y fiction s supporte d b y language , th e Imaginar y ca n 
play a  centra l rol e i n innovativ e an d revolutionar y thought . Ragland -
Sullivan explains : 
Lacan's Imaginar y orde r place s th e potentia l fo r revolutio n i n ma n b y makin g 
the drive toward fusio n an d agreement—the impossibl e on e .  .  .—fundamenta l 
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to perception an d action . Th e Imaginar y consequentl y seek s to circumven t th e 
Symbolic order, whic h places the shackles of laws and norms on the absolutism 
of narcissistic goals.55 

Lacan's theor y o f th e Imaginar y thu s link s primitive , imagistic , an d 
repressive psychic forces t o progressive developmenta l forces . 

Lacan's discussion o f the Imaginary an d Freud's discussion of primar y 
processes hel p explai n ho w imager y affect s ou r representatio n o f our -
selves, ou r world , an d ou r desires . Lacania n Imaginar y i s not equivalen t 
to Freud' s primar y processes , bu t th e tw o ar e simila r forces . Th e Imag -
inary i s a  "style " o f experienc e ver y simila r t o th e nonlogica l styl e o f 
primary proces s thought . I t i s imagistic , emotional , an d linke d t o earl y 
childhood experience . Gabriel e Schwa b describe s th e imagistic , irra -
tional, an d emotiona l insistence of primary processes as 

the fusio n o f o r th e absenc e o f distinctio n amon g objects , overdeterminations , 
the pictoria l characte r o f experience , nonlogica l connection s withou t hierarch y 
or polarity, the coexistence of opposites, a  disposition to invest things and ideas 
with imaginar y meaning s an d affectiv e contents , th e interchangeabilit y o f par t 
and whole, and the absence of categorization. 56 

According t o analysts , primar y processe s develo p durin g childhoo d 
and diminis h a s th e chil d attain s a  firmer  gras p o f th e realit y principle . 
Primary proces s thinkin g reflect s th e energ y o f th e child' s infinitel y 
grandiose ambition s an d desires . Thinkin g influence d b y primar y pro -
cesses, fo r example , i s often associate d wit h narcissisti c illusion s o f om -
nipotence an d magica l powers . A s th e chil d grows , however , an d pri -
mary proces s thinkin g encounter s th e limit s o f reality , i t undergoe s 
modification. Primar y processe s d o no t end , bu t the y ar e pushe d int o 
the unconscious . I n norma l adul t life , primar y proces s thinkin g i s hel d 
in chec k b y th e eg o an d th e realit y principle . Bu t fo r eac h individua l 
certain characteristi c aspect s o f experienc e receiv e influenc e fro m pri -
mary processes : projections , fantasies , dreams , an d daydream s becom e 
distinctly colore d o r instigate d b y primar y processes . I n man y context s 
of developmen t thes e menta l characteristic s hinde r development ; the y 
impede clea r perceptio n an d provid e fals e notion s o f wha t i s rea l o r 
possible. I n othe r context s primary processe s facilitat e development . 

Gabriele Schwa b describe s how primar y processe s ai d cognition. 57 A s 
the self develops , Schwa b argues , i t learns to distinguish an d differentiat e 
itself fro m it s fosterin g environment . Thi s learning , however , i s fre -
quently a  process of establishin g fictional  boundarie s fo r socia l purposes . 
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As childre n nam e th e spac e outsid e themselves , an d nam e th e spac e 
inside, the y borro w term s fro m thei r environment . Bu t these term s d o 
not alway s designat e rea l things . Th e languag e th e chil d learn s alway s 
embodies variou s socia l an d cultura l fictions.  Thes e fictions  operat e a s 
children lear n bot h "wha t is, " and also who they ar e expected t o be. In 
learning thes e things , childre n exclud e certai n possibilitie s fro m thei r 
development. Schwa b observes tha t as the child develops , 

everything mus t be excluded tha t doe s not comply with the norms transmitte d 
by others, of the symbolic order of society. Onl y by way of exclusions can the 
subject become what he is to be; but they separate him from essentia l parts of his 
self."58 

As th e eg o develops , i t exclude s fro m itsel f possibl e image s o f self -
definition. Bu t it also excludes somethin g more—certai n aspect s of real-
ity an d certain possibilitie s fo r it s own growth an d satisfaction tha t wil l 
not "fit " into the system tha t dominate s the method o f self-definition . 

Such exclusio n ca n cause problems a t later stage s of life, an d it is here 
that primary processe s can be helpful. Represse d unfulfille d satisfaction s 
continually exer t pressur e o n languag e an d perception throug h primar y 
processes. I n many case s such pressure distort s perception o f the "real." 
But in other cases, when the real is under exclusion or repression already , 
primary processe s ca n serv e t o reintegrat e aspect s o f th e rea l int o th e 
domain o f languag e an d consciousness . Becaus e th e sel f want s wha t i t 
lacks, primar y proces s thinkin g point s t o a  lack tha t languag e an d the 
self hav e no t ye t named . Unde r thes e conditions , a s Schwa b argues , 
language ca n serv e i n "expressin g o r eve n communicatin g wha t i s ex-
cluded fro m th e symboli c order." 59 Primar y processe s produc e ne w 
signifieds b y deforming an d reforming signifiers . I n this manner primar y 
processes, seekin g t o nam e a n absen t lack , ca n generat e categorie s o f 
perception tha t hel p t o nam e o r visualiz e aspect s o f realit y hithert o 
excluded fro m representation . 

Lacan and other recen t theorist s encourag e us to remember tha t whe n 
we conside r th e functio n o f languag e i n expressin g "wha t i s exclude d 
from th e symboli c order " (expressin g knowledg e o f th e rea l exclude d 
from consciousness) , w e mus t b e carefu l abou t ou r terms . W e ofte n 
confuse wha t w e understand a s reality, whic h i s really a n inner ma p we 
have constructed , wit h th e "Real. " Th e Real i s not availabl e fo r direc t 
perception o r linguisti c reference . I t i s i n Jameson' s sens e a n absen t 
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cause. W e d o no t kno w i t i n an y pur e way ; w e infe r it s presenc e fro m 
our abilit y t o manipulate th e world fo r satisfaction . 

Our imagine d reality , th e on e w e tal k abou t i n language , i s a  map o f 
human possibilit y imagine d b y th e ego . I t i s indee d influence d b y th e 
Real, bu t i t i s als o influence d b y al l th e learne d belief s an d socia l code s 
(fictions) arbitraril y manufacture d b y cultur e an d th e idiosyncrasie s o f 
personal development . Becaus e th e eg o i s forme d a s a n interactio n be -
tween the Real and socia l reality, i t is allied not only to the Real, bu t als o 
to the fictional component s o f socia l reality . 

This ha s importan t theoretica l consequences . I n bein g allie d t o th e 
fictional component s o f socia l reality , th e eg o wil l often , agains t it s ow n 
self-interest, see k t o den y th e Rea l an d affir m th e fictional  trut h o f a n 
idealization—of a  purely imagine d reality—eve n whe n suc h "truth " i s a 
fiction tha t block s it s ability t o gain satisfaction fro m th e Real . 

In thi s case , al l possible representation fo r th e Rea l suffers repression . 
Under repression , however , aspect s o f th e Rea l can b e brough t forwar d 
into consciousnes s throug h th e distortin g powe r o f primar y proces s 
thinking. Th e Rea l thus become s paradoxically linke d t o processes tradi -
tionally see n a s the epitom e o f "unrealisti c forces. " Throug h th e expres -
sive power o f restles s narcissisti c force s seekin g t o nam e somethin g tha t 
is neede d an d missing , th e Rea l ca n achiev e provisiona l o r fragmentar y 
modes o f experimenta l representation—bu t onl y throug h oppositio n t o 
the functions tha t ideally "map " and represen t it . 

Through a  deformatio n o f ego-approve d representationa l structures , 
primary processe s ca n giv e rise t o imager y tha t ca n provide ne w catego -
ries fo r conceivin g ne w signifieds . Ofte n enough , however , thi s proces s 
can b e enormousl y disorientin g fo r th e self . Thi s i s true becaus e th e eg o 
finds it s ow n ma p o f realit y ver y secur e an d comfortable . Fro m suc h a 
perspective, an y change s propose d fo r "reality " (th e imager y o f re -
pressed cognition ) ca n seem hallucinatory , fictional,  an d disorienting . I n 
addition, becaus e th e Rea l i s partiall y disclose d a s a  potentia l signifie d 
through narcissisti c force s alread y closel y associate d wit h projection , 
hallucination, an d disorientation , it s provisional signified s (signified s fre -
quently present , a s I  hav e suggeste d earlier , i n th e for m o f "images" ) 
may see n especially unhealthy an d surreal . 

D. M . Thomas' s White  Hotel  offer s a  fitting  illustratio n o f thes e 
events. I n th e nove l Lis a Erdma n come s t o Sigmun d Freu d sufferin g 
from sever e pain s i n he r lef t breas t an d pelvi c regio n an d a  chroni c 
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respiratory condition . Lisa' s promisin g musica l caree r wa s interrupte d 
by he r illness . Sh e woul d lik e t o b e happier , an d sh e woul d lik e t o b e 
successful i n he r career , bu t healt h problem s (sh e insists ) hold he r back . 
As Freud gain s Lisa' s trus t h e comes to learn o f tw o recurrin g hallucina -
tions—images o f fires  an d storms—tha t plagu e Lisa' s menta l lif e an d 
weaken he r health . Lis a typically experience s thes e visions when sh e an d 
her husban d ar e sexuall y intimate . Lis a i s no t eage r t o tal k abou t thes e 
problems, bu t he r lif e ha s becom e s o torture d tha t sh e i s desperat e fo r 
relief. Lis a ha s exclude d muc h o f importanc e fro m he r life , an d he r 
recurrent hallucination s insis t tha t whic h i s exclude d b e give n voic e an d 
presence. 

Seeking t o understan d th e hallucination-charge d consciousnes s o f Lisa , 
Thomas's Freu d considers , "Wha t sh e had in her consciousness was onl y 
a secret and not a  foreign body." 60 Lis a can see her own imager y only a s 
a malignan t forc e tha t pushe s it s wa y int o consciousnes s i n orde r t o 
torment her , bu t Freu d see s th e imager y a s a  clu e t o a  puzzle . H e 
suggests: 

In a  sense .  .  .  he r min d wa s attemptin g t o tel l u s wha t wa s wrong ; fo r th e 
repressed ide a create s it s ow n ap t symbol . Th e psyche o f a n hysteric i s like a 
child who has a secret, which no one must know, but everyone must guess.61 

As Freu d help s Lis a t o remembe r he r pas t an d understan d he r menta l 
life, Lis a i s draw n t o produc e tw o literar y compositions , a  poem an d a 
surrealistic autobiographica l narrative . Thes e literar y work s expres s a 
flood o f imagery . Ther e ar e fires  an d storm s i n thes e works , bu t thes e 
images ar e not frightening i n this context . Th e aestheti c context o f Lisa' s 
writing i s i n fac t muc h lik e th e contex t o f psychoanalysis . I t i s a  saf e 
protected space , narcissisti c an d regressive , bu t i t i s also an experimenta l 
space wher e libidina l organization s tha t caus e conflic t ca n b e safel y 
expressed an d considered . Lis a i s able to imagin e thi s spac e "inside " he r 
because sh e ha s alread y experience d thi s spac e i n he r transferenc e re -
sponse t o Freud , wh o listen s t o he r a s a n intereste d all y i n he r experi -
ences of conflict . 

The literar y work s sho w tha t Lisa' s imager y o f fire  an d stor m i s 
related t o a  syste m o f emotiona l relationship s tha t nee d mor e carefu l 
attention. Late r i n therap y Lis a want s t o destro y he r writin g becaus e 
they ar e "devilish fragment s throw n of f b y the 'storm insid e her head. ' " 6 2 

Freud, however , encourage s Lis a to pay attention t o her imagery, an d as 
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the tw o o f the m begi n t o mak e sens e o f things , the y piec e togethe r a 
narrative pas t tha t ha s no t bee n told . I n it s totality , thi s ne w alternativ e 
past i s "more true " to the past, an d a  better representatio n o f Lisa' s ow n 
identity. 

In comin g t o se e hersel f differently , t o se e hersel f i n relatio n t o thi s 
new versio n o f th e past , Lis a i s require d t o modif y man y o f he r ideals , 
and thi s i s very painfu l fo r her . Becaus e sh e ha s s o tenaciousl y investe d 
in certai n ideals , sh e ha s represse d certai n events . Th e sam e force s tha t 
idealize Lisa' s parent s als o regulat e Lisa' s libidina l attachment s an d re -
press he r memorie s o f th e past . (Freud' s "hydraulic " mode l o f libidina l 
flow i s no t entirel y convincing , bu t i t i s a  goo d metapho r fo r drawin g 
attention t o dynami c interrelation s withi n th e sel f system. ) Throug h 
Freud's therapy , Lis a learns t o chang e he r idealizatio n o f he r mother , t o 
change he r impression s o f he r fathe r an d earl y lover , an d t o judg e he r 
own professiona l an d sexua l needs less critically . 

Freud finds al l these structures related : parental ideals (idealized libid o 
regulating structure s internalize d i n th e superego) , libidina l attachment s 
(represented b y Lisa' s represse d relationshi p wit h he r husband) , an d 
memory. T o reduc e Lisa' s suffering , Freu d first  help s he r t o suffer . H e 
investigates he r parenta l ideals , he r libidina l attachments , an d he r mem -
ory, seekin g to recover the various conflicts compacte d i n each structure , 
as well a s to have Lisa consciously structur e thes e conflicts hersel f rathe r 
than merel y t o suffe r a s one wh o ha s receive d thes e structure d conflict s 
from others . 

Freud provide s Lis a with narcissisti c suppor t i n the transferenc e rela -
tion o f therapy , s o tha t sh e i s bette r abl e t o visualiz e he r ow n conflicts . 
As sh e come s t o understan d the m better , sh e formulate s differen t con -
trols fo r them . Sh e changes . A s a  resul t o f thes e changes , Lis a derive s 
three benefits. First , sh e no longer suffers fro m th e hallucinatory imager y 
that tormente d he r earlie r years ; Lis a sometime s experience s thes e im -
ages, bu t the y n o longe r produc e suc h intens e affect . The y hav e bee n 
drained o f a n intensit y o f emotio n attache d t o them . Second , Lis a re -
covers memorie s tha t sh e ha s lost , an d thes e memorie s giv e he r a  mor e 
true representation o f her own history . Sh e can now remember the "bad " 
things tha t sh e an d he r parent s hav e done . Third , a s Lis a remember s 
more an d judge s less , sh e i s abl e t o deriv e mor e satisfactio n fro m per -
sonal relationships . Sh e learn s t o se e peopl e mor e realisticall y an d t o 
judge them les s harshly. Sh e is no longer tormented b y her hallucinator y 
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images. An d becaus e sh e bot h "sublimates " an d expresse s represse d 
desires, sh e is able to remarry an d to enjo y bot h professiona l satisfactio n 
and sexua l intimacy . 

Thomas's White  Hotel  show s Lis a abl e t o gai n "real " satisfaction s 
when sh e learn s t o "read " primar y proces s images . Lisa' s healt h im -
proves whe n sh e expresse s hallucinator y primar y proces s imager y an d 
places i t meaningfull y withi n th e contex t o f a  large r an d mor e realisti c 
vision o f he r ow n life . Lisa' s engagemen t wit h imager y i s a  highl y 
rhetorical even t because i t greatly change s her values, her self-image, an d 
her "characteristic " experience o f life . 

A reader' s respons e t o the imagery produced b y literar y absorptio n i s 
not usuall y a s consequentia l a s Lisa' s therapeuti c respons e t o he r hallu -
cinations. Bu t i t ca n follo w a  simila r pat h an d als o hav e powerfull y 
rhetorical effects . I n th e structur e o f Lisa' s chang e i t i s not har d t o se e a 
less intense bu t nonetheles s simila r process shapin g the response o f som e 
readers t o literar y texts . A s imager y recover s represse d desire , ther e i s a 
restless bu t engage d movemen t t o gras p thes e image s an d giv e the m 
narrative form . Caugh t i n th e gri p o f conflictin g fantasie s an d ideals , 
students fee l a  need t o synthesiz e thei r feeling s an d thoughts , t o idealiz e 
differently. Thi s proces s ofte n contribute s t o a n experienc e o f insigh t 
that i s often pleasantl y painful , exhibitin g an almost hypnotic moment of 
recognition. Thi s recognitio n usuall y take s tim e t o process . Bu t whe n i t 
has bee n internalize d student s ar e prone t o generaliz e abou t thei r valu e 
alterations, a s whe n Holland' s Sebastia n says , " I ca n fee l mor e sympa -
thetic wit h othe r ol d ladies. " Often , a s teacher s wh o hav e hear d man y 
generalizations fro m students , w e ar e no t full y attentiv e t o thos e mo -
ments whe n student s wrestl e wit h troublin g image s (Hollan d describe s 
Sebastian's attraction/repulsio n fo r Emily) , releas e represse d material , 
and integrat e i t withi n a  larger, change d vie w o f life . Bu t perhap s i f w e 
are mor e attentiv e t o thi s proces s w e ca n b e mor e helpfu l i n facilitat -
ing it . 

Imagery and  Cognitive  Processes 

Traditional psychoanalytic theor y has not fully appreciate d ho w primar y 
process significatio n contribute s t o progressive mode s o f cognition . Tra -
ditional theory assume s tha t unconscious signifier s refe r onl y to a  clearly 
knowable signifie d locate d i n th e subject' s past . Thomas' s Freud , fo r 
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example, understand s Lisa' s imager y o f fire  an d stor m almos t entirel y i n 
terms o f he r past . Becaus e o f thi s preoccupatio n wit h learnin g th e past , 
traditional psychoanalytic account s of reader response emphasize readin g 
as a process libidinally investe d exclusivel y i n the memories an d fantasie s 
of a  reader' s past . Thi s perspectiv e fail s t o se e ho w reading , an d th e 
imagery produce d b y reading , serv e a s experimenta l form s o f libidinall y 
charged cognition . 

When Freu d follow s th e logic of imagery t o recove r the lost past fo r a 
patient, th e meanin g o f imager y become s entirel y equivalen t t o burie d 
and forgotte n memories , desires , an d traumas . Bu t t o designat e i n gen -
eral th e psychoanalyti c meanin g o f repressio n a s forgotte n memories , 
desires, and traumas muddles ou r understanding o f how and why forgot -
ten memories , desires , an d traumas repea t themselves s o passionately . 

Do thes e unconsciou s signifier s recu r merel y t o designat e a  signifie d 
of th e past ? O r i s ther e mor e a t stake ? Contemporar y analyst s argue , 
first, tha t thes e signifier s indee d refe r t o signified s o f th e past . Bu t 
second, thes e signifiers , eve n afte r w e exhaus t thei r reference s t o th e 
past, continu e workin g t o represen t th e signified s o f th e presen t an d 
future. Patient s us e unconsciou s signifier s t o "project " pas t signified s 
upon presen t situations . (Pete r Brook s point s ou t tha t reader s d o th e 
same thin g i n respons e t o literature.) 63 Th e poin t o f analysi s i s no t t o 
expunge unconsciou s signifier s b y revealin g thei r origi n i n th e past , bu t 
to discove r ho w ou r libidinall y organize d perception s o f th e present an d 
future derive  fro m th e pas t bu t diffe r fro m i t i n significan t ways . Pas t 
signifiers, then , refe r t o th e past , bu t als o necessarily labo r t o signify th e 
future. The y d o s o precisely becaus e suc h signifier s canno t b e exhauste d 
by th e signifieds o f th e past . 

The overdetermine d network s o f desir e and referenc e condense d wit h 
unconscious signifier s allo w the m t o compoun d meaning . Thes e signi -
fiers thu s begi n fro m a  kin d o f capita l o f investe d meaning . The y ar e 
examples o f especiall y stron g binding s o f libid o t o signification . I n tim e 
these signifiers offe r a  return o n suc h libidina l investment . The y com e t o 
produce a  surplus o f meaning . 

What doe s i t mean t o sa y tha t unconsciou s signifier s hav e a  surplus o f 
meaning? I t mean s tha t unconsciou s signifier s ar e libidina l strategie s fo r 
understanding experience . The y ar e thus no t "things " tha t ca n b e desig -
nated o r containe d b y linguisti c names . The y ar e characteristi c libidina l 
patterns use d i n experiencing events . 
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What doe s the child firs t desir e such tha t late r signifiers designat e tha t 
desire? Wha t d o sobbin g childre n reall y wan t whe n the y say , " I wan t 
my mother" ? Childre n clearl y wan t th e mother , bu t the y als o wan t 
something more : Security , support , an d recognitio n ar e part o f a  whole 
host o f powerfu l bu t primitiv e affectiv e an d emotiona l experience s tha t 
are relate d t o th e mother , bu t ar e no t i n an y stric t sens e o f th e ter m 
designated b y "th e mother. " Thi s hos t o f powerfu l emotions , however , 
recurs a s surplu s i n late r life . Th e adul t want s security , support , recog -
nition, a s well a s power , wealth , an d influence . I n wantin g thes e thing s 
we ma y sa y tha t th e adul t want s th e mother . Bu t th e adul t doe s no t 
really wan t th e mother , fo r n o scenari o o f "having " th e mothe r woul d 
satisfy thi s want . (Man y neurotic s prov e thi s b y exhausting , withou t 
satisfaction, variou s scenario s o f "having " th e mother. ) Wha t th e adul t 
really want s i s somethin g relate d t o th e situationa l contex t i n whic h th e 
term mother  ha s assume d metaphorica l (an d metonymical ) power . W e 
might sa y tha t "th e mother " i s a  metaphor fo r grandios e ambition s tha t 
cannot b e satisfie d i n term s o f "objects. " Th e "mother " designate s a 
biological signifie d linke d t o a  hos t o f narcissisti c processe s endowin g 
the signifie r "mother " wit h a  surplus o f diffus e bu t insisten t aspirations . 
The signifie r "mother " thu s (whe n i t work s a s a  signifier o f th e uncon -
scious) doe s refe r t o a  pas t signifie d "mother, " bu t i t als o necessaril y 
works t o imagin e an otherwise unimaginabl e futur e wher e th e surplus o f 
the meaning of the mother ca n be enjoyed . 

Freudian analyst s ar e ofte n ver y litera l minded ; th e chil d want s the 
mother. Stephe n Mitchel l point s ou t tha t Freud' s theor y o f sexualit y i s 
composed o f tw o curiousl y contradictor y claims . O n th e on e hand , fo r 
Freud sexualit y was a  kind of-bestia l driv e without a  proper aim . O n th e 
other hand , sexua l libid o become s inexplicabl y "adhered " t o earl y ob -
jects.64 Thu s althoug h Freu d sa w sexualit y a s a n open-ende d drive , h e 
insisted tha t pattern s o f sexualit y i n huma n being s becom e define d i n 
terms o f specifi c signified s th e unconsciou s repeatedl y yearn s for . Fo r 
Lacan, however , unconsciou s desir e i s no t determine d b y a n incontro -
vertible unconsciou s paradig m name d b y th e signifier s o f th e uncon -
scious. Ther e i s n o on e thing , n o singl e namabl e signifie d (i.e. , th e 
mother), tha t unconsciou s desir e "wants. " Unconsciou s signifier s o f 
desire fo r Laca n (unlik e Freud ) maintai n a  grea t dea l o f fluidit y an d 
plasticity. Th e unconscious contain s coding s o f desire , bu t th e signified s 
these codings make possible are dispersed bot h by the rails of metonym y 
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that transfe r desir e fro m on e signifie r (an d signified ) t o anothe r an d b y 
metaphors tha t structure an d re-restructure symptoms . Unconsciou s sig -
nifies, thus , d o no t simpl y tak e th e sel f backwar d i n tim e t o a  los t 
signified, th e mother . The y als o take unspecifiable aspiration s o f th e sel f 
forward t o a  wide variety o f fantasies an d rea l situations o f the future . 

Unconscious signifier s refe r t o a  past, bu t they als o (and more impor -
tantly) serv e a s mechanism s fo r change s i n th e experienc e o f desire . 
When libid o investe d i n on e signifie r i s shifte d an d investe d i n anothe r 
related signifier , th e sel f pursue s a  ne w ambition . Laca n argue s tha t 
"need" (distinc t from desir e and demand) may find satisfaction . Hunger , 
for example , i s a "need" satisfie d b y feeding. Bu t desire is different fro m 
need. Desire , unlik e need , ha s n o rea l o r necessar y ai m othe r tha n 
recognition an d constanc y fro m a n idea l figur e (mother ) i n th e self' s 
developmental environment . 

All thi s mean s tha t w e nee d t o broade n ou r understandin g o f th e 
relationships betwee n imager y an d represse d sexuality . Freud' s Civiliza-
tion and  Its  Discontents  provide s a  powerful argumen t fo r seein g sexual -
ity a s constantly a t war with culture . I n thi s model , sexualit y constantl y 
seeks expressio n an d cultur e constantl y represse s it . W e hav e learne d 
from Laca n an d others , however , tha t cultur e doe s no t jus t repres s 
sexuality. I t als o provides countles s unconsciou s model s fo r th e satisfac -
tion o f sexuality . Anthropologist s an d Ne w Historicist s provid e power -
ful evidenc e o f ho w sexualit y i s often happil y shape d an d configure d b y 
cultural image s an d ideals . Biolog y an d anatomy , o f course , provid e 
general term s fo r eroti c focus , bu t cultur e provide s it s ow n powerfu l 
images that specif y th e focus an d circumstance o f sexua l arousal. Fo r an y 
culture, status , clothing , an d physica l beaut y provid e importan t cue s fo r 
sexual satisfaction . Thi s means , then , tha t a s a site of sexua l conflict , th e 
unconscious i s no t simpl y a  scen e define d i n term s o f battl e betwee n 
libidinal expressio n an d th e "law " o f culture . I t i s th e sit e o f conflict s 
between differen t coding s o f libidina l investmen t an d betwee n differen t 
desired formulation s o f libidinal control . 

Culture, t o th e exten t i t define s characteristi c sexua l fantasies , ambi -
tions, an d self-images , provide s generalize d structure s fo r libidina l in -
vestment. Individual s fin d thei r subjectivit y positione d b y thes e cultur -
ally idealize d an d normalize d libidina l structures . Bu t individual s als o 
have thei r ow n uniqu e wa y o f definin g themselve s i n relatio n t o thes e 
structures. Eac h individua l ha s a  unique memor y an d imagination , an d a 
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unique relationshi p t o imagery . Ther e i s seldom a  perfect fi t betwee n a n 
individual and the coding of libidinal investment offere d b y a  culture. T o 
the exten t tha t individua l subject s ar e th e sit e o f uniqu e memorie s an d 
uniquely configure d ideologica l alliances , individua l subject s participat e 
in cultural norms i n unique ways . Ofte n suc h participation, o r lack of it , 
causes conflict . Whe n a n individual , respondin g t o personal conflict , ca n 
commodify throug h languag e o r performanc e o r imag e a  more desirabl e 
libidinal script— a bette r fantas y o r idealization—to resolv e some o f th e 
tensions normall y hel d i n plac e b y culturall y prescribe d repression , thi s 
structure has enormous rhetorica l potential . 

Imagery and  Rhetoric 

Rhetoric, t o wor k an d t o chang e us , mus t persuad e u s tha t ou r custom -
ary values an d desire s ar e not a s good a s we imagine them. I  have argue d 
that a  text ca n exacerbat e conflict s betwee n th e order s o f th e Imaginar y 
and the Symbolic , exacerbat e conflict s betwee n primary process thinkin g 
and secondary process thinking, an d exacerbate conflict s amon g differen t 
libidinal structures . I  hav e argue d tha t thes e conflict s ar e structure d b y 
our involvemen t wit h plo t an d character . I  no w wan t t o describ e mor e 
carefully th e role of imagery in textual conflict . 

Our response  to textual imagery and our production o f textua l imager y 
can contribut e t o ou r awarenes s o f thes e conflictua l systems . Imager y 
can pla y man y role s i n reading . I t ca n mak e represse d desir e visible . I t 
can, a s in Lisa' s case , facilitat e th e translation o f unconsciou s drive s int o 
conscious thought , thereb y offerin g opportunitie s fo r contro l ove r wha t 
was formerly affect . Imager y ca n give form t o desire , bu t i t can also help 
us visualiz e th e rea l mor e adequately . Mos t importantly , perhaps , im -
agery ca n serv e a s a  marke r fo r site s o f emotiona l conflict , site s wher e 
one system of libidina l organization compete s with another . 

Clinical researc h suggest s tha t imagery , a s i t i s produced b y me n an d 
women, ofte n emerge s fro m site s o f conflictua l perception . Mard i Jo n 
Horowitz, summarizin g th e finding s o f numerou s researchers , observe s 
that 

thoughts involve d i n a n impulse-defens e conflic t ofte n ente r awarenes s firs t i n 
the for m o f visua l images . .  .  .  [IJmage s ar e th e firs t vehicl e fo r expressio n o f 
repressed mental contents. They also emerge in resistance to expression o f ideas 
in words. .  .  .  [TJhere may be an oscillation between image formation and lexical 
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representation an d .  . .  image formatio n tend s t o occu r durin g transition s i n th e 
state of consciousness . 

Why shoul d som e conflictua l idea s gai n representatio n firs t a s visua l image s 
and no t a s lexical thoughts ? T o summarize , imag e formatio n i s a  more primitiv e 
system, an d i t tends to be under the influence o f a  primitive system of regulation , 
the primary process. 65 

If image s expres s primar y processe s an d ofte n "emerg e i n resistanc e t o 
expression o f idea s i n w o r d s , " the n image s ofte n emerg e fro m site s o f 
emotional conflict . A t thi s scen e o f conflict , th e representationa l impli -
cation o f th e imag e oppose s th e representationa l implicatio n o f th e wor d 
and thu s provide s a n entr y wa y fo r awarenes s fo r conflictua l experience . 

Horowi tz ' s observation s sugges t that , first , w e ca n ofte n imag e wha t 
we canno t think , and , second , th e imag e ma y hel p t o translat e int o 
thought aspect s o f lif e w e resis t thinkin g about. 6 6 W . J . T . Mitchel l ha s 
shown, however , tha t th e ter m image,  especiall y th e literar y image , ha s 
been notoriousl y difficul t t o define. 67 An d befor e w e discus s imager y 
further, w e nee d som e clarificatio n o f th e term . Althoug h mos t theorist s 
agree tha t a  menta l imag e ca n b e bot h muc h mor e tha n an d muc h les s 
than simpl e visua l information , ther e i s experimenta l evidenc e indicatin g 
that image s ca n ofte n b e strongl y an d distinctl y visual . I n hi s investiga -
tion o f th e natur e o f imagery , Ulri c Neisse r discovered : 

An eideti c imag e i s a n imaginativ e productio n tha t seem s t o b e externa l t o th e 
viewer an d t o hav e a  location i n perceive d space ; i t ha s a  clarity comparabl e t o 
that o f genuinel y perceive d objects ; i t ca n b e examine d b y th e "Eidetiker y" wh o 
may repor t detail s tha t h e di d no t notic e i n th e origina l presentatio n o f th e 
stimulus.68 

O n th e othe r had , th e wor d " image " ca n refe r t o somethin g no t a t al l 
visual, bu t somethin g distinctl y cognitive . Wolfgan g Ise r stresse s thi s 
dimension o f th e imag e whe n h e argues : 

The imag e . . . i s basi c t o ideation . I t relate s t o th e nongive n o r t o th e absent , 
endowing i t wit h presence . I t als o make s conceivabl e innovation s arisin g fro m a 
rejection o f give n knowledge o r from unusua l combination s o f signs. 69 

These description s sugges t tha t image s ca n b e o n on e en d o f th e scal e 
distinctly perceptua l phenomena , an d o n th e othe r en d o f th e scale , 
distinctly conceptua l phenomena . Variou s readers , i n fact , ma y experi -
ence image s habituall y mor e towar d on e en d o f th e scal e tha n th e other . 
However , thi s ver y ambiguit y ma y wel l indicat e th e rol e th e literar y 
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image plays : I f image s ar e sometime s experience d a s word s an d some -
times as images, i t may be that this experience occurs because the literar y 
image effects a  transfer o f intelligibility . Th e image transfers affec t (ofte n 
across a field of resistance) into idea, or it plays on a conflictual boundar y 
between tw o system s o f representation , on e highl y affective , th e othe r 
highly cognitive . 

The image' s translatio n o f affec t int o concep t migh t b e a n importan t 
aspect of "insight " experience . Davi d Bleich , fo r example , observes : 

In psychoanalysis , a s anyone lik e mysel f wh o has gone through i t wil l testify , 
the moment o f insight , i n which th e patient "knows " for th e first tim e how to 
identify certai n thought , behavior , o r drea m pattern s recurrin g i n hi s o r he r 
personal history , i s alway s a  moment o f finding  the righ t language , th e righ t 
name for something that has been previously experienced only as disturbance or 
suffering o r frustration. 70 

If insigh t ca n be considered somethin g lik e the translation o f feelin g int o 
thought, the n prope r attentio n t o imager y o r prope r manipulatio n o f 
imagery ca n promot e insight . Clinica l experimentation , fo r example , 
indicates tha t imager y productio n ca n b e a n importan t techniqu e o f 
analysis becaus e i t contribute s t o th e significatio n o f idea s tha t canno t 
easily b e thought. 71 Whe n w e produc e imagery , o r respon d t o th e pro -
duction o f imagery , w e ca n b e brough t close r t o thinkin g thought s tha t 
we otherwis e woul d resist . I f clinician s ca n manipulat e imager y fo r 
insight, s o might authors . 

If imager y ca n translat e feelin g int o thought , i t ca n als o wor k i n 
reverse eithe r t o recove r feelin g laten t i n though t o r t o charg e though t 
with adde d feeling . Rhetorica l theorist s promot e th e imag e a s a  devic e 
for infusin g though t wit h emotion . Longinus' s theor y o f th e sublim e i n 
particular emphasize s th e us e o f th e imag e a s a  major rhetorica l power . 
The image , brough t b y th e artis t int o th e domai n o f language , perform s 
a "dramatistic " function : A n even t i s stage d befor e th e reader' s eye . 
Rhetoricians ar e advise d t o us e stron g image s whil e speakin g becaus e 
such imager y wil l giv e strengt h t o a  speech. Emotiv e powe r ca n appar -
ently b e tappe d b y imagisti c languag e becaus e th e imagisti c experienc e 
draws heavily from it s roots in the domain o f primitive affective forces . 

Clinical researc h indicate s tha t image s ca n b e effectiv e a t releasin g 
emotion becaus e the y ar e a t th e cente r o f powerfull y investe d emotion , 
or conflictuall y investe d emotion . Biographica l consideration s o f a n au -
thor's us e o f imager y woul d see m t o suppor t this . I f w e prob e a n 
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author's mos t consciousl y use d images , w e ofte n fin d conflictua l force s 
intersecting a t the signifying locu s of the image. 

Gilbert Rose' s analysi s o f th e "inne r splittin g an d reintegration " i n 
The French  Lieutenant's  Woman  begin s b y givin g attentio n t o a n imag e 
that wa s fo r Fowle s th e "seed " o f th e novel . Th e imag e seem s t o origi -
nate a t th e cente r o f a  conflic t "inne r splittin g an d reintegration " tha t 
germinates th e novel . Fowle s write s abou t hi s firs t awarenes s o f th e 
image: 

It started four o r five months ago as a visual image. A woman stands at the end 
of a  deserted qua y an d stare s ou t t o sea . Tha t wa s all . Thi s imag e rose i n m y 
mind one morning when I was still in bed half asleep. I ignored this image; but it 
recurred. The woman obstinately refused to stare out of the window of an airport 
lounge; it had to be this ancient quay. An outcast. I  didn't know her crime, but 
I wishe d t o protec t her . Tha t is , I  bega n t o fal l i n lov e wit h her . This—no t 
literally pregnant—femal e imag e cam e a t a  time whe n I  wa s alread y halfwa y 
through anothe r novel . I t wa s a n interference, bu t o f suc h power tha t i t soo n 
came to make the previously planned work seem the intrusive element of my life. 
Once th e seed germinates , reaso n an d knowledge , cultur e an d the res t have to 
start to grow it.72 

Conrad's Heart  of  Darkness  i s another wor k tha t wrestle s quit e liter -
ally with a n image . Conrad' s Kurt z i s an image collectin g a n assortmen t 
of bot h polymorphous-pervers e sexua l innuendoes an d poorly represse d 
narcissistic ambition s (biographer s o f Conra d discus s hi s risin g artisti c 
ambitions i n 1899). 73 As a n image , however , Kurt z i s als o a n ico n fo r a 
text, tha t is , a n imag e tha t drive s a  narrative . Marlo w identifie s wit h 
Kurtz's desires , bu t h e als o disdain s them . A s a n icon , Kurt z gather s a 
collection o f signifier s attemptin g to judge and understand Kurtz . 

As a n image , "Kurtz " i s a  networ k o f stron g affects , an d fro m a n 
experiential standpoint , thes e affect s hav e a  great dea l o f "presence " bu t 
very littl e meanin g o r intelligibilit y (exactl y th e adjective s critic s o f th e 
novel habituall y employ) . Bu t becaus e th e emotion s associate d wit h 
Conrad's Kurt z lac k "meaning, " the y nee d narrative . Jus t a s Sandr a 
produces a  narrativ e t o mak e sens e o f he r imag e o f Home r Barron , 
Conrad produce s a  narrative t o understand hi s attraction t o Kurtz . Nar -
rative provides a  conflictual verba l contextualization tha t support s mean -
ingful reflection . Kurt z i s a  networ k o f stron g affect s packe d (o r con -
densed) into a n image that give s purpose t o the collecting of significatio n 
that i s the drive to narrative. Geoffre y Harpha m observes , "I t i s remark -
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able ho w man y discussions , ho w man y discoveries , ho w man y narra -
tives, begi n wit h paradox , contradiction , apparen t confusion. " H e pro -
poses that a s "a genera l rule .  . .  narratives begin with such knots, whos e 
self-interfering energie s demand t o be released o r dissipated." 74 

Lacanians migh t sa y tha t narrativ e labor s t o translat e Imaginar y rep -
resentations int o Symboli c representations . Throug h suc h Symboli c 
translations a  relatively undifferentiate d sensoriu m o f affec t gains  partic -
ularity, differentiation , an d hierarchica l value . Al l thi s means , however , 
that Kurtz becomes , through narrative , more than an image. He become s 
a signifie r tha t preside s ove r an d finally  eve n i n it s ambiguit y anchor s a 
collection o f images , imaginar y relations , an d symboli c relation s pro -
duced b y Conrad , an d produced afte r Conra d b y his readers . 

Readers easil y detec t th e tensio n betwee n imager y an d languag e i n 
Heart of  Darkness.  I n th e middl e o f hi s narrative , Marlo w despair s tha t 
Kurtz canno t b e see n b y hi s audience . Ye t fo r Marlo w himsel f Kurtz' s 
image is almost to o tangibl e in its "presence." I t is as if for bot h Marlo w 
and Conrad , Kurtz' s imag e i s uncomfortabl y loade d wit h "presence. " 
The imag e o f Kurtz , whic h Conra d himsel f complaine d wa s "to o sym -
bolic," lie s a t th e intersectio n o f anxiou s an d ambivalen t vision s o f 
culture, ambition , an d nature . Marlow' s stor y doe s no t resolv e th e con -
flicts tha t Conra d senses . Bu t Marlow' s narrativ e resist s mora l oversim -
plification an d resist s allocatin g authorit y t o th e domai n o f an y on e 
ideological network . Th e tex t insist s tha t certai n "primordia l desires " 
must b e faced , bu t a t th e sam e tim e advocate s ideal s t o restrai n suc h 
desires. Th e tex t continue s t o suffe r an d affir m thi s tension , eve n i n th e 
face o f it s apparent confusion . 

I argu e tha t reader s respon d strongl y t o images , an d tha t author s 
create stron g images . Man y critics , however , migh t insis t tha t literar y 
images ar e always  create d b y readers ; the y ar e neve r clearl y delivere d 
over to readers by author s who, i n seeing them, forc e thei r readers to see 
them i n a  similar way . Authors , i t migh t seem , ca n produc e onl y signi -
fiers, no t images , fo r th e reader' s consumption . Th e reade r necessaril y 
supplies the text with it s imagery . 

Such claims fail to appreciate the complex interactions between writer s 
and audiences . W e hav e lon g assume d tha t rhetoricall y sensitiv e orator s 
can mov e thei r audience s b y endowin g thei r languag e wit h imagisti c 
effects—effects tha t the y bot h inten d an d manipulat e becaus e they sens e 
an audience' s libidina l investmen t i n signification . Goo d orators , mos t 
people agree , "hav e a  feel" fo r th e effect s o f variou s languag e strategies . 
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They kno w i n advanc e wha t effec t a  particular imag e o r rhetorica l trop e 
will have . Th e dominanc e o f deconstructio n ha s suggeste d tha t writer s 
have n o abilit y equivalen t t o speakers . Thei r signifier s canno t b e aime d 
at readers , bu t onl y disperse d amon g varie d context s o f appropriation . 
Such a n assumptio n i s a  useful correctiv e fo r man y critica l assumption s 
about th e authorit y o f th e text . Bu t i t oversimplifie s th e rhetorica l com -
plexity i t seeks to analyze . 

It is shortsighted t o imagine that an orator ca n be rhetorically effectiv e 
where a writer cannot . Writers , like orators, manipulat e rhetorica l effect s 
through linguisti c strategies . Writer s ar e knowledgeabl e abou t ho w ex -
perience i s share d an d narrate d b y a  culture . Writer s understan d th e 
cultural signifier s tha t structur e th e libidina l investment s o f individuals . 
Writers, i n thei r appreciatio n o f words , sens e th e libidina l powe r o f 
words. The y understan d tha t word s ar e no t empt y structure s fo r arbi -
trary signification ; rather , word s ar e structure s fo r th e cultura l commu -
nication o f libidinal investments . 

When th e U.S . militar y want s t o increas e it s number o f volunteers , i t 
enlists th e ai d o f professiona l film  producers . Whe n a  require d su m o f 
money i s paid, footbal l game s are interrupted b y footag e showin g hand -
some, strong-looking , youn g me n drivin g tank s an d scoutin g ou t dens e 
forests wit h machin e gun in hand. Th e images in these films are carefull y 
selected to trigger a  desired response. Clearl y there can be many differen t 
possible response s t o thes e ads . Veteran s ma y thin k abou t friend s in -
stantly transforme d int o stump s o f huma n suffering . Sport s enthusiast s 
may daydrea m abou t th e importanc e o f lookin g fit,  confident , an d win -
ning. Bu t man y youn g me n an d women wil l consider talkin g to an arm y 
recruiter. Th e imager y o f film,  perhap s becaus e i t i s close to the imager y 
of fantas y life , seem s particularl y abl e t o trigge r rhetorica l effects . W e 
know tha t certai n ad s ca n increas e th e numbe r o f product s sold . A d 
producers canno t predic t fo r certai n whic h advertisement s wil l b e suc -
cessful, bu t the y hav e a n "artful " understandin g o f ho w t o manipulat e 
the libidina l investment s o f viewers . The y understan d th e "languag e o f 
imagery." 

This understanding o f th e language o f imager y i s not a s mysterious a s 
all that . Goo d writers , lik e competen t producer s o f televisio n commer -
cials, understan d ho w t o direc t effectiv e assault s o n readers ' emotions , 
and can skillfully construc t an d employ signifier s pregnan t with imagisti c 
and emotiona l effects . 

Patrick Brantlinge r describe s Conrad' s abidin g interes t i n th e adven -
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ture storie s o f Capt . Frederic k Marrya t an d others. 75 Conra d rea d enoug h 
of these boy' s adventur e tale s to understand th e powerful libidina l struc -
tures define d b y suc h stories , an d h e understoo d th e spiri t o f adventur e 
that thes e storie s communicate d t o earl y Victoria n readers . I t i s n o 
accident tha t Heart  of  Darkness  appeal s t o th e imager y o f suc h storie s 
even a s it attempt s t o explod e thei r libidina l organization . I n chapte r 1  I 
quoted Conra d t o illustrat e ho w imager y ca n indicat e whe n mer e repre -
sentation ha s bee n transforme d int o libidinall y investe d representation . 
Marlow complain s that , thoug h h e has heard muc h abou t Kurtz , h e stil l 
has no good imag e of him . 

I ha d hear d Mr . Kurt z wa s in there . I  had hear d enoug h abou t it , too—Go d 
knows! Yet somehow i t didn' t brin g any image with it—no mor e than i f I  had 
been told an angel or a fiend was in there. I believed it the same way one of you 
might believe there are inhabitants on the planet Mars.76 

A fe w page s later , however , Marlo w hear s th e manage r an d hi s nephe w 
talk abou t Kurtz . The y ar e bewildere d abou t Kurtz' s motives , an d i n 
this contex t o f thei r lac k o f understanding , Marlo w ha s a n insight . H e 
suddenly get s a vivid image : 

As to me, I seemed to see Kurtz for the first time. I t was a distinct glimpse: the 
dugout, th e fou r paddlin g savages , an d th e lon e whit e ma n turnin g hi s bac k 
suddenly on the headquarters, on relief, on thoughts of home—perhaps; setting 
his face towards the depths of the wilderness.77 

This image , produce d whe n Marlo w consider s Kurtz' s motive , seem s 
ignited b y th e boy' s adventur e fantas y tha t Marlow , a s Conrad , ha s 
received fro m Marryat , an d himsel f passionatel y lives . Conra d ca n us e 
the languag e o f thi s imager y becaus e h e understand s ho w h e ha s bee n 
used b y it . 

The imag e mark s th e momen t whe n Kurt z become s no t simpl y a n 
abstract figure,  bu t a  figuration  fo r Marlow' s ow n narcissism . A n ab -
stract other , a  remote huma n being , suddenl y enter s Marlow' s inne r lif e 
as a n imag e o f th e grea t explorer . Conra d i s clearl y manipulatin g thi s 
image, invitin g reader s t o savo r i t when h e emphasize s th e detail s o f th e 
image—the dugout , fou r paddlers , lon e whit e man . I f w e examin e th e 
response o f moder n critic s t o th e novel , however , w e discove r tha t thi s 
image is not th e one most often discussed . 

Later i n th e novel , Conra d seem s almos t consciousl y concerne d wit h 
disciplining hi s early , painfull y constructe d an d idealizin g imag e o f Kurt z 
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in th e cano e wit h another , mor e closel y inspecte d image . Thi s i s th e 
image o f Kurt z mos t ofte n "seen " vividl y b y moder n critics . I t clearl y 
imagines Kurt z i n term s o f a  moral judgmen t o f him , an d i t i s an imag e 
that directl y contribute s t o an easy moralizing interpretatio n o f th e text . 

When Marlo w firs t really  see s Kurtz , throug h a  spyglass (i n orde r t o 
bring somethin g distan t mor e close) , h e see s something muc h mor e lik e 
a hallucinator y imag e tha n a  realistic picture . Thi s i s a  curious momen t 
in Marlow' s narrative . Kurt z look s empt y an d skeletal , an d thi s oddl y 
constructed literar y imag e combat s th e idealizin g imag e o f adventur e 
(embodied b y Kurtz ) tha t Marlo w ha d constructe d earlie r on . Clearl y 
Conrad, a t som e level , i s manipulatin g th e imager y o f hi s text , an d 
critical response show s tha t man y reader s follo w th e patterns o f imager y 
Conrad constructed , respondin g t o the moral judgment Conra d seem s t o 
intend. Thi s i s not reall y s o surprising ; countles s whit e males , like Con -
rad, ar e nurtured o n similar fantasies o f exploration an d adventure. Thes e 
fantasies (culturall y define d libidina l structures ) promp t suc h reader s t o 
"see" Kurt z muc h a s Conrad "saw " hi m an d t o experienc e th e libidina l 
attachments manipulate d b y such imagery . 

It i s difficul t t o generaliz e abou t literar y image s becaus e literar y au -
thors mak e mor e comple x rhetorica l us e o f narcissisti c conflic t tha n 
orators. Literatur e seem s t o engag e a n aesthetic s o f self-divisio n tha t 
tolerates a n ambiguou s rhetorica l message ; i t commonl y allow s a  reade r 
relative freedo m i n formulatin g tha t message . Th e rhetori c o f publi c 
address seem s t o requir e a  mor e dependabl y stabl e "message, " an d i t 
thus perhaps preclude s th e degree o f self-divisio n ( a tragic vision o f self -
division, fo r example ) permissibl e t o literature . Fo r thi s reaso n literar y 
imagery frequentl y seem s more restlessl y overdetermined—easie r t o de -
construct—than oratorica l imagery . 

In bot h cases , however , imager y illuminate s th e domain s o f th e Rea l 
and Symboli c wit h th e magi c o f narcissisti c promise . Enterin g int o lan -
guage an d consciousness , th e imag e alter s th e reader' s sens e o f textua l 
presence. Th e image can ignite ambition, bu t i t can also discipline desire . 
Images ca n sugges t t o u s tha t whic h w e want t o have , place s we want t o 
go, situation s w e wan t t o master . Thi s unveilin g o f desir e i s centra l t o 
literary production . Bu t w e ca n d o man y thing s wit h thi s desir e ex -
pressed i n images ; w e ca n us e image s t o disciplin e ambition , an d eve n 
take pleasure in this ac t of judgment . 

As th e imag e channel s narcissisti c force s int o signification , i t expose s 
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these forces t o consciousness , an d thu s expose s the m t o th e compromis -
ing demand s o f th e ego' s censorship . I n norma l thought , thes e force s 
might b e repressed. Bu t reading , lik e daydreaming, i s less under th e rul e 
of th e ego . Rathe r tha n undergoin g repressio n i n th e fac e o f th e realit y 
ego (a s i s commonl y th e cas e wit h narcissisti c aspirations) , sublimatin g 
or idealizin g force s linke d t o narcissisti c mechanism s find  signifyin g 
possibilities i n image s wherein narcissisti c energ y ca n tak e up residence . 
The image helps readers enac t a  compromise t o save narcissistic ambitio n 
from repression . Image s ca n promp t u s t o formulat e ne w fantasie s ac -
ceptable t o ou r ego , an d the y ca n promp t u s t o fantasiz e ideal s tha t 
synthesize our libidina l investments . 

As certai n image s (people , situations , ambitions ) ar e "li t up " b y in -
vestments o f idealizin g energy , the y become , a s Laplanch e an d Pontali s 
note, "exalte d an d aggrandize d i n th e subject' s mind." 78 Thu s althoug h 
the things themselves d o not change , ou r perception o f thei r qualities , o r 
their value , ca n change . I n th e case of Conrad' s skeleta l image of Kurtz , 
what i s admired i s no longer Kurtz , bu t Marlow' s improve d understand -
ing o f him . Thu s narcissisti c libid o initiall y prompt s u s t o identif y wit h 
Kurtz, t o "see " hi m rathe r tha n jus t follo w a  flow  o f words . Later , 
however, narcissisti c forces promp t u s to judge Kurtz , an d to experienc e 
the judgmenta l satisfaction s accorde d th e superego . Experience s suc h a s 
this, i n whic h investment s o f narcissisti c libid o swin g sharpl y fro m on e 
pole t o another , ca n occu r i n reading . The y ar e als o par t o f th e norma l 
process o f psychologica l development . The y ofte n mar k majo r change s 
and sometime s advance s i n adjustin g t o th e difficul t complexitie s o f life . 
They ca n help us generate solutions t o the problems tha t make us suffer . 

Imagery gain s particularity a s it is carried forward b y plot an d manip -
ulated b y characte r interaction . Suc h imagery , precisel y becaus e i t i s 
imagery, draw s emotional power from earl y repressed imagistic "visions" 
of desire . Thi s manipulatio n o f represse d desir e attache d t o imager y ca n 
have importan t politica l effects . I n he r readin g o f Little  Women,  Jea n 
Wyatt argue s tha t a  woman's participatio n i n th e kineti c imager y o f th e 
text ca n releas e aspiration s fo r autonom y tha t ar e normally represse d b y 
the patriarchal structure s o f society : 

What messages does a  girl reader take away from thi s novel's contradictions? If 
Little Women speaks to all levels of a girl reader—to her who tries to be a good 
girl i n conformit y wit h th e wisdo m o f parenta l figure s a s well a s to he r wh o 
wants something different—surely th e images speak louder than the words. The 
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father's gende r storylin e ma y dominat e th e novel' s structure . Bu t scattere d rep -
resentations o f autonom y an d creativit y a s concret e actio n an d concret e spac e 
speak directl y t o a  reader' s unconscious . Th e repeate d image s tha t expres s Jo' s 
exuberant ambitio n an d independence—running , climbing , writin g a  story an d 
setting of f int o th e worl d t o ge t i t published—engag e th e primar y processe s 
whose function i s to assimilat e new experienc e into the ongoing structures o f th e 
self. Th e vivi d visua l an d kineti c imager y o f th e subtex t shoul d thu s enabl e gir l 
readers to take in and make their own Alcott' s mode l o f creative autonomy. 79 

The implication s o f Wyatt ' s clai m ar e clear : Primar y processe s involve d 
in readin g hel p ignit e image s tha t tak e o n narratabl e form . Th e " s t o r y " 
these image s tel l prod s reader s t o construc t an d becom e consciousl y 
attached t o fantasie s an d fantasize d ideal s tha t ca n resis t cultura l prescrip -
tions. 

Vivid "nove l " fantasie s thu s ca n contribut e t o th e transformatio n o f 
libidinal binding s scripte d b y culture . I n Little  Women  th e conflic t be -
tween patriarch y an d autonom y i s laten t i n th e text , bu t no t plotte d b y 
it. I n Heart  of  Darkness  th e conflic t betwee n imperia l exploratio n an d 
moral restrain t i s emplotted an d deepl y suffered . I n bot h case s th e novel s 
become vehicle s fo r awarenes s an d self-definition , form s fo r resistin g th e 
libidinal binding s o f prevailin g ideologies . 
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F I V E 

The Narcissis m o f Creatio n an d 
Interpretation: Ago n a t th e 
Heart of  Darkness 

The passions, whe n w e know tha t they canno t 
find fulfillment , becom e vision . 

W. B . Yeats 

Every autho r strive s t o creat e a  wor k o f substance . W e migh t modif y 
this truis m t o sugges t tha t author s striv e t o perfec t an d augmen t thei r 
own substanc e b y mean s o f th e wor k the y create. 1 I n a  lette r o f 1899 , 
close t o th e tim e h e wa s workin g o n Heart  of  Darkness,  Conra d com -
plains o f a  fea r tha t hi s wor k lack s substance . A s h e make s thi s com -
plaint, h e imagine s himsel f fac e t o fac e wit h a  monste r threatenin g t o 
consume him , threatenin g t o depriv e hi m o f hi s ow n substance : 

The mor e I  writ e th e les s substanc e d o I  se e in m y work . Th e scale s ar e fallin g 
off m y eyes . I t is tolerably awful . An d I  face it . I  face it , bu t the fright i s growing 
on me . M y fortitud e i s shaken b y th e view o f th e monster . I t doe s not move ; its 
eyes ar e baleful ; i t i s stil l a s death itsel f an d i t will devour me . It s star e has eate n 
into m y sou l already , deep , deep . I  am alon e with i t in a  chasm wit h perpendic -
ular sides of black basalt. 2 

As th e "scales " fal l of f hi s eyes , Conra d see s wit h increasin g fea r tha t hi s 
text lack s substance . Bu t a s h e face s hi s failur e o f vision , h e see s th e 
meaning o f tha t failur e reflecte d bac k t o hi m i n th e visio n o f a  monste r 
threatening t o consum e th e substanc e o f hi s body . Th e monster ' s mes -
sage i s clear: To fai l t o produc e substanc e i s to lac k substance . Curiously , 
however, th e monste r Conrad ' s visio n successfull y embodie s announce s 
a failur e o f vision . Th e imag e o f th e monste r thu s contradicts , o n on e 
level, th e ver y clai m Conra d himsel f asserts . Th e monste r i s a  substantiv e 
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product o f the very sor t the author seeks . Despite this paradox, however , 
we have little trouble understandin g th e gis t of Conrad' s assertion . Con -
rad doe s no t wan t th e rhetorica l "substance " o f a  merely privat e vision . 
He want s t o coi n th e "substance " o f a  publi c vision . Conrad' s letter , 
then, allow s u s t o se e hi s "vision " i n action : Conrad' s passionat e com -
plaint abou t hi s failure o f visio n images  fort h wit h remarkabl e forc e an d 
clarity hi s own mos t ambitiou s demand s an d desires . 

Jeffrey Berman , wh o argue s tha t writing ma y have served t o "rescue " 
Conrad fro m suicida l temptations , point s ou t tha t Conrad' s letter s to hi s 
uncle Thaddeu s durin g anothe r depressio n i n 1890-9 1 sugges t anothe r 
"serious battl e agains t suicide." 3 Durin g th e tim e h e wa s workin g o n 
Heart of  Darkness,  Conra d wa s again experiencin g depression , a s he di d 
recurrently throughou t hi s life, bu t he was also pursuing rising ambition s 
as an author . Hi s audienc e fo r writing—n o longe r onl y hi s uncl e Thad -
deus—was th e reading public o f Britain . 

Conrad's monste r expresse s fo r hi m a  certain idea l "vision " o f textua l 
creation. Textualit y mus t have "substance," and something Conra d like d 
to cal l "truth. " Fo r a n ambitiou s autho r lik e Conrad , a  deficienc y i n 
vision—in truth—i s tantamoun t t o a  deficiency i n being. The "logic " of 
Conrad's passio n seem s rather simple : If th e literary tex t does no t creat e 
substance for others , i t does not contribute to the substance of its author . 
And a n author withou t substanc e i s better of f dead . 

We shoul d paus e her e a t the image o f a n autho r disembowele d b y hi s 
own creation , a  monstrou s bein g wh o reflect s t o th e sel f it s ow n defi -
ciency, a  Activ e othe r whos e imagine d presence , unlik e th e successfu l 
artwork, deplete s rathe r tha n augment s o r supplement s th e self' s pres -
ence. This image marks th e convergence o f a  number o f restles s forces a t 
the origi n o f th e work : th e emptines s o f th e self , th e substanc e o f 
language, an d somewha t hidde n ye t nevertheles s insidiou s i n it s sugges -
tion, th e power o f desire . 

Conrad desire s t o create , throug h th e visionary power o f the text , th e 
substance o f hi s own being . Bu t the monster o f the chasm, whos e powe r 
of visio n i s mor e powerfu l tha n Conrad' s own , mimic s i n hi s "balefu l 
eyes" an d hi s locatio n i n "bottomles s perdition " tha t "unconquerabl e 
Will," of Paradis e Lost , Satan . Also , however , th e monste r o f th e chas m 
whose star e (an  ac t o f vision ) act s lik e a  mouth (an  ac t o f consuming) , 
weds i n on e imag e tw o o f Kurtz' s mos t excessiv e traits : hi s vision , 
"piercing enoug h t o penetrat e al l th e heart s tha t bea t i n th e darkness, " 
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and hi s desire , voraciousl y insatiabl e an d inten t t o consum e "th e air , th e 
earth, al l men." Sata n loses being and falls from th e plenitude of Paradis e 
because of his rebellion, hi s overweening desire , an d his egotistical inten -
sity of vision. Conrad' s Kurt z als o loses being and wastes his life becaus e 
of the intensity o f hi s vision an d desire . 

Although Heart  of  Darkness  ofte n serve s man y reader s a s an illustra -
tion o f th e deathl y effect s o f "satanic " unbounde d desire , a  centra l 
puzzle abou t th e work focuse s o n Marlow' s ambiguou s mora l judgmen t 
of Kurtz . Kurtz' s stor y clearl y suggest s tha t destructiv e consequence s 
follow fro m heedless , self-serving , unrestrained , an d pathologicall y nar -
cissistic desire . Bu t man y reader s als o se e a  kind o f herois m i n Kurtz' s 
unrestrained desires . Som e eve n fee l impelle d t o argu e tha t th e novel' s 
major achievemen t i s it s emphati c illustratio n o f Kurtz' s heroism . Pete r 
Glassman comments : 
Against th e indifferenc e o f th e univers e an d al l th e insipidit y o f men , h e ha s 
forced lif e to expand to the pressures of the self, to yield to human need energy 
and excitement, tangibilit y and form. Agains t the bleak nonurgency of ordinary 
life, Kurtz has discovered a locus for feeling—an uncommo n achievement in the 
last days of the nineteenth century.4 

It seem s significan t tha t thi s criti c see s Kurt z a s on e wh o wrenche s 
"tangibility an d form " fro m th e "insipidness " o f existence . I n orde r t o 
make thi s assertion , critic s mus t participat e i n it s apparen t truth . The y 
must fee l expansivenes s i n thei r ow n bein g a s the y rea d Kurtz' s story . 
To on e criti c a t least , then , Conrad' s Kurt z offer s th e prize d rewar d 
"substance." 

Reading criticism published o n Heart of  Darkness demonstrate s tha t a 
close readin g o f th e tex t ca n suppor t a  respons e tha t admire s th e dar k 
and problematic her o (o r antihero ) o f th e story . Bu t i t is also clear that a 
close readin g o f th e tex t ca n suppor t a  muc h mor e critica l respons e t o 
Kurtz. Josep h Warre n Beach , fo r example , argues : "Kurtz i s a  persona l 
embodiment, a  dramatization o f al l that Conra d fel t o f futility , degrada -
tion an d horro r i n wha t th e European s calle d 'progress, ' whic h mean t 
the exploitatio n o f th e native s b y ever y variet y o f cruelt y an d treacher y 
known t o greedy man." 5 

Beach's readin g o f th e tex t an d it s opposite ar e not misreading s o f th e 
text. Conrad' s wor k allow s bot h Glassman' s vicariou s exhilaratin g par -
ticipation an d Beach' s sobe r moralizatio n becaus e th e desire s tha t for m 
Conrad's tex t are as divided a s the critical values that respond to the text . 
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Just a s th e imaginar y monste r o f Conrad' s lette r i s bot h a  visionar y 
reward an d a  visionar y threat , th e image s o f Conrad' s Darknes s ar e 
inherently conflictual . 

The shar p contras t betwee n th e tw o differen t valu e judgment s (th e 
values o f Glassma n an d Beach ) i s a  major interpretiv e focu s o f Conrad' s 
story. An d th e interpretiv e focu s o f th e tex t is , i n thi s case , th e sit e o f 
the text' s rhetoric . Reader s wh o respon d t o thi s challeng e i n interpreta -
tion easil y embrac e on e valu e an d suppres s th e other . Thi s suppressio n 
of on e o f th e text' s values , however , i s not s o much directe d b y th e tex t 
as demande d b y readers . Reader s embrac e on e valu e an d suppres s th e 
other because the two system s o f values expressed b y the text are incom -
patible. Text s d o no t trul y suffe r fro m incompatibl e values , bu t reader s 
do. 

The conflic t withi n th e tex t create s a  place for th e reader i n the text , a 
place wher e th e reader , lea d t o suffe r certai n conflicts , seek s t o resolv e 
them. I n short , th e reader' s plac e i n th e tex t i s a t th e sit e o f th e text' s 
rhetoric. Th e structured conflic t an d incompatibility withi n th e values of 
Heart of  Darkness defin e it s rhetorical strength . 

As suggeste d earlier , th e rhetori c o f a  text i s not mos t effectiv e whe n 
it silences  its opposition . Rather , rhetori c ca n b e mos t effectiv e whe n i t 
hears the opposition an d give s readers an increased power t o consciousl y 
suppress (an d no t unconsciousl y repress ) a  value position the y migh t i n 
extratextual contexts , b y acknowledging , b e overwhelme d by . See n i n 
this light, interpretatio n become s a n emphatically rhetorica l gesture . 

I have argued tha t th e text' s rhetori c i s that place in the tex t tha t mos t 
engages th e reader . Bu t I  wan t t o emphasiz e her e tha t th e scene s o f th e 
text's rhetori c tha t engag e reader s ar e als o ofte n thos e site s tha t mos t 
express an author's self-division . Rhetori c appeal s to the conflicts o f self -
division, an d i t doe s s o becaus e i t stem s fro m conflict s o f self-division . 
Conrad, fo r example , feel s bot h positivel y an d negativel y abou t Kurtz . 
Both attitudes are present a t the conflictual germinatin g core of the story , 
and i n writin g it , Conrad' s identit y i s a t ris k i n th e text' s confuse d 
rhetorical insistence . 

If identit y is , i n part , a  structure o f desire , the n Conrad' s stor y bot h 
makes an d unmake s thi s structur e a s i t seek s t o spea k "substance " an d 
formulate a  rhetoric of identity . W e witness in the story a  moral dilemm a 
embodied i n Conrad' s self-divisiv e identificatio n wit h Kurtz . Conrad' s 
predicament i s mirrored i n Marlow . Althoug h h e want s Kurtz' s power , 
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he fears th e corrosiv e effect s o f th e desir e tha t enable s Kurtz' s power . A 
similar predicamen t surface s i n Conrad' s Personal  Record,  wher e h e 
argues o n th e on e han d tha t "al l intellectua l an d artisti c ambition s ar e 
permissible, u p t o an d eve n beyon d th e limi t o f pruden t sanity." 6 Yet , 
on th e othe r hand , h e complain s tha t rea l artisti c powe r i s suspect , 
achieved whe n on e "surrenders ] onesel f t o occul t powers, " a  surrende r 
equivalent t o sellin g one' s sou l "fo r lov e o r powe r t o som e grotesqu e 
devil."7 Marlow' s narratio n embodie s th e sam e duality . Marlow , i n 
wanting Kurtz' s artisti c power , admire s Kurtz' s intensit y o f desire . Bu t 
he als o doe s no t admir e it ; h e want s someho w t o purif y it . Marlow' s 
narration, fo r example , i s th e ac t tha t mos t closel y imitate s Kurtz . Bu t 
this ac t o f imitatio n imitate s hi s speech—an d i t emerge s fro m Marlow' s 
body onl y a s he assumes the desire-denying posture o f Buddha . 

A ke y questio n I  an d othe r critic s as k abou t th e tex t is : Ho w doe s 
Conrad identif y wit h Kurtz ? In asking this question, w e are asking abou t 
the text' s origin , th e text' s rhetoric , an d th e text' s mechanism s fo r signi -
fication. 

To understan d th e text' s origin , I  nee d t o understan d Conrad' s ow n 
interaction wit h hi s text . I  wan t t o know , no t ho w Conra d judge d hi s 
text, bu t how he responded t o his own text . 

It is quite probable that Conrad' s identification wit h Kurt z i s reflecte d 
in Marlow's identificatio n wit h Kurtz . Marlo w i s not simpl y a  character . 
He i s a  point o f view . Marlo w i s a n embodimen t o f Conrad' s respons e 
to hi s ow n narrative . Marlo w offer s u s a  glimpse int o Conrad' s sens e of 
the story , hi s feelings abou t th e mora l dilemma s o f hi s narrative . Danie l 
Schwarz argue s tha t fo r Conra d 

fiction writing i s a  self-consciou s proces s i n whic h h e test s an d explore s hi s 
intellectual and moral identity. He created Marlow to explore himself. Marlow is 
a surrogate figure coping with a  version o f Conrad' s ow n psychic turmoi l and 
moral confusion. 8 

I argue tha t i n Heart of  Darkness  Marlo w act s out Conrad' s ow n identi -
fication wit h Kurt z a s Conra d experience d tha t identificatio n i n th e 
process o f discoverin g hi s narrative . Critic s hav e lon g argue d tha t thi s 
identification betwee n Marlo w an d Kurt z i s a  very comple x i f no t con -
fused matter . Thi s confusio n an d complexit y i s precisely wha t I  wish t o 
examine in my analysi s of the text's rhetoric . 
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There are three distinc t stage s in Marlow's identificatio n wit h Kurtz , an d 
the pivota l point s i n eac h stag e ar e formulate d throug h change s i n iden -
tification tha t ca n b e understoo d a s "redistributions " o f narcissisti c in -
vestments. 

The ac t o f identificatio n seem s mos t critica l t o th e libidina l econom y 
of Conrad' s text . Thi s crucia l ac t o f identificatio n clearl y divide s th e 
responses o f reader s wh o writ e abou t th e text . Eac h reade r make s sens e 
of the tex t in terms o f a  different libidina l organizatio n o f response . Thi s 
struggle wit h identificatio n als o clearl y divide d Conra d himsel f a s h e 
produced th e text . Conrad' s stor y reflect s th e agonie s o f a n autho r 
caught withi n bewilderin g an d shiftin g configuration s fo r investment s 
and disinvestment s o f narcissisti c energy . Th e tex t an d th e stor y i t tell s 
are confusin g becaus e w e d o no t fin d a  clear resolutio n t o it s conflic t o f 
identification. Bu t thi s irresolutio n onl y mean s tha t i n orde r t o explai n 
the story o f the responsive dynamic s o f th e text' s rhetoric , w e must tel l a 
different story . W e must tel l a story abou t conflict s i n identity. W e mus t 
tell a  story abou t narcissism—describ e it s drama an d logic of conflict . 

Conrad and  Narcissism 

Critics largel y agre e tha t fro m The  Nigger  of  the  "Narcissus"  t o The 
Arrow of  Gold,  Conrad' s pros e abound s i n mirrors , reflections , double d 
selves, an d generall y narcissisti c themes . Conrad' s psychoanalyti c biog -
rapher, Bernar d Meyer , assert s th e importance o f "self-love " i n many o f 
the novel s an d argue s furthe r tha t th e "flui d an d amorphou s sens e o f 
personal identity " plaguin g man y o f Conrad' s character s bespeak s th e 
presence o f simila r problem s i n th e autho r himself. 9 A  mor e recen t 
biographer, Frederic k Karl , emphasize s creativ e feature s i n Conrad' s 
narcissism: "Conra d identifie d himsel f wit h th e conjurers , wit h th e nar -
cissists, wit h th e Don-Quixote-lik e ba g o f conjurin g tricks." 10 Critica l 
interest i n Conrad' s narcissis m i s not , however , limite d t o th e author' s 
personality an d hi s cas t o f characters—i t extend s als o t o Conrad' s rela -
tion t o language . Willia m Bonney , fo r example , discusse s The  Nigger  of 
the "Narcissus"  a s a  brooding meditatio n o n th e "narcissisti c seduction s 
of language, " arguin g tha t th e self's  desir e fo r meanin g i n languag e 
betrays a  potentially letha l narcissistic sentimen t tha t Conra d manage s t o 
circumvent.11 Give n th e wid e rang e o f context s i n whic h th e adjectiv e 
"narcissistic" i s used , however , on e wonder s wha t th e wor d means . 
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Does th e adjectiv e impl y tha t Conra d ha d a  narcissistic personalit y dis -
order? O r doe s th e adjectiv e merel y sugges t tha t Conrad' s imaginatio n 
betrays an uneasy "self-absorbed " style ? 

As I  pointe d ou t i n chapte r 1 , narcissism  ca n refe r eithe r t o th e 
broadest arra y o f narcissisti c cathexe s present i n the repertoire o f huma n 
individuation, o r th e limite d se t o f narcissisti c cathexe s commo n t o 
narcissistic personalit y disorders. 12 Excep t wher e otherwis e specified , I 
use the term i n the broader clinica l sense to refe r t o the interior relation s 
of th e sel f wit h itself . Th e phenomena tha t repeatedl y characteriz e Con -
rad's fiction—identification , empathy , idealization—ar e no t necessaril y 
narcissistic i n th e pathologica l sens e o f th e term . The y are , however , 
processes centra l t o eg o growth , an d the y ar e bes t understoo d a s narcis-
sistic "variables, " whic h a n idealizin g an d reflectiv e endeavo r o f fiction 
explores an d makes use of . 

Consideration o f Conrad' s wor k indicate s tha t throug h tim e h e be -
came mor e comfortabl e wit h narcissisti c processe s an d mor e skillfu l a t 
employing the m i n his fiction.  Muc h o f his work wrestle s with narcissis -
tic ambiguitie s a s i t attempt s t o evaluat e o r wor k throug h variou s puz -
zling o r disorientin g narcissisti c forces . Th e Nigger  of  the  "Narcissus," 
for example , explicitl y thematize s narcissisti c concerns , bu t carefull y 
distinguishes th e seductiv e (an d narcissistic ) attraction s o f empath y an d 
identification fro m th e self-sacrificing demand s o f duty . I t i s as if for th e 
early Conra d identificatio n an d empath y wer e necessaril y linke d wit h 
pathological content—tha t is , wer e contagiou s pathogen s tha t coul d 
swiftly infec t an d disable a healthy ego . After The  Nigger  of  the "Narcis-
sus," however , Conra d explore s mor e minutel y th e narcissisti c affilia -
tions of empathy an d identification; Lord  Jim (writte n afte r "Youth " an d 
Heart of  Darkness),  suggest s tha t empathy , idealization , an d identifica -
tion ar e no t evidenc e o f psychopathology , bu t a n aren a wherei n th e 
various conflict s o f identit y ar e fought . Jus t a s psychoanalyti c under -
standing o f narcissis m evolve d fro m a n initia l simpl e an d negativ e vie w 
to a  more comple x an d integrate d understanding , s o als o Conrad' s un -
derstanding o f narcissis m seem s t o evolv e fro m a n initia l simpl e an d 
negative view (seen , fo r example , i n The  Nigger  of  the  "Narcissus")  t o a 
more comple x an d positiv e visio n (a s i n "Th e Secre t Sharer " an d The 
Arrow of  Gold.) 

In th e progres s o f hi s work , Conra d seem s t o gras p mor e an d mor e 
expansively th e rol e narcissisti c energ y play s i n th e proces s o f huma n 
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individuation. Thi s rol e i s succinctl y describe d b y a  recen t psychoana -
lytic theorist : 

As our knowledge of the ego, of the processes of introjection an d identificatio n 
upon whic h muc h o f i t i s built, an d o f it s various substructure s ha s grown, s o 
our understanding o f the role of the investment o f narcissistic energy has deep-
ened. I t is with this energy that the ego nourishes itself an d those of its compo-
nent parts whose successful an d integrated functioning maintai n that inner psychic 
balance. The distribution of narcissistic energy—whether i t is vested in intrapsy-
chic structures , i n internalize d representation s o f sel f an d other s o r projecte d 
onto other s i n th e world—i s ofte n a n importan t indicato r o f th e natur e an d 
extent of the psychic balance or imbalance of the individual. The ego-ideal, of all 
the substructures of the ego, is perhaps the most heavily invested with narcissistic 
energy.13 

Numerous critic s emphasiz e Conrad' s mora l commitment s an d hi s Vic -
torian fidelity  t o ideals . Bu t mos t critic s find  thi s simpleminde d fidelity 
strangely a t odd s wit h Conrad' s cynicis m an d tough-minde d "realism. " 
Conrad wante d t o believ e in morality , bu t visibly suffere d constraint s i n 
this ambitio n becaus e h e believe d i n nothin g tha t woul d metaphysicall y 
sustain hi s desire. Conrad' s ideals , thus , ar e sustained b y little more tha n 
a uniqu e intensit y o f imagination . I n reflectin g o n Heart  of  Darkness, 
Conrad's mos t puzzlin g work , I  prob e ho w th e narrativ e bot h reflect s 
and attempt s t o ameliorat e th e agonie s o f thi s problem . M y analysi s 
explores th e relationshi p betwee n Conrad' s narcissis m an d thos e ego -
ideals hi s fiction  repeatedl y explores , deflates , an d supports. 14 Bu t a s I 
focus o n th e smalle r psychoanalyti c detail s o f Conrad' s text , I  urg e m y 
reader to keep in mind th e larger arc of my argument . Conrad' s darknes s 
tells a story abou t vision. According to this story, th e substance of vision 
is narcissistic. The narcissism o f vision can eviscerate a  writer, bu t i t need 
not. Narcissis m ca n als o contribute t o th e formation o f th e sel f an d t o a 
public an d materiall y productiv e rhetoric . Whe n narcissis m "works " i t 
gives substance to an image of value. Bu t Conrad' s imaginativ e discover y 
also seem s t o embrac e th e recognitio n tha t narcissis m i s relentlessl y 
dialectical. Narcissis m i s both productiv e an d destructive . Whe n narcis -
sism doe s no t work , i t emptie s substanc e fro m image s o f value . Thi s 
threat o f absolut e metaphysica l emptines s alway s stand s jus t behin d th e 
machinery o f narcissistic production . 
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Narcissism and  Morality 

The Nigger  of  the  "Narcissus/ 3 Conrad' s firs t majo r work , idealize s th e 
seaman's honorabl e cod e o f conduc t an d combat s othe r seductiv e possi -
bilities: the values that would resul t from identificatio n wit h James Wait . 
The nove l pointedl y emphasize s tha t th e seaman' s cod e mus t withstan d 
enfeebling temptation s towar d empath y wit h Wait . I n idealizin g th e 
seaman's code , however , Conra d promote s identificatio n wit h th e ship' s 
crew i n orde r t o comba t identificatio n wit h on e highl y individualisti c 
member o f th e crew : Wait . O n th e surface , th e nove l seem s t o us e 
imaginative force s t o comba t narcissisti c forces . Bu t i n actualit y Conra d 
only use s a  disguise d for m o f narcissis m t o comba t anothe r mor e self -
indulgent styl e o f narcissism . Th e nove l seem s t o b e denouncin g narcis -
sistic identification , bu t actuall y use s morall y condone d identification s 
to counter morally suspec t identifications . Conrad , then , actuate s certai n 
preferred narcissisti c mechanism s i n hi s reade r i n orde r t o comba t othe r 
nonpreferred narcissisti c mechanisms . Som e critic s fin d thi s effor t curi -
ously self-divided. 15 Bu t thi s self-divisio n doe s no t see m t o troubl e 
Conrad unti l his next major work , Heart  of  Darkness. 

In Kurtz , Conra d intuit s th e narcissistic underpinnings o f al l idealiza-
tions an d struggle s t o gras p th e narcissisti c ambiguitie s implici t i n hi s 
own artisti c ideal. David Thornburn argue s that "i t seems impossible no t 
to recogniz e i n Marlow' s mingle d admiratio n an d disdai n fo r Kurt z 
something o f Conrad' s dee p ambivalenc e towar d th e professio n o f th e 
artist."16 Kurt z demonstrate s a n array o f artisti c talents , bu t mor e prop -
erly h e suggest s a n artisti c potentia l h e doe s no t full y embody . If , a s 
Freud suggests , "artisti c talen t an d productive abilit y are intimately con -
nected wit h sublimation, " the n Kurtz' s ambitio n i s deflected fro m ar t t o 
colonial imperialis m becaus e hi s Africa n experienc e desublimate s an d 
activates the pathologically narcissisti c elements of his personality. Throug h 
such desublimation , Kurtz' s pre-Cong o ideal s ar e transformed int o des -
perate an d destructiv e compulsions. 17 Conra d confront s th e unsettlin g 
truth tha t bot h sublimatio n an d desublimation s ar e empowere d b y th e 
protean, Faustian , narcissisti c energ y embodie d i n Kurtz . Conra d mus t 
identify wit h an d clai m thi s energ y a s his ow n withou t a t the sam e tim e 
identifying wit h th e specifi c personalit y i n whic h h e see s thi s energ y 
embodied—Kurtz. Kurt z evoke s fro m Conra d essentiall y irreconcilabl e 
desires: admiration an d disdain , identificatio n an d th e rejectio n o f iden -
tification. 
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Faced wit h thi s double-bind , Conra d turn s t o Marlo w a s a  stabl e 
fictional identity , an d a  Virgilian guid e fo r th e descen t int o "darkness, " 
the imaginativ e spac e th e narrativ e explores . A s a n emotionall y investe d 
ego-ideal, Marlo w help s Conra d t o maintai n hi s narcissistic balance , bu t 
more importantly , help s Conra d limit , direct , an d specif y hi s identifica -
tion wit h Kurtz . Th e stor y o f Marlow' s uneas y relatio n t o Kurt z (whic h 
enacts a s i t buffer s Conrad' s relation ) follow s a  seesaw cours e o f narcis -
sistic attraction an d repulsion very similar to the course of "transference " 
that operate s i n psychoanalysis. Lik e an analys t in relation t o his patient , 
Kurtz elicit s fro m Marlo w a  series o f identificator y response s tha t wor k 
to "bind " narcissisti c energ y an d reduc e th e conflictua l aspiration s an d 
self-divisions manifeste d b y th e response s themselves . Kurt z himself , o f 
course, ha s none o f th e properties o f a n analyst . H e i s merely a  figure  of 
the imagination . Bu t precisel y a s a n imaginativ e projectio n o f a  specia l 
sort, Kurt z evoke s fro m Conra d a  deepe r insigh t int o th e force s wit h 
which th e imagination works . 

The serie s o f identification s tha t Kurt z evoke s from Marlo w begin s i n 
an imag e o f th e child' s earlies t aspiration s an d end s wit h a  visio n o f 
death. Eac h identificatio n bring s Conra d close r an d close r t o a  grasp o f 
Kurtz's centra l mystery . Befor e gainin g firsthand  experienc e with Kurtz , 
Marlow imagine s hi m a s a  kind o f supe r explorer , a  "universal genius, " 
a ma n o f tremendou s talent , ability , an d stamina . Th e imaginativel y 
elicited ego-idea l bathe s i n al l th e narcissisti c grandiosit y o f Marlow' s 
childlike infatuation wit h the "glories o f exploration." 18 Later , however , 
as Marlow discover s th e rea l Africa an d encounter s throug h hi s looking -
glass a  surrea l imag e o f th e "real " Kurtz , h e behold s th e shel l o f a  ma n 
wasted an d consume d b y th e power o f hi s ow n desires . Here , Marlow' s 
original narcissisti c cathexi s o f Kurt z dwindle s a s h e face s th e skeleta l 
body behin d th e "magnificen t eloquence. " Stil l later , however , whe n 
Kurtz apparentl y judge s an d renounce s hi s ow n personality , Marlo w 
reinvests a n intens e identificatio n wit h him , bu t i t i s a n identificatio n 
precisely wit h Kurtz' s ac t o f renouncin g identity . Kurtz' s final  achieve -
ment reinstate s hi s heroic statur e an d embodie s a n idea l o f vision , "truth, " 
and courag e very clos e to Conrad' s highes t aspiration s fo r art . 

To trac e the progress o f Marlow' s fluctuatin g identificatio n wit h Kurtz , 
it i s necessary t o examin e th e stage s o f Marlow' s identification s an d th e 
various layer s o f Kurtz' s narcissis m a s Marlo w perceive s the m i n eac h 
stage. 

The origi n o f Marlow' s Africa n adventur e begin s wit h a  child's won -
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drous self-los s i n th e innocen t an d unbounde d desir e o f daydreams . 
"Now whe n I  wa s a  littl e chap, " Marlo w relates , " I ha d a  passion fo r 
maps. I  woul d .  .  .  los e mysel f i n al l th e glorie s o f exploration." 19 Fo r 
the child the "blanks spaces " of the earth ar e a magic lantern wherein th e 
dreamlike obscurit y o f imaginativ e indulgenc e mirror s th e self' s deepes t 
aspirations. I n th e child' s fantas y world , exploratio n offer s t o extend th e 
self's ontolog y effortlessl y outward . Th e explorer' s ma p indulge s a  fan -
tasy o f narcissisti c omnipotenc e i n whic h al l thing s beyon d th e sel f ca n 
be inhabite d an d appropriate d withou t pai n an d resistance . Th e firs t 
stories Marlow hear s abou t Kurt z partl y reactivat e this youthful fantasy , 
and Marlo w imagine s him t o b e a  superhuman explore r carryin g light t o 
the dar k place s o f th e earth . Kurt z thu s radiantl y embodie s th e child' s 
omnipotent fantasies . 

But Marlo w indulge s himsel f an d hi s audienc e wit h a n imag e o f hi s 
youthful hope s an d memorie s onl y t o shatte r th e child' s fragil e dream . 
The rea l story o f unbounde d desire , h e subsequently suggests , i s not th e 
child's dream , bu t th e histor y o f Kurtz . Marlow' s firs t rea l image s o f 
Kurtz ar e nightmarish image s o f deat h an d th e dispensin g o f death . Th e 
imagery of Conrad' s narrative thus reflect s ironicall y on Marlow's youthfu l 
admiration, arguin g tha t Kurtz' s unbounde d desir e i s no t heroi c bu t 
demeaning. 

Marlow twic e picture s Kurt z a s a  huge , voracious , an d indiscrimi -
nately consuming mouth : " I sa w him open his mouth wide—it gav e him 
a weirdly voraciou s aspect , a s thoug h h e wante d t o swallo w al l the air , 
all the earth , al l the me n befor e him " (134) . Durin g th e discussio n wit h 
the Intende d thi s imag e recur s a s if i t were Kurtz' s mos t indelibl e signa -
ture: " I ha d a  vision, " Marlo w confides , "o f hi m o n th e stretcher , 
opening hi s mout h voraciously , a s i f t o devou r al l th e eart h wit h al l it s 
mankind" (155) . I t ma y b e a n understatemen t t o sugges t tha t Kurtz' s 
huge an d clearl y hostil e mout h indicate s flaw s i n hi s mora l character . 
These flaws, however , ar e associated with th e disturbances o f pathologi -
cal narcissism. Hein z Kohut , describin g th e narcissisti c patient , empha -
sizes th e feelin g o f inne r emptines s fro m whic h patient s ofte n defen d 
themselves b y delusion s o f persona l grandiosity. 20 Ott o Kernber g ob -
serves tha t th e narcissisti c personalit y exhibit s unusua l degree s o f self -
reference i n interaction s wit h others , a  grea t nee d fo r esteem , an d ora l 
rage when confronte d wit h disappointment. 21 Kurtz' s hug e mouth com -
bines i n on e imag e bot h qualitie s o f inne r emptines s an d ora l rage . Thi s 
desperate attemp t t o "devou r al l things" suggests tha t Kurt z (a s Marlo w 
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envisions him) is obsessed b y a need t o internalize an d possess al l things 
of value so that his own self can have value.22 

Like a  child—"sometime s h e wa s contemptibl y childish, " Marlo w 
reports (148)—Kurt z respond s to the awesome potentiality o f the jungle 
as i f i t wer e a  hug e reservoi r fo r narcissisti c gratification . Kurt z take s 
advantage o f hi s uniqu e rol e i n th e colonizatio n proces s t o indulg e hi s 
infinite ambition s and "feed" hi s intense and childish need for esteem. In 
Marlow's eyes , however , Kurtz' s childlik e attachmen t t o the jungle im-
poverishes rathe r tha n nourishes : "The wilderness had patted him on the 
head, and , behold, i t was like a  ball—an ivor y ball ; it had caressed him, 
and lo—h e ha d withered; i t had taken him , loved him , embraced him, 
got int o hi s veins, consume d hi s flesh. H e was its spoiled an d pampered 
favorite" (115) . The jungle stimulate s Kurt z t o fantasies o f "inner pleni -
tude," bu t i t doe s no t nouris h him . Kurtz' s estee m feed s o n an d i s 
inflated b y the quantity o f ivory h e is able to collect . Bu t while Kurtz' s 
esteem feed s o n image s o f wealth , hi s bod y starves . Whe n nea r death , 
Kurtz take s o n an aged ivor y pallo r reminiscen t o f bone , an d symboli c 
of the inner deadness and emptiness of his being. 

Marlow recognize s tha t Kurtz , despit e hi s energy an d brilliance, can -
not fil l th e emptiness a t the core o f hi s being, canno t nouris h hi s inne r 
self. Approachin g death , Kurt z fantasize s tha t th e ivor y ca n be trade d 
for wealt h an d fame , an d tha t a t las t hi s inner hunge r ca n be satisfied . 
But Marlow' s recurrin g imag e o f Kurtz' s hug e mout h suggest s tha t h e 
perceives a  flaw i n Kurtz' s imagine d progra m o f self-nourishment . Kurtz' s 
passion t o consume, b y its very nature , destroy s th e possibility o f satis -
faction throug h consumption . Th e obsessional torqu e i n Kurtz's urg e to 
consume dictate s tha t h e canno t internaliz e nourishment ; h e ca n onl y 
reduce t o nothin g al l thing s tha t ca n nourish . I n attemptin g t o claim , 
possess, an d control al l things, Kurt z denie s thei r intrinsi c value , make s 
them dea d "substance, " an d thereb y denie s himsel f th e possibilit y o f 
gaining "substance " (satisfactor y self-confirmation ) fro m them . Lik e the 
pathological narcissist , Kurt z makes exploitative demands on the external 
world, bu t because thes e demand s inherentl y den y th e value o f externa l 
things, the y ultimatel y impoveris h th e self , whic h attempt s t o appro -
priate suc h objects . Furthermore , Kurtz' s interna l emptines s exponen -
tially generate s a n increasin g frustratio n an d ange r b y virtu e o f th e 
distance betwee n hi s ability t o imagin e satisfaction , an d his inability t o 
obtain it . 

If the desperate attemp t to devour al l things were the only componen t 
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of Kurtz' s restles s narcissism , Marlow' s judgmen t o f Kurt z woul d b e 
clearly an d unambiguousl y negative . Bu t Marlo w spare s Kurt z tota l 
condemnation becaus e h e admire s hi s linguisti c accomplishments . Th e 
relation betwee n Kurtz' s narcissisti c emptines s an d hi s linguistic compe -
tency i s unclear . Bu t i t i s exactl y thi s obscurit y tha t bot h haunt s an d 
disrupts Marlow' s story . Unti l th e las t impoverishe d word s nea r death , 
Kurtz's verba l plenitude contrasts ironically with his inner emptiness ; his 
linguistic eloquenc e compensate s fo r hi s inne r emptines s a s i t serve s t o 
woo o r coerc e admiratio n fro m others . Marlo w perceive s th e deceptiv e 
features o f Kurtz' s speech , bu t h e als o admire s it s power . Nea r th e en d 
of th e journey t o th e "Inne r Station " when Marlo w despair s o f hi s hop e 
to mee t Kurtz , h e dismisse s th e charge s o f mora l misconduc t brough t 
against Kurtz : 

That was not the point. The point was in his being a gifted creature , and that of 
all his gifts , th e one that stood ou t preeminently, tha t carried with i t a sense of 
real presence , wa s hi s abilit y t o talk , hi s words—hi s gif t o f expression , th e 
bewildering, th e illuminating , th e most exalted an d the most contemptible , th e 
pulsating stream of light, or the deceitful flow from the heart of an impenetrable 
darkness. (113-14) 

Kurtz's speec h ha s th e magica l powe r o f "rea l presence. " I n it s mos t 
urgent momen t i t achieves mor e tha n "presence" ; i t achieve s a  "glimps e 
of truth. " Kurtz' s final  momen t o f vision, "piercin g enoug h t o penetrat e 
all th e heart s tha t liv e i n darkness " (151) , an d hi s "magnificen t elo -
quence," which carrie s wit h i t a  sense o f "rea l presence, " nominat e hi m 
as a  personificatio n o f al l thos e grandios e claim s tha t Conra d himsel f 
wants t o mak e fo r fiction.  Kurt z become s th e projecte d imag e o f Con -
rad's fictional  ambitions , an d a  tutelary spiri t o f wha t Conra d i n a  letter 
called the "creative darkness. " 

Kurtz's speec h emerges from th e darkness , a s it emerges also from th e 
ambitious inne r emptines s o f hi s narcissism. 23 Issuin g fro m th e dar k 
invisible space s o f hi s ow n bein g lik e a  "pulsatin g strea m o f light, " 
Kurtz's speec h illuminate s "things " and confer s o n them a  sense of "rea l 
presence." Kurtz' s uncannil y effectiv e "term s o f appeal " an d hi s appar -
ently hypnotic contro l o f "rea l presence" assuage his inner emptines s b y 
seeming t o giv e hi m contro l o f "being " itself . Kurtz' s powe r o f speec h 
brings thing s int o bein g fo r others : "H e mad e m e se e things—things, " 
the Russia n say s (127) , an d i n thi s manne r Kurtz' s speec h seem s t o 
embody a  ver y poten t idealization—th e greates t powe r t o whic h an y 
writer could aspire . 
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Spoken by a "universal genius" who was "essentially a  great musician " 
but whos e talent s als o include d paintin g an d journalism , Kurtz' s word s 
characteristically combin e th e powe r o f visio n wit h th e immediac y o f 
sound, synaesthetically , t o overburden subjectivit y wit h a  sense of "pres -
ence." W e ar e asked , fo r example , t o "see " Kurtz' s speec h a s a  "strea m 
of light, " an d t o "hear " i n Marlow' s las t "image " o f Kurt z th e "fain t 
ring of incomprehensibl e words " ( i 59). Conjuring th e wonders o f visio n 
through th e ringin g tonalit y o f verba l eloquence , Kurt z articulate s th e 
illusion o f "rea l presence, " an d command s a  rhetorica l energ y essentia l 
to bot h th e artis t an d th e politician . Thi s powe r t o unvei l th e "seen " 
through languag e echoe s Conrad' s ow n desires , a s state d i n th e prefac e 
to The  Nigger  of  the "Narcissus": 

All art .  .  .  appeals primarily to the senses . . . t o the plasticity o f sculpture , t o 
the colour of painting, and to the magic suggestiveness of music. My task which 
I am trying to achieve is, by the power of the written word, t o make you hear , 
to make you feel—it is , before all, to make you see.24 

Kurtz clearl y epitomize s a  power t o whic h Conra d himsel f aspires . Bu t 
this powe r t o unvei l th e "seen " frequentl y elude s Marlow . On e ca n 
detect a  hin t o f Conrad' s ow n anxiet y i n Marlow' s exclamation : "D o 
you se e him [Kurtz] ? Do you se e the story?" (82). Marlow's restles s self-
doubt end s o n a  pessimisti c note : "I t i s impossibl e t o conve y th e life -
sensation o f an y give n epoc h o f one' s existence . W e liv e a s we dream — 
alone" (80). 

At a  late r stag e o f th e narration , howeve r (exactl y wher e Marlo w 
begins t o gai n powe r ove r Kurt z b y speech) , th e solipsisti c analog y o f 
the drea m i s abandoned . Throug h th e "terrifi c suggestivenes s o f word s 
heard in dreams, of phrases spoken in nightmares" (144), Marlow "talks " 
Kurtz int o "seeing " thing s hi s wa y an d persuade s hi m t o retur n t o th e 
boat. Marlow' s contro l o f dreamlik e word s suggest s tha t th e "dream " 
speech i s no t a s powerles s a s h e ha d thought , an d further , tha t th e 
"dream images " of speec h ar e not a s solipsistic as they seem . Indeed , th e 
magical, rhetorica l "rea l presence " o f Kurtz' s speec h seem s inextricabl y 
bound t o the seductive an d narcissisti c power o f the dream . 

Kurtz's Rhetorical  Power 

Dream imager y bespeak s desir e a s i t als o betray s a n inne r povert y o f 
need. "Th e elaboratio n o f th e dream, " Laca n comments , "i s nourishe d 
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by desire. " Th e drea m i s a  "narcissisti c foldin g bac k o f th e libid o an d 
disinvestment o f reality." 25 Lik e childhoo d fantasie s o f primar y narcis -
sism, th e drea m erase s th e tyrann y o f subject-objec t distinctio n an d 
refutes th e essentia l othernes s o f th e objectiv e worl d i n orde r t o pictur e 
desire's satisfaction . Th e dream , Laca n suggests , picture s th e desire d 
object, no t i n terms o f a  "reality principle," but a s the sel f would wis h i t 
to be. The dream expresse s a narcissistic fantasy abou t desire's immediat e 
satisfaction a s i t strive s t o signif y desire . Similarly , Kurtz' s "rhetoric, " 
his power o f "rea l presence," seduces the vision a s it pictures desire wit h 
the immediacy o f dream images . 

Kurtz's power o f rea l presence, then , lie s not i n his use of language t o 
represent th e "real, " but i n his ability t o unvei l desire , an d to announce , 
advertise, an d "market " i t in language. Rea l presence addresses narcissis -
tic aspiratio n throug h revelator y imagination , th e metaphor , th e newl y 
created image . Kurtz' s powe r o f rea l presence lie s in hi s power t o direc t 
and accelerat e (i n Lacan' s terms ) th e metonymi c slidin g o f th e signifier s 
of desire . Kurtz' s contro l o f rea l presenc e reflect s hi s abilit y t o revea l 
objects o f desir e in more immediat e an d seductive terms , tha t is , in mor e 
"desirable" metaphors . 

Ultimately, th e discrepancy betwee n th e desire that can be pictured i n 
dreams an d th e desir e tha t ca n b e satisfie d b y realit y present s grav e 
problems fo r th e narcissis t attemptin g t o satisf y grandios e imaginativ e 
needs. Bu t i n th e real m o f politics , a s wel l a s i n th e real m o f art , th e 
discrepancy betwee n th e real and the imaginary empower s language^wit h 
vital an d dynami c potency . Becaus e languag e ca n fill  i n th e gap s o f th e 
unsatisfactory rea l wit h th e imagined , i t offer s a  new horizon fo r actio n 
and self-definition . Kurt z ha s th e potentia l t o b e a  "splendi d leader " 
because h e excel s i n manipulatin g throug h languag e th e narcissisti c ca -
thexes that bind people to ideals and to ideas of action . 

Kurtz's dazzlin g linguisti c powe r give s hi m socia l power , bu t i t fail s 
to nouris h hi s ow n inne r hunger . Kurt z ca n wi n adulatio n fro m others , 
but such adulation offer s n o secure comfort. Kurt z can control and direc t 
the enthusias m o f others , bu t h e cannot satisf y hi s own inne r emptiness . 
He is unable to establish any psychologically sustaining bonds with othe r 
people. Indeed , othe r peopl e hav e n o rea l valu e fo r Kurtz . H e evoke s 
empathy fro m th e Russian, fo r example , bu t returns no empathy t o him . 
He i s read y t o kil l hi m fo r th e sak e o f ivory . S o also , Kurt z lead s th e 
natives, earn s godlik e respec t fro m them , bu t fail s t o reciprocat e th e 
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admiration h e i s given . Hi s feeling s fo r the m expres s mor e tha n con -
tempt. The y expres s over t an d intense hatred : "Exterminat e al l the brutes " 
(118). Kurtz' s hatre d defend s hi m fro m fear s o f dependenc y ( a depen -
dency h e clearl y ha s i n relatio n t o th e jungle) , bu t i t doe s no t giv e hi m 
independence. 

These pathologica l an d self-protectin g pattern s o f socializatio n see m 
characteristic o f Kurtz . H e forget s hi s "Intended " thoug h h e "values " 
her highly . Becaus e h e canno t "internalize " th e valu e o f othe r people , 
Kurtz's loyalt y canno t remai n attache d t o othe r people . Bu t Kurtz' s 
inconstancy t o peopl e als o extend s t o hi s relatio n t o ideals . Paradoxi -
cally, Kurt z i s a  powerhouse fo r th e generatio n o f ideals . Bu t h e ha s a 
special "hollowness " i n relatio n t o them . H e ca n manipulat e ideal s a s 
projections o f hi s ow n grandiosity , bu t h e i s unabl e t o internaliz e an d 
gain satisfaction fro m them. 26 

Kurtz's desire s are heavily funded b y primitive primary process think -
ing (thinkin g no t conditione d b y th e "realit y principle") , s o hi s desire s 
animate hi s languag e wit h a  dazzlin g imaginativ e powe r an d freedom . 
But becaus e Kurtz' s imaginatio n i s compelle d t o serv e hi s grandiosity , 
he becomes th e victim o f hi s own talents . An y imag e or idealization tha t 
might psychologicall y sustai n Kurt z decompose s int o th e mor e remot e 
and imaginary primary processes tha t ar e its structural foundation . Para -
doxically, then , Kurt z become s th e deliver y syste m fo r a  load o f wealt h 
from whic h he himself canno t benefit . 

The narcissisti c delusion s tha t empowe r Kurtz' s language , however , 
are difficult  t o distinguis h fro m th e narcissisti c illusion s sough t b y Con -
rad an d Marlow . Bot h th e delusion s an d th e illusions gai n thei r strengt h 
from th e lyri c an d dreamlik e immediac y wit h whic h languag e unveil s 
desire. Illusion s diffe r fro m delusions , however , i n tha t the y ar e devel -
opmentally enabling . Esthe r Menake r emphasize s th e rol e tha t narcissis -
tic energy take s in developing "illusory " bu t "beneficial " ego-ideals . 
When a  child idealize s a  parent h e [she ] i s i n th e gri p o f a  creative eg o process , 
for he [she] is taking the reality of his experience—as i t exists in his [her] memory 
imagery, bot h consciou s an d unconscious—an d embroidering , embellishing , 
altering i t t o creat e illusion . Bu t becaus e th e chil d believe s hi s [her ] idealizatio n 
to b e rea l . . . i n th e cours e o f th e growt h o f hi s [her ] eg o h e [she ] ha s th e 
potentiality fo r exceedin g hi s [her ] predecessors . Thu s th e capacit y fo r idealiza -
tion throug h th e use of th e creative imagination i s a  major facto r i n man's socio -
cultural evolution a s well as in the psychological evolutio n o f the ego. Obviousl y 
not al l idealization s ar e use d constructively , i n individua l development , no r i s 
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the course of cultura l history a  consistently progressiv e one . Nevertheless , i t is 
the ability to idealize tha t makes for chang e in the direction o f higher levels of 
organization, both in the individual and in social history.27 

We know from th e preface t o The  Nigger  of  the "Narcissus"  tha t Conra d 
actively sough t t o "embroider " an d "embellish " memor y i n orde r t o 
develop illusion. An d we also know from th e Preface tha t Conrad sough t 
to us e ar t t o foste r worth y ideals . Ia n Watt , respondin g t o Conrad' s us e 
of illusio n i n The  Nigger,  argues , however , tha t ther e i s a n ethica l 
paradox i n thi s employmen t o f illusions : "W e ar e indeed mad e t o won -
der whether th e most powerful for m o f solidarity manifested i n the nove l 
is no t th e 'solidarit y i n illusions ' whic h Conra d mention s i n th e pre -
face."28 

But th e parado x Wat t observe s di d no t g o unnotice d b y Conrad . 
Conrad clearl y ha d conflictin g feeling s abou t hi s highly idealisti c artisti c 
ambitions. H e wa s awar e o f bot h th e illusion s o f ar t an d th e solidarit y 
such illusion s coul d promote . Davi d Thornbur n comment s tha t "i n hi s 
letters Conra d ma y b e sai d t o vacillat e betwee n moment s o f almos t 
religious commitmen t t o th e ac t o f writin g an d othe r moment s o f dee p 
disdain fo r th e passive , inactiv e lif e o f th e artist." 29 Clearly , Conra d 
indulged i n grandiose aspirations . H e sought , throug h th e written word , 
to creat e literary "illusions " that would foste r greate r morality an d "sol -
idarity" i n men' s ego-ideals . I n on e o f hi s grandios e moments , Conra d 
commented tha t th e "imaginatio n shoul d b e used t o creat e human souls : 
to disclos e huma n hearts." 30 Bu t Conra d als o feared , a s Thornbur n 
notes, "tha t th e enterprise o f literature i s an impossible delusion." 31 

To "creat e huma n souls " (t o foste r illusion s tha t promot e ego-ideals ) 
requires th e manipulatio n o f narcissisti c energy—tha t "energy " a s Es -
ther Menaker comments "wit h which the ego nourishes itself." But ther e 
is a danger i n manipulating narcissisti c energ y becaus e i t i s a  notoriously 
unstable quantum : Ideal s an d moral s maintaine d b y narcissisti c energ y 
can als o b e dissolve d b y narcissisti c energy . Th e powe r o f a n illusio n 
may b e exceedingl y great , bu t i t rests , finally,  o n a  purel y imaginar y 
"ground," especiall y susceptibl e t o transmutation . 

For Conrad , Kurt z i s a  cas e stud y fo r th e problem s o f a  moralit y 
sustained entirel y b y ar t an d artifice . Kurt z cam e t o Afric a intendin g t o 
be an example of the highest o f Western ideals , "an emissar y of pity, an d 
science, an d progress " (79) . Bu t th e strain s tha t Kurt z undergoe s trans -
form hi s excessively mora l pre-Congo idealisti c illusions into excessivel y 
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narcissistic self-aggrandizin g delusions . "H e desired, " Marlo w com -
ments, "t o hav e king s mee t hi m a t railwa y station s o n hi s retur n fro m 
some ghastl y Nowhere , wher e h e intende d t o accomplis h grea t things " 
(148). I t i s a s i f th e eas y narcissisti c sublimation s tha t Kurt z wa s abl e t o 
achieve before goin g to the Congo coul d no t finall y withstan d th e rigor s 
of isolatio n an d th e temptation s o f radica l freedo m conjure d b y th e 
jungle. Th e paradox , however , i s that thoug h Kurt z i s victimized b y hi s 
own imagination , h e is also the agent o r agenc y of those same forces tha t 
Conrad want s t o master . 

Kurtz and  Conrad's  Artistic  Ideals 

It woul d b e difficul t t o determin e thos e force s tha t cause d Conra d t o 
imagine Kurtz . Clearl y som e o f thes e force s wer e a  function o f memor y 
—Kurtz i s in part modele d o n Klein , th e subordinat e agen t who die d o f 
dysentery aboar d th e Roi  des  Beiges  a t Stanle y Falls. 32 Bu t othe r causa l 
forces undoubtedl y reflec t Conrad' s emergin g an d ambivalen t awarenes s 
of th e rol e o f th e artis t an d th e tool s o f hi s trade . O n on e sid e o f thi s 
ambivalence, Kurt z serve s Conrad a s an image of a  more powerful mod e 
of being , a n alte r eg o or double . Kurt z offer s a  vision o f a n alternate an d 
more powerfu l mod e o f existence : a  grandiose visio n o f th e artist' s life . 
Kurtz the n expresse s a n imag e o f Conrad' s mos t idealisti c ambitions — 
to b e an artist . Bu t h e also simultaneously awaken s an d expresse s primi -
tive narcissistic desire s associate d wit h tha t ambition . Freud' s comment s 
on th e "double" are illuminating here : 

It i s no t onl y thi s latte r materia l [narcissism] , offensiv e t o th e ego-criticizin g 
faculty, whic h may be incorporated in the idea of a double. There are also all the 
unfulfilled bu t possible futures t o which we still like to cling in phantasy, al l the 
strivings o f th e ego which advers e external circumstances hav e crushed, an d al l 
our suppressed acts of volition which nourish in us the illusion of Free Will.33 

Freud comment s tha t th e image of the double date s "bac k t o a  very earl y 
mental stage, " a  stag e closel y allie d t o "primar y narcissism " an d t o 
primitive, magical , an d infinitel y gran d ambitions . Clearl y Kurt z sug -
gests thes e ambition s t o Marlow , a s he himsel f seem s t o liv e i n a  worl d 
animated b y primitive , magical , an d infinitel y gran d forces . Kurtz' s 
residence a t th e "Inne r Station " o f th e "heart " o f "darkness, " fo r ex -
ample, ma y sugges t hi s colonizatio n o f th e "primitive " area s o f th e 
unconscious.34 
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Clearly, th e metapho r o f darknes s ha s imaginativ e appea l fo r a  Ro -
mantic lik e Conrad . Mariow , fo r example , see s Kurt z a s livin g uncon -
taminated b y th e conventional , ver y clos e t o th e well-spring s o f huma n 
imagination. H e woul d himsel f lik e t o "have " acces s t o Kurtz' s imagi -
native power . Bu t Marlow' s conflicte d imag e o f Kurt z indicate s tha t 
Kurtz doe s not merel y expres s an imaginative power; he is victimized b y 
this power . H e i s emotionall y isolate d an d impoverishe d b y th e imagi -
native power tha t i s his chief glory . 

It woul d hav e bee n eas y fo r Conra d t o seve r hi s ow n identificatio n 
with Kurtz , t o cur b hi s admiratio n o n mora l grounds . Bu t h e doe s not . 
A younge r Conra d migh t hav e don e so , an d a  write r o f lesse r statur e 
might hav e don e so . Instea d Conrad , drive n b y a  desir e h e ca n neithe r 
fully affir m no r full y abandon , continue s t o pursu e an d unfol d a n un -
comfortable narrative . 

The defense s Conra d employ s t o isolat e himsel f fro m Kurtz' s mora l 
contamination, eve n a s h e admire s hi s power , see m clear . Marlow' s 
preoccupation wit h th e "steam " withi n hi s boiler , hi s concern t o keep i t 
within "safe " level s of pressure , seem s to expres s hi s need t o contro l th e 
powerful force s th e narrative ventilates . Thi s contro l o f stea m ma y see m 
merely a  self-deceptive defense : a  refusal t o acknowledge thos e huge an d 
powerful force s o f th e jungle . Bu t Marlow' s attentio n t o wor k an d hi s 
concern fo r "duty " ar e not a s simple a s this. Marlo w i s able to continu e 
in hi s journe y precisel y becaus e h e i s abl e t o kee p hi s engin e running . 
Attention t o th e boile r doe s no t elid e Marlow' s perceptio n o f th e rea l 
nature o f th e jungle ; i t allow s Marlo w t o journe y int o th e jungle s o tha t 
his stor y ca n b e told . Attentio n t o th e boiler , then , i s a  kind o f defense , 
but i t als o expresse s a  nee d t o bin d an d disciplin e variou s narcissisti c 
energies associated with identity . 

If the appeal of the jungle symbolizes in part the appeal of the "archai c 
grandiose self"—the sel f tha t Kohu t postulates a s historically primary i n 
our journey to self-autonomy an d typically the center of the pathologica l 
narcissist's defens e agains t a  worl d tha t offer s insufficien t adulation — 
Marlow himsel f realize s tha t h e mus t "explore, " "pas s through " (i n a 
psychological sense) , an d eve n recove r th e potenc y o f thi s narcissisti c 
energy.35 H e mus t us e it s steam . Bu t h e mus t d o s o withou t becoming , 
as Kurtz , captivate d o r totall y identifie d wit h it . H e must , essentially , 
"meet tha t truth wit h [his ] own tru e stuff," hi s "inner strength " (37) . 
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Another apparen t defens e tha t Marlo w use s to cur b hi s admiratio n o f 
Kurtz is , quit e simply , hi s insisten t an d repeate d criticis m o f him . Seek -
ing t o fatho m Kurtz' s mystery , Marlo w fixe s o n Kurtz' s "inne r empti -
ness." Marlo w suspect s tha t Kurt z canno t withstan d th e temptation s o f 
the jungl e (withstan d th e temptation s t o desublimat e narcissisti c needs ) 
because h e i s "hollo w a t th e core " (131) . H e lack s a n inne r powe r t o 
remain loya l t o ideal s sublimatin g deepe r an d mor e primitiv e desires . 
There i s "somethin g wantin g i n hi m .  .  .  whic h .  .  .  [canjno t b e foun d 
under hi s magnificent eloquence " (131). 

Marlow's criticis m o f Kurtz , o f course , alternate s wit h admiration , 
and thi s i s confusing. Bu t i t i s not a s futile an d irrationa l a s many critic s 
think. B y mean s o f thi s painfu l an d protracte d alternatio n i n value , 
Marlow slowl y come s t o formulat e a  mora l an d artisti c idea l tha t tap s 
Kurtz's energ y withou t becomin g enervate d b y it . Thi s formulation o f a 
moral idea l charge d wit h som e o f Kurtz' s ow n natur e i s not full y imag -
ined in the text, bu t we can see the traces of i t in various puzzling scenes : 
It explains , fo r example , th e curiou s natur e o f Marlow' s fina l identifica -
tion wit h Kurtz' s death . I t als o explain s a  majo r chang e i n Conrad' s 
vision o f fictio n a s h e cease s t o writ e narrative s o f complacen t mora l 
assertion an d takes on task s of fa r mor e complex mora l vision . 

In opposition t o Kurtz' s inne r emptiness , Marlow attempt s to idealiz e 
a moral value of "inne r strength. " H e hope s tha t if , unlik e Kurtz , h e can 
manipulate th e narcissisti c force s o f th e imaginatio n fro m a n idealize d 
position o f inne r strength , h e ca n constructivel y inves t th e powe r tha t 
formulates ideal s an d "nourishes " th e ego . B y mean s o f th e narrative , 
Conrad finall y formulate s (althoug h i n a  primitiv e symboli c form ) a n 
ideal o f inne r strengt h tha t allow s hi m bot h t o identif y wit h Kurt z an d 
to hav e acces s to hi s imaginative energy . I t seem s to m e tha t thi s formu -
lation i s a  majo r achievemen t o f th e work , an d a n importan t on e fo r 
Conrad's late r work . Bu t thi s formulatio n occur s onl y becaus e Conra d 
allows himself t o respon d t o what h e initially sense s to be dangerous an d 
primitive instinctua l attractions . B y allowin g himsel f t o suffe r throug h 
his conflicte d respons e t o Kurtz , som e quantit y o f primitiv e narcissisti c 
desire seem s t o underg o sublimatio n an d become s carrie d forwar d an d 
invested i n ideal s no t i n conflic t wit h th e ego . I n becomin g boun d t o 
nonconflictual ideals , these desires allow Conrad les s defensive an d mor e 
profitable, productive , an d comple x imaginative strategies . 

What i s Conrad' s ne w mora l ideal ? I t ca n b e bes t explaine d b y com -
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paring i t t o hi s olde r mora l ideal . Prio r t o Heart  of  Darkness  Conra d 
endorsed i n hi s fictio n a  rathe r simpl e mora l code : th e cod e o f th e 
seaman. W e can see this code operating in The  Nigger  of  the "Narcissus" 
where Conra d formulate d a n idea l o f "inne r strength " a s a  protectio n 
from seductiv e imaginativ e an d narcissisti c forces . "Inne r strength " mark s 
a mariner' s discipline d willingnes s t o perfor m th e "sacrifices " require d 
of sea duty. Th e idea l sailor ignores the cal l of hi s own inne r imaginativ e 
world i n orde r t o mee t th e rea l challenge s o f th e present : challenge s o f 
wind an d wave . Th e bes t seame n o f th e Narcissus,  fo r example , defen d 
themselves fro m imaginativ e usurpation s throug h a  "self-sacrificing " 
"devotion" t o duty . The y abando n persona l thought s an d grievance s i n 
order t o work togethe r t o sav e the ship . They "sacrifice " thei r narcissis -
tic concerns (thei r concern s fo r thei r ow n uniqu e individuality ) i n orde r 
to effectively manag e a  threatening sea . 

In Heart of  Darkness, Conra d confront s a  situation very simila r to th e 
one he had imagined itiThe  Nigger.  Bot h James Wait and Kurt z ar e men 
indifferent t o wide r socia r concerns beyon d thei r ow n self-interests . I n 
addition, th e tw o work s sho w a  similar concer n fo r language . Donkin' s 
"writerly loquacity " an d Kurtz' s suspiciou s eloquence , a s David Thorn -
burn notes , clearl y engage Conrad's interest : 

The remarkable directness of Conrad's disapproval of Donkin's writerly loquac-
ity an d stil l more , hi s ope n an d full y acknowledge d ambivalenc e concernin g 
Kurtz's dar k eloquenc e .  .  .  hel p to distinguish hi m fro m writer s lik e Kipling , 
Marry at, the early Stevenson. The books of these men implicitly attack artifice , 
intellection, language , withou t eve r acceptin g ful l responsibilit y fo r suc h a n 
attack; whil e i n Conra d .  .  .  th e man' s suspicio n o f ar t an d language , o f th e 
hesitations and limits of intellect , i s translated into the artist's conscious subjec t 
matter.36 

Clearly the similarities between The  Nigger  of  the "Narcissus"  an d Heart 
of Darkness  ar e remarkable . Bu t th e difference s betwee n th e tw o work s 
are perhaps mor e noteworthy . Conra d coul d hav e criticized Kurt z wit h 
the sam e smu g mora l assuranc e h e use d t o criticiz e Donki n an d Wait . 
He coul d hav e use d th e shor t nove l a s a  sounding boar d fo r resoundin g 
and traditiona l mora l rhetoric . Bu t h e doe s not . Conra d decide s instea d 
to suffe r interna l conflict , an d this conflic t fund s a  more complex textua l 
rhetoric. 

Like Wait , Kurt z i s a  moral outlaw . Bu t Conra d ha s imagined hi m i n 
a contex t that , i n itself , link s hi m t o a  variety o f force s tha t encourag e 
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admiration an d identification . On e o f thes e force s i s Conrad' s ol d an d 
rather simpl e idea l o f exploration . Muc h lik e th e dar k continen t o f 
Africa, Kurtz' s personalit y i s an unmarked spac e that test s a  man's inne r 
strength a s i t invite s exploration . Conrad , thus , explore s th e interna l 
psychology o f Kurt z i n orde r t o kno w wha t i s "i n there, " muc h a s h e 
would explor e th e interna l geograph y o f Afric a i n orde r t o kno w wha t 
was "i n there. " I n thi s sense , Heart  of  Darkness  ca n b e see n a s a n 
expression o f th e artisti c geograph y Conra d formulate d i n the preface t o 
The Nigger. 

In this preface, Conra d suggest s that the imagination arise s from som e 
source dee p within us . Th e artist , h e says , "descend s withi n himself" ; i t 
is onl y throug h thi s descen t withi n tha t th e artis t gains  acces s t o th e 
imagination. Throug h thi s descent within,  however , th e artist , paradoxi -
cally, finds  term s fo r renderin g "justly " a n imag e o f wha t i s without — 
reality. Th e artist , throug h th e descen t within , come s t o "rende r th e 
highest kin d o f justice to th e visible universe." He "bringfs ] . . . t o ligh t 
the trut h manifol d an d one , underlyin g it s ever y aspect." 37 Heart  of 
Darkness clearl y portray s a  "journe y within, " a  journe y t o th e "inne r 
stations" of th e heart . Bu t thi s journey , a n imitation i n som e respect s o f 
Kurtz's ow n descen t within himself , doe s not promise an y easy access t o 
truth. Instea d th e journe y seem s t o questio n th e ver y possibilit y o f 
bringing truth t o light . 

This questioning clearl y cut s agains t th e grain o f Conrad' s mos t gran -
diose ambitions , fo r h e believe d tha t a n artist' s inne r struggl e t o gras p 
imaginatively th e breadt h an d complexit y o f th e rea l worl d woul d b e 
rewarded. Lik e Freud, Conra d fel t tha t th e self shoul d "grow " b y virtu e 
of th e pressure s an d conflict s impose d o n i t b y externa l reality. 38 It s 
functions o f self-regulatio n an d realit y perceptio n shoul d becom e mor e 
complex an d coordinate d throug h increase d exposur e t o th e "realit y 
principle." Lik e Freud , Conra d believe d tha t exposur e t o realit y shoul d 
stretch th e ego' s capacit y t o understan d reality . Fo r example , whe n 
Marlow, i n Lord  Jim,  hear s Jim' s story , h e struggle s t o gras p imagina -
tively th e trut h tha t i s deepe r tha n th e "convention " tha t habituall y 
"imagines" truth . "I t seem s t o me, " h e says , " I wa s bein g mad e t o 
comprehend th e Inconceivable . I  wa s mad e t o loo k a t th e conventio n 
that lurk s i n al l trut h an d o n th e essentia l sincerit y o f falsehood." 39 

Here, th e imagination tha t seek s truth i s tested bot h b y th e "conventio n 
that lurks in al l truth," an d by the "essentia l sincerity " of falsehood. Bu t 
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this tes t i s precisel y th e tes t impose d o n th e artist . An d Conrad' s re -
sponse t o thi s tes t her e i s characteristi c o f hi s respons e t o th e tes t else -
where. H e seek s t o gras p wha t ha s no t ye t bee n conceived . H e i s le d 
through th e enigma s o f Jim's stor y "t o comprehen d th e Inconceivable. " 
Achieving a n imaginativ e an d visionar y breadt h o f thi s sor t is , fo r Con -
rad, heroic , and the most idealized of Conrad's character s struggle withi n 
themselves to attain a  similar breadth o f perception . 

Kurtz i s a n imaginar y characte r wh o lie s betwee n th e relativel y eas y 
imaginative test s o f Conrad' s earlies t novel s an d th e mor e difficult  test s 
of th e late r novels . Kurt z bot h encourage s an d test s th e artist' s idealize d 
inner struggle . H e test s Conrad' s courag e i n journeying inwar d becaus e 
he illustrate s a  cas e i n whic h th e self's  inwar d journe y encounter s a 
corrosive an d contaminatin g alie n reality . Th e journe y within , th e tex t 
intimates, nee d neve r encounte r truth ; i t ca n instea d engende r a  patho -
logical fantasy tha t arrest s the ego's growth an d distort s it s perception o f 
reality. Heart  of  Darkness  thu s portrays a n unusually soberin g exposur e 
to realit y a t th e sam e tim e a s i t portray s disquietin g truth s abou t th e 
plasticity o f imaginativ e perception . Kurtz' s experienc e engender s a n 
imagination abl e to change the perceptions o f other s an d a  power abl e t o 
endow words with "rea l presence," a  power abl e to explode the conven -
tions tha t disguis e reality . Bu t Kurtz' s transformativ e imaginatio n im -
prisons hi m within th e delusions o f a n empty an d distorted inne r world . 
In Heart  of  Darkness,  then , th e imagination doe s no t i n an y simpl e wa y 
provide th e sel f wit h acces s t o th e truth ; i t seal s th e sel f withi n th e 
various an d captivatin g fantasti c repetition s o f a n imprisoning inne r fan -
tasy. 

Kurtz's story , then , present s Conra d wit h a  powerful critiqu e o f th e 
simple value s embodie d i n th e preface . An y simpl e descriptio n o f Con -
rad's respons e t o thi s critiqu e wil l founde r i n th e complexl y overdeter -
mined densit y o f Conrad' s prose . Bu t le t m e sketc h ou t a  possibl e 
account fo r wha t happens . I n respons e t o th e critiqu e o f th e journe y 
within, Conra d return s t o hi s ol d values . Bu t thi s retur n i s also a  trans-
formation, becaus e i t occur s a t th e en d o f Marlow' s narrativ e abou t 
Kurtz, an d i t occur s a s a  respons e t o th e comple x force s brough t int o 
play b y th e narrative . Marlow' s final  stag e o f identificatio n wit h Kurtz , 
then, i s hi s respons e t o th e critiqu e Kurt z embodies . Thi s final  stag e o f 
identification i s both deceptively represented an d idealized with tortuou s 
misgivings. Bu t thi s final  ac t o f identificatio n als o reassert s Conrad' s 
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commitment t o imaginativ e exploratio n an d redeems , rathe r tha n sacri -
fices, th e imagination's allianc e with narcissisti c forces . 

The fina l stag e o f identificatio n help s Conra d formulat e a n artisti c 
ideal t o suppor t inne r exploration . I t als o redeem s th e imaginatio n fro m 
its pathologicall y narcissisti c affiliations . Bu t thi s fina l stag e o f identifi -
cation works precisely b y rejecting th e idealization o f identity . 

We can imagine Kurtz' s deat h a s a kind o f fictional sacrifice . Sacrifice , 
however, i s a  comple x gesture . I t require s a  givin g u p o f on e thin g o f 
value i n orde r t o obtai n somethin g o f greate r value . I n primitiv e com -
munities thi s givin g u p require s th e killin g o f a n anima l o r person . Ye t 
this killing is not a  murder; i t is a mode of appropriation , tran s valuation, 
a way of making something sacred . Sacrific e mysteriousl y transform s th e 
value o f objects : Somethin g o f concret e valu e i s give n u p i n orde r t o 
assert th e valu e o f somethin g els e tha t become s spirituall y bestowe d 
when th e physical objec t disappears . Marlow' s identificatio n wit h Kurt z 
has al l th e marking s o f a  ritua l sacrifice . On e coul d argu e tha t Kurt z 
becomes a  scapegoa t fo r Marlow' s ow n archai c grandios e narcissism . 
Marlow ca n identif y wit h him , identif y wit h hi s extravagan t narcissisti c 
faults, an d the n relinquis h hi m t o th e death tha t i s his due. "I t i s not m y 
own extremit y I  remember best, " Marlo w confesses , "i t i s his extremit y 
I see m t o hav e live d through " (151) . I n identifyin g wit h Kurtz' s death , 
Marlow purges himsel f o f som e of Kurtz' s characteristics . Bu t this mod e 
of analysis , o f course , i s far to o simple . 

Marlow's fina l identificatio n wit h Kurtz' s "death " i s no t reall y a n 
identification wit h a  literal death ; i t i s an identification wit h a n imagina -
tive ac t strongl y analogou s t o death . Th e deat h tha t fascinate s Marlo w 
most strongl y i s no t Kurtz' s litera l deat h (whic h occur s somewher e 
beyond an d outsid e th e text) , bu t a n imaginative self-annihilatin g recog -
nition tha t Kurt z achieve s befor e h e dies . Kurtz' s self-recognitio n reso -
nates metaphoricall y wit h al l the qualitie s associate d wit h death , bu t hi s 
final visio n occur s befor e h e literall y dies . "Perhaps, " Marlo w opines , 
"all the wisdom, an d al l truth, an d al l sincerity, ar e just compressed int o 
that inappreciabl e momen t o f tim e i n whic h w e ste p ove r th e threshol d 
of th e invisible" (151). Stepping "ove r th e threshold o f the invisible" has 
all th e metaphorica l association s linke d t o death , bu t thi s movemen t 
between th e visibl e an d th e invisibl e doe s no t literall y refe r t o death ; i t 
refers t o a  transitio n betwee n tw o model s o f perception . Whe n Kurt z 
enters mos t deepl y int o himself , whe n h e "crosse s th e threshol d o f th e 
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invisible" to utter hi s famous cry , h e does not i n "crossing" the "thresh -
old" die . Rathe r i n "crossing " th e "threshold " h e see s wha t befor e ha d 
been invisibl e t o him . Crossin g th e threshol d i s a  metaphor fo r access , 
and wha t Kurt z gain s acces s t o i s a  new exercis e i n imagination : a  ne w 
conception o f himsel f funde d b y a  mode o f imaginativ e "vision " signifi -
cantly differen t fro m tha t associate d with hi s "magnificent eloquence. " 

Near death , Kurt z become s Marlow' s her o becaus e he achieves a  new 
verbal power t o complemen t th e power o f hi s deceptiv e eloquence . Thi s 
new power i s much les s a  power ove r image s o f desir e tha n a n acces s t o 
images tha t produc e insight . Whe n nea r death , Kurt z ha s a n imag e o f 
himself tha t enable s hi m t o reinterpre t th e meaning o f hi s life . Unti l thi s 
"vision," Kurtz' s imaginatio n communicate s powerfull y t o other s an d 
allows the m t o se e "things " differently , bu t i t offer s n o powe r o f self -
insight. Kurtz' s visio n consume s things , bu t i t doe s no t revea l Kurt z t o 
himself. Kurtz' s uniqu e bein g give s hi m a  uniqu e visio n o f "things. " 
However, i n seein g "things " a s a  function o f hi s own narcissisti c needs , 
Kurtz i s blin d t o th e limitation s an d distortion s o f hi s ow n vision . T o 
free himsel f fro m hi s narcissisti c perspective , Kurt z mus t se e int o th e 
nature o f hi s ow n seeing , mus t direc t th e powerfu l imaginatio n tha t 
sustains hi s narcissism bac k on it s origin t o encounte r no t the "being" of 
"things," but the "being" of the observer—himself . 

Kurtz's acces s to th e origi n o f hi s own perspective—hi s visio n o f th e 
"invisible" homunculu s behin d hi s ow n vision—occurs , however , onl y 
by virtu e o f a  sacrifice o f th e sor t Conra d i s quit e eage r t o idealize . T o 
cross th e "threshol d o f th e invisible " Kurt z mus t abando n hi s claim s t o 
the "visible " (thos e self-sustainin g illusion s tha t hav e nourished hi s nar -
cissistic drive) , an d giv e himsel f ove r t o a  metaphorica l death . T o se e 
himself, he must finally  se e the darkness of his own heart . H e must judge 
and acknowledg e th e "empty " cavit y o f hi s bein g tha t hi s imaginatio n 
had attempte d t o deny . Th e cr y tha t accompanie s Kurtz' s final  vision — 
"the horror , th e horror"—i s necessaril y problematic , a  vortex fo r criti -
cal indeterminacy . W e canno t kno w Kurtz' s tru e attitud e a t death . Bu t 
in s o fa r a s Kurt z serve s t o elici t an d objectif y Marlow' s ow n feeling s 
and values, those las t words redee m fo r Marlo w the imagination fro m it s 
pathologically narcissisti c affiliation . Moreover , fo r Conrad , thes e las t 
words see m t o mar k somethin g lik e th e ver y botto m o f th e self's  inne r 
exploration o f itself . 

On th e threshold o f th e "invisible " Kurtz seem s to "liv e hi s life agai n 
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in ever y detai l o f desire " an d achiev e (notic e th e idealizin g insistenc e o f 
these words ) i n a  "suprem e momen t o f complet e knowledge " (149 ) a n 
understanding o f hi s mora l "deficiency. " Kurtz' s nea r deat h "piercin g 
vision" discover s a  gap betwee n hi s ow n deepes t desire s an d th e patter n 
of hi s aspiration . I n a n ac t o f "self-sacrifice, " h e enter s int o a  spac e 
hitherto "invisible " t o him . Crossin g th e "threshold, " Kurt z confront s 
the "appallin g fac e o f a  glimpsed truth " marke d b y a  "strange commin -
gling of desire and hate" (151). As "desire and hate" commingle to revea l 
the apparent horro r o f his desire, Kurt z seem s to undergo a n imaginativ e 
but enablin g self-alienatio n tha t put s hi s narcissisti c perspectiv e int o a 
different perspective . 

The proximity t o deat h unveil s t o Kurt z th e limitations o f narcissisti c 
desire. Recognizin g a t las t th e realit y o f hi s ow n finitude,  Kurt z grasp s 
the fraudulenc e o f hi s imaginativ e attemp t t o defea t it . An d i n thi s 
recognition, Kurt z achieve s hi s mos t heroi c imaginativ e act . O r a t leas t 
Marlow think s so . Marlo w idealize s thi s visio n nea r deat h a s Kurtz' s 
most brillian t accomplishment . A s hi s desperatel y self-sustaine d cod e o f 
desire is unmasked b y hi s intuition o f death , Kurtz' s imaginatio n discov -
ers an d explore s a  cognitive spac e relatively fre e fro m desperat e defense s 
and psychi c bondage . I n thi s space , visio n ca n occu r i n a  "ne w light, " 
and "things " maske d an d distorte d b y stron g eg o defense s ca n b e see n 
anew. Thi s revelation , however , ca n onl y b e achieve d b y self-sacrifice : 
To "cross " th e threshold , Kurt z mus t sacrific e hi s allegiance s t o thos e 
pathologically narcissisti c form s o f perceptio n tha t hav e define d an d 
defended him . Kurtz' s fina l visio n ha s th e for m o f a  self-sacrifice , be -
cause t o achiev e hi s fina l visio n hi s self-sustainin g eg o defense s mus t b e 
abandoned. Thi s los s i s mor e tha n a  los s o f values ; i t i s a  los s o f sel f 
because thes e defense s defin e an d quit e literall y "authorize " Kurtz' s 
identity. 

Kurtz's fina l abilit y t o sacrific e hi s eg o defense s an d confron t hi s 
deeper emptines s illustrate s a  significan t reformulatio n o f th e seaman' s 
ideal o f self-sacrifice . Th e sel f is , i n a  certai n sense , sacrificed , bu t th e 
journey withi n th e sel f i s not . Kurtz' s final  vision , then , reveals , fo r 
Conrad, th e imaginativ e achievemen t o f a  grea t artist—an d give s co -
gency t o hi s aspiratio n t o "use " th e "imagination " t o "creat e huma n 
souls: to disclose human hearts. " Kurtz' s final  self-recognition , a  "mora l 
victory pai d fo r b y innumerabl e defeats , b y abominabl e terrors , b y 
abominable satisfactions, " doe s no t redee m Kurtz' s life , bu t i t doe s 
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illuminate bot h Marlow' s lif e an d Conrad' s ambitions . Marlo w learn s t o 
chart hi s ow n cours e i n relatio n t o th e narcissisti c vorte x b y identifyin g 
with (a ) th e Faustia n energ y o f Kurtz' s narcissism , (b ) Kurtz' s "inne r 
emptiness," an d (c ) Kurtz' s insigh t int o th e "hear t o f darkness"—tha t 
is, Kurtz' s recognitio n o f th e "deficiency " behin d hi s energ y an d bril -
liance. 

Through th e figure  o f Kurtz , bot h Marlo w an d Conra d ar e abl e t o 
achieve a  certain stabilit y an d maturit y i n relation t o th e grandios e com -
ponents o f thei r own narcissism . The y ar e able to recognize the ambigu -
ities within th e narcissistic attractio n t o the "glories o f exploration, " an d 
through thi s imaginativ e vision the y ar e able to retain , despit e th e ambi -
guities, an allegiance to that "energy with which the ego nourishes itself." 
It i s thi s energ y tha t finally  (agai n embodie d i n th e figure  o f Kurtz ) 
allows a n insigh t int o th e self . Kurtz' s spirituall y enablin g self-insigh t 
reveals a t last , fo r Conrad , a  truth—truth no t a s an y stabl e ontologica l 
ground, no r a s anythin g tha t ca n b e easil y verified , bu t trut h a s a n 
experience o f a  ste p forwar d i n th e ego' s greate r master y o f realit y 
through th e imagination , a  step forward i n the ego' s abilit y t o formulat e 
ideals more consisten t with the larger ideal to explore reality. 40 

In a  190 5 essa y o n Henr y James , Conra d speak s o f "art " a s a  "temple " 
in whic h a  "sacrifice " ha s t o b e made . H e the n applie s thi s idea l o f 
"sacrifice" t o al l significant huma n endeavor : 

All adventure, al l love, every success is resumed in the supreme energy of an act 
of renunciation. I t is the uttermost limi t of our power; it is the most potent and 
effective forc e a t ou r disposal . N o ma n o r woma n worth y o f th e nam e ca n 
pretend to anything more, to anything greater.41 

As an author, Conra d perhaps sensed archaic grandiose aspirations reviv -
ing in himself a s he discovered tha t ar t required a n essentially narcissisti c 
endeavor, a  turnin g inwar d o f th e sel f o n itself . Perhap s also , i n hi s 
descent "withi n himself " to find  "term s o f appeal, " Conrad encountere d 
forces tha t threatene d hi s narcissisti c balanc e a s h e explore d uncharte d 
currents o f aspiratio n an d identification . Trouble d b y th e vicissitude s o f 
inner exploration , Conra d seem s to have refined hi s ideal of self-sacrific e 
as a  kin d o f ballast , a  principle o f internalize d othernes s t o protec t hi s 
ego from inflationar y an d pathological forces . 

When "adventure " an d "love " ar e "resumed " i n a n ac t o f "renuncia -
tion," the y ar e begu n agai n afte r the y hav e bee n purge d o f self-interest , 
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purged o f the self-aggrandizing qualit y ofte n associate d wit h aspiration . 
The narratio n o f Heart  of  Darkness  begin s a s Marlow assume s th e pos-
ture o f Buddha , an d ends , strangely , wit h a n image of the "Intended's " 
grief, he r despai r befor e th e los s o f Kurtz. 42 I n gestur e an d them e th e 
narrative bespeak s a  loss , a  renunciatio n o f som e sort . Ho w w e judg e 
what has been lost depends on how we ourselves identify wit h Kurt z and 
judge th e heroic s o f hi s aspirations . Clearly , however , th e writin g o f 
Heart of  Darkness  gav e Conra d a n increase d contro l o f th e narcissisti c 
forces o f th e imagination . I n "Youth, " writte n jus t befor e Heart  of 
Darkness, Marlo w appear s a s a  slightl y romanti c an d ironi c narrato r 
commemorating th e idealization s an d los t illusion s o f youth . "Youth " 
records a  nostalgic celebratio n o f the delusional an d narcissistic promis e 
of youthfulness : " I remember m y youth," Marlo w says , 
the feeling tha t I  could las t forever , outlas t the sea, the earth, an d all men; the 
deceitful feelin g tha t lure s u s on to joys, t o perils , t o love , t o vain effort—t o 
death; the triumphant convictio n o f strength , th e heat of life i n the handful of 
dust, th e glow of the heart tha t with ever y year grows dim, grows cold, grow s 
small and expires—and expires too soon, too soon—before lif e itself.43 

In Heart  of  Darkness, Kurtz' s attemp t t o surpass , throug h consump -
tion, th e existentia l weigh t o f "th e earth , th e sky , al l men, " betray s a 
naked emotiona l intensit y no t qualified b y irony . Throug h th e figure o f 
Kurtz, however , Conrad' s own narcissistic aspirations are , if not worked 
through, a t leas t worke d on . Give n th e work' s preoccupatio n wit h 
mourning i t ma y b e tha t som e o f th e mor e ambitiou s aspiration s ar e 
abandoned.44 I n Conrad' s nex t majo r work , Lord  Jim,  th e them e o f 
narcissistic aspiration , an d Marlow's identificatio n wit h it , explore s new 
material a s i t achieve s a  new clarit y an d poignancy . Man y o f th e sam e 
themes ar e present i n both Heart  of  Darkness  an d Lord  Jim:  identifica -
tion wit h a  mora l outlaw , illusiona l an d delusiona l imaginativ e aspira -
tions, an d th e reparationa l gestur e o f self-sacrifice . I n Lord  Jim,  how -
ever, Conra d examine s ne w complexitie s a s h e insist s o n a  broodin g 
respect fo r the narcissistic "dream " tha t underlie s ou r ideals , an d finally 
questions, rathe r tha n glorifies , th e uncertain heroic s o f narcissisti c self -
sacrifice.45 
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S I X 

Language an d th e Substanc e o f th e Self : 
A Lacania n Perspectiv e 

And sometime s eve n musi c /  Canno t substi -
tute for tears. 

Paul Simon, "The Cool Cool River" 

This boo k ha s offere d a n extende d discussio n o f relation s betwee n lan -
guage and the subject. I  have suggested tha t language can have a powerfu l 
effect o n self-function s becaus e the subjec t is , in part, a  linguistic entity . 
For th e mos t part , th e theoretica l underpinning s o f m y discussio n hav e 
been eclectic . I n emphasizin g th e self-divisiv e structur e o f th e subject , I 
have use d Freudian , post-Freudian , an d eve n poststructuralis t idea s t o 
develop m y argument . Becaus e relation s betwee n languag e an d th e sub -
ject ar e centra l t o m y argument , an d centra l als o t o man y othe r influen -
tial theoretica l positions , I  wan t t o devot e thi s chapte r t o a n extende d 
discussion o f Lacan' s descriptio n o f thes e relationships . Laca n i s ofte n 
misunderstood b y hi s poststructuralis t readers , an d althoug h I  d o no t 
consistently utiliz e Lacanian theory i n this book, a  more sustained atten -
tion t o thi s theoretica l syste m wil l hel p clarif y man y o f th e abstrac t 
theoretical claim s I  have made. Reader s who ar e uncomfortable wit h m y 
claims abou t th e libidina l organization s o f subjectivit y ma y b e mor e 
comfortable wit h Lacan' s analysi s o f th e subjec t function s tha t negotiat e 
relationships betwee n discours e an d subjectivity . 

Increasingly, Laca n emerge s a s th e preeminen t theoris t o f relation -
ships betwee n discours e an d th e subject . Laca n i s unique a s a  discours e 
theorist becaus e hi s thinkin g synthesize s idea s a t th e interfac e o f tw o 
very differen t conception s o f th e subject , th e psychoanalyti c an d th e 
poststructuralist. A s a practicing analyst , Laca n sought to understand th e 
human subject . A s a  poststructuralist, h e sough t t o understan d th e sub -
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ject's constitutio n throug h an d b y discourse . Bu t precisel y becaus e La -
can's theoretica l wor k derive s fro m an d ultimatel y move s beyon d th e 
theoretical limitations o f two rathe r differen t perspective s o n the subject , 
his ideas abou t th e subject requir e more carefu l attention . 

Poststructuralists an d Freudian s hol d ver y differen t assumption s abou t 
the "subjec t o f discourse. " To understan d Lacan' s uniquenes s a s a  theo-
retician, w e mus t se e where h e stand s i n relatio n t o Freudia n an d post -
structuralist ideas . A centra l issue dividing psychoanalytic an d poststruc -
turalist theorie s focuse s o n th e meanin g o f th e prepositiona l phras e 
following th e noun "subject " i n the phrase "subjec t o f discourse. " Ho w 
exactly is the subject relate d to discourse? Structuralists an d poststructur -
alists asser t tha t th e subjec t i s create d by , derive d from , an d essentiall y 
equivalent t o discourse . Suc h a n assumptio n emphasize s th e primac y o f 
the prepositiona l phras e "o f discourse. " The subjec t i s a secondary deri -
vation o f discours e interaction , a n illusor y effec t o f discours e systems . 
Discourse contains , causes , manipulates , an d composes th e subject , a s in 
the phrase "th e puppe t o f wood, " wher e "wood " describe s th e essentia l 
nature o f th e puppet . I f thi s descriptio n i s correct , th e relatio n betwee n 
discourse an d th e subjec t i s one-sided. Discours e operate s th e subjec t a s 
it operate s o n th e subject . T o stud y relation s betwee n discours e an d th e 
subject fro m thi s perspective , on e mus t stud y thos e discours e system s 
and mechanism s tha t (outsid e th e psychoanalyticall y circumscribe d spher e 
of the subject ) situate , position , constitute— contain—the subject . 

Psychoanalysts, however , asser t tha t i t i s no t discours e tha t contain s 
the subject , bu t th e subjec t that , i n som e sense , contain s discourse . I n 
this cas e primac y i s give n t o th e nou n "subject, " an d th e prepositiona l 
phrase "o f discourse " describe s somethin g secondar y an d quit e differen t 
from th e subject . Discours e her e i s something belongin g to , worke d on , 
or contained b y the subject, a s in the phrase "baske t o f eggs, " or perhap s 
the mor e problemati c phras e "poo l o f water. " Her e th e emphasi s o f th e 
prepositional phras e direct s attentio n t o th e subject' s containmen t an d 
manipulation o f discourse . Discours e doe s no t animat e an d operat e th e 
subject; instead , th e subjec t operate s discourse . A  contemporar y formu -
lation o f thi s perspectiv e woul d sugges t tha t th e ter m subject  define s 
certain subject-specifi c discours e function s that , becaus e the y ar e char -
acteristic o f wha t subject s are , wor k distinctiv e (w e migh t cal l the m 
"subject-driven") processe s o n th e field  o f discourse . Jus t a s the pool o f 
water, becaus e i t i s a pool, affect s wha t happen s t o th e water within , th e 
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subject, becaus e i t i s a  subject , ha s certai n subject-specifi c effect s o n 
discourse. Thes e subject-specifi c discours e function s deriv e fro m th e 
nature o f subjectivit y and—rathe r tha n bein g mer e reflection s o r inter -
nalized component s o f discours e system s externa l t o th e subject—alter , 
manipulate, resist , an d transform thos e systems . 

A centra l proble m i n th e stud y o f Laca n arise s becaus e th e majo r 
theoretical school s tha t mak e us e o f Laca n ten d t o appropriat e Lacania n 
thought fro m on e pol e o f th e subject-discours e relatio n an d ignor e th e 
other pole. Structuralist s and poststructuralists ten d to ignore the specifi c 
discourse function s (describe d b y psychoanalysts ) that , lyin g within th e 
subject-system, operat e o n language . Psychoanalyst s ten d t o ignor e th e 
discourse system s (describe d b y structuralists ) that , lyin g outsid e th e 
domain o f th e subject , compos e an d situat e th e subject . Bot h Freudia n 
and poststructuralis t appropriation s o f Laca n ar e one-sided i n thei r per -
spective an d vastl y oversimplif y a n intellectua l syste m promisin g t o re -
solve many o f th e unproductive theoretica l dispute s attendin g poststruc -
turalist an d Freudia n account s o f language . Lacan' s positio n contains — 
and transforms—bot h pola r formulation s o f th e subject-discours e rela -
tionship. Th e phras e "subjec t o f discourse " ca n easil y b e rea d i n term s 
of onl y on e meaning . Similarly , Laca n i s frequently interprete d i n term s 
of onl y on e figuratio n o f th e subject-discours e relation—an d no t th e 
other. 

Poststructuralist appropriation s o f Laca n frequentl y follo w a  formul a 
described b y Frederi c Jameson . I n The  Political  Unconscious,  Jameso n 
continues hi s earlie r suppor t o f Lacan' s idea s and emphasize s th e impor -
tance of Lacan' s radica l decentering o f the ego: 

Lacan's work, wit h it s emphasis on the "constitution o f the subject," displace s 
the problematic of orthodox Freudianism from model s of unconscious processes 
or blockages toward an account of the formation o f the subject and its constitu-
tive illusions which, thoug h stil l genetic in Lacan himself an d couched in terms 
of the individual biological subject, i s not incompatible with a broader historical 
framework. Furthermore , the polemic thrust of Lacanian theory, with its decen-
tering o f th e ego , th e consciou s subjec t o f activity , th e personality , o r th e 
"subject" o f the Cartesian cogito—al l graspe d a s something like an "effect" o f 
subjectivity—and it s repudiation o f th e various ideals of th e unification o f th e 
personality or the mythic conquest of personal identity, poses useful ne w prob-
lems fo r an y narrativ e analysi s whic h stil l work s wit h naive , common-sens e 
categories o f "character, " "protagonist, " o r "hero, " an d wit h psychologica l 
"concepts" like those of identification, sympathy , or empathy.1 
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Jameson applaud s Lacan' s "displacemen t o f orthodo x Freudianism " be -
cause h e see s Freud' s displacemen t leadin g t o a  suitabl e replacement . 
Instead o f considerin g individuals , Jameso n want s u s t o thin k abou t 
effects o f subjectivity . Jameson' s descriptio n o f Lacan' s subject—hi s 
attempt t o characteriz e i t a s a n entit y "o f discourse"—i s a n attemp t t o 
push Lacan' s subjec t bac k int o it s prope r poststructuralis t plac e i n th e 
discourse system s tha t compos e it . Bu t w e shoul d not e tha t Jameson i s 
not simpl y describin g Lacan' s thought ; h e i s appropriatin g it . Jameso n 
argues tha t Lacan' s displacemen t o f "orthodox " Freudianis m i s promis -
ing; bu t a t th e sam e time , h e admit s tha t Laca n doe s no t really  displac e 
Freud, doe s no t reall y overcom e a n archai c belie f i n th e "individua l 
biological subject. " Lacan' s rejectio n an d displacemen t o f Freudian idea s 
is, t o a  large extent , somethin g Jameso n imagines . Accordin g t o Jame -
son, i t is something tha t is , in Lacan himself, "stil l genetic. " 

Jameson clearl y want s t o mak e us e o f Laca n an d t o appropriat e hi s 
ideas fo r hi s ow n purposes . Fo r man y scholars , however , Jameson' s 
highly persuasiv e appropriatio n o f Laca n i s les s a n appropriatio n an d 
more a  standardizatio n o f Lacan . Lacan , throug h th e commentar y o f 
Jameson an d others , become s th e kin d o f thinke r Jameso n imagines . 
Lacan becomes anothe r poststructuralist , a  thinker fo r whom th e subjec t 
is a subject "o f discourse. " 

Other scholars , followin g th e lea d o f Jameson , sho w a  mor e arden t 
eagerness t o dismis s the clinica l and psychoanalyti c sid e of Lacan . Char -
acteristically, thi s dismissa l i s formulated b y mean s o f a  poststructuralis t 
conceptualization o f Lacan' s subject . I t emphasize s tha t Lacan' s subjec t 
cannot b e imagined through metaphor s o f containment , activity , o r crea -
tivity. Ev e Tavor Banne t argues : 

There i s i n Laca n n o autonomous , self-consciou s subjec t i n whom , a s i n a 
container, knowledge , experience and emotion inhere, whose relationship to the 
social environment ca n be measured i n terms o f creativit y and self-recognition . 
Lacan's model for man is the computer. Ma n is a machine whose predetermined 
linguistically programme d circuit s ar e governe d b y binar y structures : closed -
open, absent-present, oi. 2 

If on e read s Laca n hastil y an d use s quotation s selectively , i t i s eas y t o 
find suppor t fo r suc h claims . Bu t anyon e wh o read s Laca n carefull y 
realizes tha t makin g generalization s abou t Lacan' s teachin g i s a  highl y 
demanding tas k tha t require s facing—no t ignoring—th e contradiction s 
in Lacan' s conceptualizations . 
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Lacan frequentl y contradict s himself . Typically , thes e contradiction s 
reveal Lacan i n the process of thinking , i n the process o f finding  th e bes t 
metaphors o r terms of comparison usefu l fo r elucidatin g the substance of 
his thought . Fo r example , i n relation t o hi s earlie r insistenc e tha t huma n 
beings are like machines (foun d i n Book II  o f the Seminar and quoted b y 
Bannet), Laca n late r points ou t tha t huma n being s ar e not lik e machines . 
After considerin g th e "originality " o f huma n though t ( a qualit y Banne t 
denies), Laca n points out : 

That i s where the power revealed by the originality o f the machines we have at 
our disposal falls short. There is a third dimension of time which they undeniably 
are not party to, which I'm trying to get you to picture via this element which is 
neither belatedness, nor being in advance, but haste, the relation to time peculiar 
to the human being . Tha t i s where speech i s to be found, an d where language, 
which has all the time in the world, i s not. Tha t i s why, furthermore , on e gets 
nowhere with language.3 

Here Laca n insist s tha t ther e i s an important differenc e betwee n subject s 
and machines . Meaning , foun d i n speech , differ s fro m th e informatio n 
found i n machin e languag e becaus e speec h i s responsiv e t o tim e an d t o 
desire i n a  wa y tha t languag e i s not . Speech , somethin g produce d b y 
humans, i s ver y differen t fro m language . "Th e questio n o f meaning, " 
Lacan point s ou t i n a n earlie r context , "come s wit h speech." 4 I n orde r 
to emphasiz e th e importance o f thi s point Laca n makes a  rather dramati c 
and self-contradictory assertion : "One get s nowhere with language. " 

Lacan's repudiation o f "language" (which machines have) is a privileg-
ing o f speech—somethin g possesse d uniquel y b y human s an d charge d 
with human qualities . Speech uniquely produces meaning because speech 
is a  "language" uniquely "configured " b y subject-functions . Meanin g i s 
produced a s language i s driven o r operate d b y subject-function s suc h a s 
desire, temporality , repression , th e Imaginary . I f w e conside r th e rela -
tionships posite d her e betwee n discours e an d th e subjec t w e ca n se e a 
metaphor o f containmen t employed . Speec h i s somethin g (i n a  sense ) 
"contained" b y subject s i n s o fa r as , thoug h i t circulate s intersubjec -
tively, i t i s somethin g prope r to , define d by , o r "contained " b y th e 
nature o f subjectivity . T o understan d speech , a s oppose d t o language , 
one must understand wha t i t means to be a subject. On e must understan d 
that a  subject i s not a  machine programmed b y a  binary language . 

In th e proces s o f arguin g tha t speec h differ s fro m language , Laca n 
insists tha t "on e get s nowher e wit h language. " Bu t o f cours e Laca n i s 
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not reall y sayin g tha t on e alway s "get s nowher e wit h language. " Laca n 
is i n man y respect s a  poststructuralist; hi s understandin g o f languag e i s 
central to his system. Thi s is one of many passages showing that we mus t 
be sensitive to bot h th e dialectica l instabilit y o f Lacan' s term s an d t o th e 
various inflection s Laca n give s to the term language.  I n a n earlier discus -
sion o f th e importanc e o f language , Laca n respond s t o a  remar k b y 
Lefebvre-Pontalis an d point s ou t tha t h e distinguishe s betwee n "lan -
guage an d significations. " "Languag e i s a  system o f signs, " say s Lacan , 
"and a s such , a  complete system." 5 Emphasizin g th e importanc e o f thi s 
observation, Laca n continues : "Wit h tha t on e ca n d o anything." 6 Le -
febvre-Pontalis respond s t o thi s emphasi s o n languag e (whic h h e con -
siders misleading ) b y saying , "O n conditio n tha t ther e b e speakin g sub -
jects."7 I n effect , Lefebvre-Pontali s point s ou t tha t yo u ca n d o "anythin g 
with language, " bu t onl y i f ther e ar e speakin g subjects . Laca n agrees , 
but adds : "O f course , Th e questio n i s t o kno w wha t th e functio n o f 
speaking subjec t i s in al l this." 8 Fo r bot h Laca n an d hi s commentators , 
the key question i s to know "th e function o f th e speaking subject. " 

Later i n th e sam e seminar , wher e h e explore s th e "functio n o f th e 
speaking subject " "i n al l this, " Laca n use s th e stor y o f th e thre e whit e 
disks t o sho w ho w huma n meaning , unlik e machin e meaning , ca n b e 
produced b y huma n temporality. 9 Thi s lead s to emphasi s o n th e distinc -
tion betwee n speec h an d languag e an d hi s declaratio n tha t on e get s 
"nowhere" with language . 

At th e en d o f Book  II  Laca n return s t o hi s compariso n betwee n ma n 
and the machine : 

With a machine, whatever doesn't come on time simply falls by the wayside and 
makes no claims on anything. This is not true of man, the scansion is alive, and 
whatever doesn' t come on time remains in suspense. That is what is involved in 
repression. N o doub t somethin g whic h isn' t expresse d doesn' t exist . Th e re -
pressed is always there, insisting, and demanding to be. The fundamental relatio n 
of ma n to thi s symboli c orde r i s very precisely wha t found th e symboli c orde r 
itself—the relatio n of non-being to being. 

What insists on being satisfied can only be satisfied in recognition. The end of 
the symbolic process is that non-being comes to be, because it has spoken.10 

Lacan's attentio n t o repression , nonexistence , time , an d recognitio n re -
veal psychoanalytic concern s tha t easily allow him to distinguish subject s 
from machines . Machine s nee d no t concer n themselve s wit h thes e phe -
nomena; subject s ar e made subjects i n being driven b y these forces . 
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Characteristically, th e Laca n o f th e Semina r i s thinking an d reformu -
lating hi s pronouncement s a s h e sees  thing s i n variou s an d differen t 
relations. I n Book  II,  afte r a  lengthy an d somewha t defensiv e discussio n 
of whether St . John mean t speec h o r language in his formulation "I n th e 
beginning was the word (logos), " Lacan dismisse s th e increasingly com -
plicated argument : " I a m not engagin g you i n a n ex  cathedra  teaching . I 
don't thin k i t woul d befi t ou r object , languag e an d speech , fo r m e t o 
bring somethin g apodicti c fo r yo u here , somethin g yo u mus t jus t hav e 
to recor d an d pu t i n your pocket." 11 Repeatedl y Laca n emphasize s tha t 
he i s no t engage d i n th e formulatio n o f dogma , bu t i n th e proces s o f 
thinking. I n the "Overture t o the Seminar" in Book I  h e says: 

The maste r break s th e silenc e with anything—wit h a  sarcastic remark , wit h a 
kick-start. 

That is how a Buddhist master conducts his search for meaning, according to 
the techniqu e o f Zen . I t behoove s th e student s t o find  ou t fo r themselve s th e 
answer t o thei r ow n questions . Th e master doe s not teac h ex  cathedra a  ready 
made science.12 

Of course , althoug h th e Laca n o f th e Semina r doe s no t teac h a  ready -
made science , interpreter s o f Laca n usually do . Explicator s o f Laca n fee l 
it is their job to produce stable cognitive products (convenien t conceptua l 
summaries o f ideas ) an d t o avoi d initiatin g unstabl e cognitiv e processe s 
of th e sor t fostere d b y Lacan' s texts . Writte n representation s o f Lacan' s 
thought thu s typicall y reduc e th e complexit y o f hi s though t a s the y 
generalize an d simplif y th e teaching . Thi s drive , finally,  make s i t al l to o 
easy t o "fix " Laca n b y appropriatin g hi m alon g th e line s o f existin g 
theoretical assumptions. Rathe r than becoming involved in the disruptiv e 
conceptual complexitie s produce d b y Lacan' s thinking , Lacan' s com -
mentators frequentl y distanc e themselve s fro m hi m i n orde r t o preserv e 
mastery o f conceptua l codings . Thi s make s i t eas y t o rea d Laca n a s on e 
more poststructuralist thinker . 

Eve Bannet quote s Laca n selectivel y to argue that th e "consequences " 
of th e 

takeover o f perception , desire , imagination , though t experienc e an d realit y b y 
the symboli c orde r ar e two-fold . First , i t impose s conformit y an d abolishe s 
individuality t o the point where "the collective and the individual ar e the same 
thing." Secondly i t leads to a  situation i n which "we are spoken more than we 
speak."13 
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Such a  situation means , Banne t points out , tha t "a s the conscious subjec t 
is littl e mor e tha n a  mechanism whic h repeat s th e signifier s an d signifi -
cations alread y i n language , s o th e unconsciou s i s a  mechanis m whic h 
repeats what ha s been repressed." 14 

This representatio n o f th e Lacania n subjec t i s no t altogethe r wrong . 
But i t i s not righ t either . I t reduce s th e subjec t t o a  loudspeaker system , 
"repeating th e signifier s an d signification s alread y i n language. " I t i s 
quite eas y t o sho w tha t ther e i s much mor e t o Lacan' s subject . Bu t thi s 
description o f th e Lacania n subjec t seem s plausibl e becaus e i t echoe s 
concepts tha t poststructuralism ha s already established a s critical dogma . 

When Jameso n imagine s a  Lacan wh o ha s full y displace d Freud , an d 
when Banne t imagine s Lacan' s subjec t a s a machine tha t merel y "repeat s 
the signifier s an d signification s alread y i n language," both thes e gesture s 
repeat a  genera l tendenc y o f structuralist s an d poststructuralist s t o den y 
Lacan's theoretica l uniquenes s b y readin g Lacan' s subjec t a s on e mor e 
version o f the poststructuralist subject . 

There i s a repeated "identity " pattern i n poststructuralist though t tha t 
works t o eras e the human subject , t o make "th e subjec t o f discourse " a n 
entity composed , contained , derive d from , an d imprisone d b y languag e 
(not speech) . I n The  Pursuit  of  Signs,  Jonatha n Culle r repeat s claim s 
made earlie r b y Levi-Straus s an d argue s tha t a s structuralism investigate s 
the self, i t erases it : 

These discipline s find,  a s thei r wor k advances , tha t th e sel f i s dissolve d a s it s 
various functions ar e ascribed t o impersona l system s which operat e through it . 
As th e sel f i s broke n dow n int o componen t systems , deprive d o f it s statu s a s 
source and master of meaning, it comes to seem more and more like a construct: 
a result of systems of convention.15 

The subjec t conceive d b y structuralis m i s a n "effect " o f discourse . I t i s 
an illusio n produce d b y linguisti c effects . Th e subjec t thu s fade s back , 
without a  residue, int o it s constitutive element , language . Th e subjec t o f 
discourse becomes a  subject of  discourse. 

If we push Culler' s positio n slightl y further , w e ca n arriv e a t the sor t 
of pronouncemen t mad e b y Dian e Macdonel l i n Theories  of  Discourse. 
Macdonell survey s th e variou s theorie s o f ideolog y an d discours e tha t 
have arise n sinc e structuralis m an d (givin g specia l attentio n t o th e wor k 
of Althusser ) argue s tha t "attempt s t o suppl y a  theor y o f th e subjec t 
(singular an d general ) fo r ideolog y o r discours e wil l ten d t o idealism , 
speculating abou t wha t doe s no t exist." 16 Suc h a n absolut e dismissa l o f 
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the sel f ha s a  certain plausibility . I t migh t eve n b e supporte d b y certai n 
strategic quote s fro m Lacan . I n Book  II  Laca n insist s tha t th e subjec t i s 
not a n "entity, " an d late r tha t th e "subjec t i s n o one." 17 Bu t thes e 
quotations, lik e many others , need to be read in terms of the context an d 
contradictions withi n Lacan' s thought , an d no t i n term s o f thei r agree -
ment wit h existin g poststructuralis t ideas . Laca n i s not sayin g tha t ther e 
is no subject ; h e i s instea d disputin g th e kind s o f boundarie s place d o n 
the subjec t b y traditiona l psychoanalyti c theory . Laca n i s disputing tra -
ditional interpretation s o f Freud , bu t h e i s no t definin g himsel f a s a 
poststructuralist. 

Macdonell's rejectio n o f th e sel f i s a good exampl e o f Burke' s logi c of 
reduction: th e tendenc y o f an y particula r theor y t o purif y it s ow n lan -
guage a t th e expens e o f goo d sense . Onc e somethin g get s see n i n term s 
of something else , Burke points out , i t soon can be reduced t o somethin g 
that i s "nothin g but " tha t whic h i t i s see n i n term s of . Becaus e th e 
characteristic gestur e o f structuralis m i s t o se e th e subjec t i n term s o f 
language, th e subjec t easil y become s nothin g bu t language . Thes e at -
tempts t o rea d Lacan' s "subjec t o f discourse " a s a  "nothing" tha t fade s 
back into discourse , however , misrea d Lacan . Suc h an absolute dismissa l 
of th e subjec t i s ill-considered—eve n fo r poststructuralis t theory . I t 
represents littl e mor e tha n a n attemp t t o simplif y discours e theor y b y 
banishing difficult  concepts . 

Lacan's theory o f the subject offer s a  solution to the impasse attendin g 
the debate s betwee n Freudian s an d poststructuralists . Fo r Lacan , rela -
tions betwee n discours e an d th e subjec t ar e two-sided . Th e subjec t op -
erates o n discourse , an d discours e operate s th e subject . Thi s dialogica l 
interaction betwee n subject-function s shapin g discourse , an d socia l force s 
providing th e matri x o f discourse , i s useful fo r understandin g th e partic -
ular natur e o f speec h products . Thi s mode l suggests , first,  tha t ther e ar e 
specific subject-function s (repression , fo r example ) tha t ca n alway s de -
flect an d giv e idiosyncratic shap e to socia l discourse. Thi s is true becaus e 
self-components withi n th e self interact t o produce particular an d uniqu e 
discourse effects . Second , Laca n force s u s t o recogniz e tha t w e mus t 
study man y differen t an d distinc t discours e function s (ideology , knowl -
edge, narcissism , repetition ) tha t operat e o n th e subjec t a s th e subjec t 
interacts i n a  discours e community . I t i s a  grea t oversimplificatio n t o 
represent thes e discours e function s i n genera l terms—i n term s eithe r o f 
general "subject-positions " plotte d b y socia l discourse , o r i n term s o f 
some autonomous eg o that defines itsel f throug h discourse . 
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To develop a more complex picture of the subject, w e must more full y 
appreciate ho w Lacan's subjec t i s distinct fro m th e subject imagine d b y 
poststructuralist thought . Lik e th e poststructuralists, Laca n "dissolves " 
the subject . Bu t Lacan' s insistenc e o n th e subject' s radica l self-divisio n 
and hi s descriptio n o f th e constitutio n o f th e subjec t b y discours e i s 
easily misunderstood b y thinkers who approach Laca n without extensiv e 
knowledge o f psychoanalysis . W e can examine th e differences betwee n 
the Lacania n subjec t an d the poststructuralist sel f by reconsidering Cull -
er's argument . Th e self, h e says, i s "dissolved" a s "its various function s 
are ascribe d t o impersona l system s whic h operat e throug h it. " Whe n 
Culler describe s th e sel f a s "dissolved, " h e mean s i n par t tha t i t i s 
"deprived o f its status a s source and master o f meaning" a s it is "broke n 
down int o componen t systems. " Lik e th e self Culle r describes , Lacan' s 
subject finds  "it s various functions " operate d b y "impersona l systems " 
that operat e it . Als o lik e th e sel f Culle r describes , Lacan' s subjec t i s 
deprived o f it s statu s a s "master " o f meaning . Unlik e Culler' s self , 
however, Lacan' s subjec t i s not simply a  linguistic construct , a n illusion 
produced b y language effects . 

Human subjects , unlik e huma n bodies , ar e hypothetical phenomena . 
Detecting thei r presence wil l always be an effect o f systems o f belief and 
theory brough t t o bea r o n the gestures an d traces o f an invisible entity . 
Lacan i s very careful—an d ver y subtle—i n hi s account o f th e subject . 
In man y way s Lacan' s accoun t o f the subject i s a very precise accoun t of 
meaning effect s produce d b y th e "impersonal " subject-function s an d 
subject-components allude d t o b y Culler . A  revie w o f thi s accoun t o f 
subject-systems, however , indicate s that , wherea s Lacan' s subjec t disap -
pears in one sense, it does not disappear in another sense . Lacan' s subjec t 
disappears i n th e sens e tha t a  particula r componen t (lon g idealize d b y 
psychoanalysis), th e ego , ca n n o longe r aspir e t o contro l self-compo -
nents an d functions . Lacan' s subjec t als o disappear s i n th e sens e tha t 
human natur e i s no t determine d b y a  universa l "inne r nature " bu t b y 
historical, social , an d linguisti c forces . Finally , Lacan' s subjec t disap -
pears i n th e sens e tha t th e psychoanalytic cur e canno t b e define d b y a 
reintegration o f th e fragmente d self-components . Ye t Lacan' s under -
standing of the subject, a s composed o f components and processes essen -
tially divided and self-alienated, neithe r reduces , devalues , nor eliminates 
either the importance or phenomenal characte r o f the subject . 

Lacan's subjec t i s perhaps bes t define d a s the one who suffers . A s a 
clinician, Laca n use d hi s analysi s o f th e subjec t no t a s a  philosophica l 
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ground fo r ignorin g uniqu e huma n beings , bu t a s a  groun d fo r under -
standing th e therapeuti c actio n o f psychoanalysis . I n thi s sense , i n term s 
of Lacan' s commitmen t t o psychoanalyti c training , hi s commitmen t t o 
the practice o f analysis , an d hi s commitment t o th e production o f schol -
arship, th e subjec t i s no t simpl y "present, " bu t centra l t o th e whol e 
Lacanian enterprise . 

Jacques Alain-Miller, comparin g Lacan to Levi-Strauss , Barthes , Fou -
cault, an d Derrida , emphasize s thi s importan t bu t ofte n neglecte d aspec t 
of Lacan' s work : 
What di d Levi-Strauss , Barthes , Foucault , an d Derrid a d o fo r a  living? The y 
taught an d the y wrote . The y gav e classes . They wer e intellectuals . The y wer e 
teachers. They were university people. 

What di d Laca n d o durin g hi s lifetime ? Ther e i s on e answer . H e sa w pa -
tients.18 

Lacan's wor k show s a  man constantl y talkin g t o peopl e abou t th e psy -
choanalytic dram a o f th e subject . Becaus e Laca n foun d i t importan t t o 
understand th e subjec t i n term s o f thing s apparentl y externa l t o it , th e 
subject ca n appea r absen t fro m hi s discussion , a  sort o f epiphenomeno n 
animated b y discourse . Suc h an assumption, however , i s a misreading of 
Lacan. Lacan' s subjec t i s "de-centered, " bu t thi s de-centere d subjec t i s 
the focu s fo r hi s theoretica l project . Lacan' s analysi s o f discours e indi -
cates hi s interes t i n tw o things : first,  th e subject' s positio n i n discourse , 
and second , thos e problem s attendin g th e analyst' s attemp t t o us e dis -
course to re-position th e subject . 

In som e respect s Lacan' s accoun t o f th e subjec t follow s th e line s o f a 
rhetorical analysis . Laca n i s intereste d i n figures  o f speec h an d ho w 
speech, creatin g system s o f desir e an d identification , move s th e subject . 
On th e on e hand , thi s analysi s i s highl y theoretical : Laca n i s full y 
engaged i n al l th e conceptua l resource s formulate d b y poststructuralis t 
thought. O n th e othe r hand , Lacan' s analysi s i s highl y practical . A s a n 
analyst Laca n confronte d subject s wh o resisted , denied , an d displace d 
linguistic effects . Thi s force d hi m t o formulat e a  description o f a  subjec t 
much mor e activ e an d resistan t tha n th e subjec t imagine d b y poststruc -
turalist thought . 

We might bes t appreciate the relatively greater weight given to Lacan' s 
subject b y considerin g it s potentia l fo r resistance . Poststructuralis t the -
ory posit s th e subjec t a s a  passive entit y constitute d b y participatio n i n 
social language . Th e ide a o f resistanc e question s thi s passivit y an d call s 
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attention t o a  subject's uniqu e abilit y t o deny , dismiss , o r defor m socia l 
directives. Resistanc e implie s agency , o r a n abilit y t o counterac t force s 
that in other context s would successfull y constitut e subjects . 

Paul Smith , a  critic seekin g t o formulat e a  more adequat e accoun t o f 
ideology, ha s critique d th e poststructuralis t accoun t o f th e subjec t i n 
terms o f it s failur e t o explai n resistance . "Th e stress , withi n curren t 
theorization, o n th e subjection  o f th e subject, " h e says , "leave s littl e 
room t o envisag e th e agen t o f a  rea l an d effectiv e resistance." 19 Smit h 
concedes tha t poststructuralis t theor y seem s initiall y usefu l a s a  way t o 
account fo r ideologica l operation s i n language . Bu t i n th e final  analysis , 
such an account oversimplifie s th e operations o f ideology. "Marx' s teleo -
logical 'rea l individual, ' an d left-wing post-structuralist' s 'subjec t i n pro -
cess,' "  Smit h says , "ar e bot h les s than adequat e fo r th e task o f conceiv -
ing ideolog y an d it s subjects." 20 Th e problem , a s Smit h an d other s se e 
it, i s tha t i f th e subjec t i s conceive d (alon g th e line s o f Althusser ) a s a 
simple effec t o f ideology , a  unified structur e "called " int o plac e b y th e 
interpellating forc e o f language , the n th e subjec t ha s n o resource s fo r 
resisting ideology . I f th e subjec t i s to resis t th e forc e o f ideolog y (an d i t 
must i f i t want s t o direc t politica l change) , the n i t mus t b e somethin g 
other tha n a  simple  effec t o f ideology . T o develo p a  mor e comple x 
account o f bot h ideology an d the subject , Smit h turns t o Lacan . 

In Discerning  the  Subject,  Smit h describe s th e subjec t a s a n entit y 
constructed b y contradictor y ideologica l interpellations . Subject s ar e 
formed b y a  disordering history , a  "colligation o f multifariou s an d mul -
tiform subjec t positions." 21 Describin g th e subjec t a s bot h a n entit y 
always i n proces s an d a n entit y sufferin g conflic t explain s bot h th e 
subject's constitutio n b y ideology an d the subject's potentia l fo r ideolog -
ical resistance : Th e subjec t i s forme d b y ideology , no t i n an y unitar y 
way, bu t throug h collection s o f differin g ideologica l positions . "Wha t i s 
produced b y ideologica l interpellation, " Smit h claims , "i s contradic -
tion."22 Th e subjec t i s thu s constitute d b y ideology , bu t becaus e n o 
ideological position i s ever absolute, the subject i s always potentially abl e 
to resis t (becaus e o f it s inne r "play " o f variou s ideologica l configura -
tions) an external univocal ideologica l force . 

Smith's accoun t o f th e subject' s potentia l fo r resistanc e suggest s a 
somewhat mor e cohesiv e subjec t tha n th e one imagined b y poststructur -
alism. Smith' s subjec t i s no t a  passiv e forc e completel y animate d b y 
fluctuating current s o f socia l discourse ; i t ha s a  certain limite d capacit y 
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for agenc y and resistance . Onc e agency and resistance are conceptualize d 
as characteristics belongin g t o subjects , however , i t i s tempting t o imag -
ine th e subjec t i n traditiona l Freudia n o r "psychological " terms . Th e 
subject become s certai n "contained " characteristics . Smith , however , 
strongly resist s thi s temptation . Agency , a s he see s it , i s onl y a  tempo -
rary subject-effec t resultin g fro m a  temporar y subjec t position , an d i n 
addition, subject-structur e i s no t stable : Discours e configuration s ar e 
constantly leakin g i n an d out . Th e subjec t ha s n o permanen t "inner " 
material and no boundary containin g stabl e subject-characteristics . 

Smith's accoun t o f th e subjec t reflect s a n impressiv e theoretica l syn -
thesis o f Althusse r an d Lacan . Smit h agree s with Althusse r tha t subject s 
are formed throug h ideologica l forces . Bu t Smit h als o promotes Lacan' s 
ideas i n insistin g tha t socia l discours e doe s no t affec t th e subjec t i n a n 
immediate way. Socia l discourse is always mediated through unconsciou s 
structures. 

Smith's accoun t o f th e subjec t resemble s Lacan' s accoun t i n man y 
ways. Lacan' s subject , lik e Smith's , i s characterize d b y conflict , ha s n o 
"inner" unity , an d ha s a  porous "boundary. " Th e Lacania n Other , i n 
part a  discourse structure , i s always a t the conflictual cor e of the subject . 
Lacan's subjec t thu s i s alway s mos t "outside " when i t i s most "inside. " 
In additio n t o havin g a n alie n discours e structur e a t th e center , Lacan' s 
subject i s als o porous : discours e nodule s an d configuration s ar e alway s 
leaking int o th e subject , producin g variou s singula r effects , an d thu s 
affecting subjectivity . 

Smith's accoun t o f th e subjec t resemble s tha t o f Lacan , bu t i t als o 
differs i n importan t ways . Althoug h deepl y problematic , th e metapho r 
of boundar y describe s Lacan' s subjec t bette r tha n i t describe s Smith's . 
Lacan's subject , lik e Smith's, has a porous boundary , bu t Lacan' s subjec t 
has mor e stabilit y tha n th e subject-in-proces s describe d b y Smith . A s a 
clinician, Laca n i s very muc h concerne d wit h somethin g tha t use d t o b e 
called individuality . Laca n discredit s th e ter m individual  becaus e i t im -
plies bot h traditiona l Freudia n dogm a an d th e unifie d sel f o f ego-psy -
chology. Bu t Laca n i s very muc h attentiv e t o th e singula r an d particula r 
nature o f the subject . 

Lacan's accoun t o f th e subject , becaus e i t describe s a  more "stable " 
subject tha n Smith's , bette r explain s th e particula r tenacit y o f th e sub -
ject's "resistance. " Becaus e th e subjec t (a s a  discours e system ) i s ver y 
loosely "centered " aroun d certai n self-definin g discours e pattern s (La -
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can, unlik e Smith , emphasize s th e subject' s enormou s capacit y fo r repe -
tition.), i t resists othe r discours e patterns tha t generat e conflict : I t resist s 
political influence , jus t a s it resist s psychoanalytic influence . Bot h form s 
of resistanc e sho w th e subject' s activ e attempt t o counterac t th e manipu -
lating effects o f discourse . The subject, thus , i s not just another discours e 
system subjecte d t o th e effect s o f discours e colligation . I t i s a  discours e 
system wit h it s own particula r properties ; i t i s a  discourse syste m drive n 
by particular subject-functions . 

Lacan's subjec t i s distinct an d unique because , fo r Lacan , eac h subjec t 
has a  singula r configuratio n o f subjectivity . I n Book  II  o f th e Semina r 
Lacan speak s o f analysi s a s a project throug h whic h "th e subjec t discov -
ers hi s truth , tha t i s t o sa y th e significatio n take n o n i n hi s particula r 
destiny b y thos e given s which ar e peculiar t o him an d which on e can cal l 
his lot."23 Th e subject ha s a particular destiny, i n part because the subjec t 
appropriates an d employ s languag e i n a  particula r way . Laca n empha -
sizes tha t th e jo b o f th e analys t i s t o liste n carefull y t o th e particula r 
language o f th e subject . I n th e Ecrits  he speak s o f thi s languag e use d b y 
the subjec t i n psychoanalysis a s a "language tha t seize s desire a t the ver y 
moment i n whic h i t i s humanized." 24 Thi s language , h e says , "i s abso -
lutely particula r t o th e subject." 25 Thi s emphasi s o n th e "absolutel y 
particular" characte r o f th e subject' s languag e and th e "particular " char -
acter o f th e subject' s destin y suggest s tha t eac h subjec t ha s (i n a  loos e 
sense anyway ) propertie s tha t ar e somehow "prope r to " o r "contained " 
by it . 

This absolut e particularit y o f th e subject' s languag e i s i n par t relate d 
to wha t rhetorician s cal l "style " o r "voice. " Subject s bot h appropriat e 
and expres s discours e i n thei r ow n uniqu e way . Mor e importantl y fo r 
Lacan, thi s stylisti c particularit y o f speec h i s relate d t o variou s psycho -
analytic phenomena—desire , repetition , resistance , trauma , an d th e 
symptom—that uniquel y defin e an d situat e eac h subject . W e shoul d 
recognize tha t i t i s not simpl y tha t singula r subject s hav e to som e exten t 
individualized discours e conten t i n thei r consciou s an d unconscious , bu t 
that subjectivit y i s itsel f a n individualize d proces s o f subject-function s 
that wor k o n discourse . Thes e uniqu e subject-function s wor k o n th e 
content o f socia l discourse an d reproduc e i t in often strikingl y deflected , 
mutilated, an d oddl y juxtapose d forms . Thes e product s the n becom e 
material features o f the socia l discourse t o which othe r subject s respond . 

Lacan insist s tha t th e earl y histor y o f th e subjec t (i n par t a  history o f 
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discourse) stamp s on th e subjec t (especiall y i n childhood) certai n charac -
teristic pattern s tha t remai n stabl e (thoug h the y pla y ou t thei r influenc e 
in various "registers" ) throughou t late r historical progression. Eac h sub-
ject, Laca n suggests , ha s uniqu e features , constantl y changin g i n thei r 
particularity, bu t nonetheles s changin g accordin g t o a  patter n "prope r 
to" o r "contained " b y th e subject . Th e subject , Laca n says , ha s a  "par -
ticular destiny " tha t i s determine d b y "thos e given s whic h ar e peculia r 
to him. " Thi s fixe d historica l dimensio n o f th e subjec t help s explai n th e 
subject's potentia l fo r resistanc e becaus e i t explain s th e relativel y fixe d 
nature of the subject' s "identit y pattern " (it s ideals and values). 

While Lacan' s subjec t exist s i n a  state o f self-division , i t i s importan t 
to see that this is not a  simple state of self-division bu t a  repetitive pattern 
of self-division . Analyst s discove r tha t a  subject's identit y patter n i s no t 
easy t o change ; i t i s not eas y fo r discours e t o "intervene " i n th e subjec t 
in suc h a  way a s to redirec t behavio r o r redefin e identity . Subject s see m 
to hav e vas t resource s fo r ideologica l an d psychoanalyti c resistance . I n 
Smith's descriptio n o f th e subject , resistanc e seem s t o b e a  kin d o f 
semiotic play , a n almos t rando m expressio n o f disunification . Lacan' s 
psychoanalytic accoun t o f th e subjec t suggest s tha t resistanc e i s mor e 
focused, determined , an d motivated . Eac h subjec t ha s a  particular styl e 
of resistanc e tha t expresse s certai n predictable pattern s o f repressio n an d 
repetition. 

Lacan's accoun t o f th e subject' s particula r natur e call s attentio n t o a 
certain stabilit y withi n self-structur e tha t motivate s resistance . T o con -
sider th e ful l complexit y o f relation s betwee n resistanc e an d th e subject , 
we shoul d conside r tw o ver y differen t form s o f resistance . On e can , i n 
the firs t instance , resis t "bad " ideology . I n th e secon d instance , on e ca n 
resist knowin g tha t ideolog y i s bad. Althoug h closel y related , thes e tw o 
instances are markedly different . 

The first  cas e (politica l resistance ) seem s t o b e motivate d b y knowl -
edge an d self-consciousness . On e resist s ba d ideolog y becaus e on e know s 
(or believes ) tha t th e effect s o f suc h discours e caus e suffering . Subjects , 
because of knowledge an d self-consciousness , ar e able to intervene in the 
production o f ideologica l effect s an d t o displac e o r revea l thos e force s 
that usurp thei r well-being. Subject s kno w thei r own suffering an d kno w 
how t o ac t i n orde r t o reduc e tha t suffering . Th e secon d case , subject s 
resisting knowledg e tha t contradict s thei r self-understandin g (resistanc e 
to analysis) , seem s almos t exactl y th e opposite . Subject s d o no t ac t 
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from knowledge ; the y resis t knowledge . Subject s d o no t ac t fro m a 
self-consciousness o f th e caus e o f thei r ow n suffering ; the y ac t fro m a 
motivated lac k o f self-consciousnes s tha t hide s th e caus e o f thei r ow n 
suffering. Thi s resistance , i n effect , i s motivate d largel y b y repression . 
Repression i s made possible by psychological force s tha t characteriz e th e 
nature o f human subjectivity . 

We ca n easil y imagin e tha t th e secon d cas e (th e subjec t resistin g 
knowledge tha t generate s self-conflict ) represent s a n actio n tha t huma n 
beings woul d no t wan t t o imitat e o r idealize . I t represent s a  case wher e 
human beings , becaus e o f configuration s i n th e structur e o f th e subject , 
choose to continue suffering . 

This situation , o f course , i s onl y to o common . Becaus e o f certai n 
relatively stabl e but precariously dominan t values and identities , subject s 
are unabl e an d unwillin g t o entertai n othe r value s an d identitie s tha t 
question thei r identity . I t i s clea r tha t Laca n see s analyti c resistanc e i n 
these terms . Repeatedl y Laca n describe s link s betwee n resistanc e an d 
subject-structure. I n The  Four  Fundamental  Concepts  of  Psycho-Analy-
sis, Lacan speaks of resistance , i n rather classi c Freudian terms , a s related 
to th e memor y o f traum a ( a specifi c memor y figuration  "contained " b y 
a specifi c subject) . "Remembering, " Laca n say s i n hi s descriptio n o f 
resistance, "i s graduall y substitute d fo r itsel f an d approache s eve r neare r 
to a  sort o f focu s o r centre , i n whic h ever y even t seem s t o b e unde r a n 
obligation t o yield itself—precisely a t that moment , w e see manifest. .  . 
—the resistanc e o f th e subject." 26 Wha t w e se e here i s a  glimpse o f th e 
total structur e o f subject—history , trauma , repression—i n term s o f 
which resistance operates . 

Resistance (i n this case) is not simpl y a  blocking force directe d agains t 
something th e subjec t doe s no t know . I t i s a  forc e employe d b y th e 
subject (o r an essential component o f the subject) preventing the subject' s 
knowing somethin g tha t i t know s o r suspects , bu t want s (a t som e level ) 
to repress . Becaus e resistance is tied to self-image , repression , repetition , 
and trauma—essentia l dynamic s o f subjectivity—i t ha s it s ow n particu -
lar tenacity . I n a  rea l sens e th e lif e an d deat h o f th e subject  (a s distinc t 
from th e biologica l individual ) i s a t stak e i n it s identity , a t stak e i n it s 
repression, an d a t stake in its resistance . 

The resistin g subjec t fail s t o se e what i s in fron t o f it . Eve n whe n th e 
missing knowledg e i s produce d an d place d i n fron t o f th e subject , th e 
consciousness o f th e subjec t seek s to deny , misinterpret , o r dismis s suc h 
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knowledge. On e analys t i n Lacan' s Semina r describe s resistanc e i n th e 
patient a s something "h e [she ] was o n th e poin t o f discovering , h e [she ] 
could have discovered [her- ] himself, h e [she] knows i t without knowin g 
that h e [she ] know s it , al l he [she ] has t o d o i s take th e troubl e t o loo k 
up an d thi s dam n idio t .  .  .  doesn' t d o it." 27 Resistanc e o f thi s sort , 
found i n analysis , seem s highl y idiosyncrati c an d sharpl y linke d t o th e 
particular characte r o f eac h particular subject . 

Political resistance , o n th e othe r hand , i s different . I t i s motivated b y 
knowledge an d self-consciousness—no t b y repressio n an d fear . I n case s 
of politica l resistance , th e subject , becaus e o f certai n acknowledge d an d 
relatively stabl e self-interests , i s able to us e "knowledge " t o resis t ideol -
ogies tha t undermin e it s self-interest . A s subject s lear n knowledge , the y 
can b e motivate d t o chang e thei r actions , thei r beliefs , an d eve n thei r 
identities. 

Curiously, however , man y Freudia n an d poststructuralis t account s o f 
the subjec t insis t tha t subject s canno t behav e rationally . Subject s canno t 
use knowledge in a disinterested way because knowledge cannot be easily 
distinguished fro m subject-structure . T o assum e that ther e is a particular 
linguistic package, knowledg e tha t is in some way different fro m anothe r 
particular linguisti c package, "th e subject, " is , they argue , fallacious . 

Knowledge i s seldo m pur e "data" ; i t i s alway s itsel f implicate d in — 
produced by—subject-functions . Ther e is a certain limited agreemen t o n 
this issu e between Laca n an d Althusser . Subject s an d knowledg e ar e no t 
two absolutel y differen t system s o f discourse . Th e sam e force s tha t 
produce subject s als o produce knowledge . 

All system s o f knowledg e carr y withi n the m implication s fo r subject -
structure, s o we might expec t analyti c resistance to operat e in relation t o 
all politica l knowledge , jus t a s i t operate s i n respec t t o psychoanalyti c 
knowledge. Goo d Republicans , thus , woul d b e forever destine d t o den y 
facts tha t rende r suspec t thei r politica l philosophy . Thi s suggests , i n 
turn, tha t an y resistanc e t o ideolog y mus t alway s b e prefigure d i n ad -
vance b y a  suitabl e subject-structure : Onl y thos e subject s constitute d 
along patterns differen t fro m th e ruling ideology could oppose the rulin g 
ideology. 

This extrapolatio n fro m theory , however , seem s bot h pessimisti c an d 
inaccurate. I t seem s a  mistak e t o argu e tha t knowledg e i s alway s s o 
intimately connecte d t o subject-structur e an d repression . Thi s woul d 
imply tha t knowledg e coul d b e receive d onl y i n thos e case s whe n th e 
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recipient o f th e knowledg e possesse d a  subject-structure congruen t wit h 
the knowledg e bein g transferred , an d th e trut h o f thi s clai m doe s no t 
seem supported b y event s we see taking place in the world . 

It seem s a  mistake t o clai m tha t knowledg e ca n neve r b e easil y trans -
ferred fro m on e subjec t t o another . Man y institution s ar e founde d pre -
cisely on th e premise tha t suc h a  universal an d harmonious transfera l ca n 
take place . Man y kind s o f knowledge—medicine , agriculture , metal -
lurgy—seem easil y transferred . Ther e see m t o b e man y case s wher e 
knowledge i s receive d b y differin g sort s o f peopl e withou t resistance . 
There als o see m t o b e case s wher e reformulatio n o f politica l actio n i s 
able to proceed relativel y easil y from th e effects o f simila r knowledge . 

These observation s sugges t tha t a n understandin g o f resistanc e re -
quires a  more careful examinatio n o f the relation between knowledge an d 
subject-structure. Ho w i s knowledg e produced ? Wha t kin d o f "dis -
course element " i s it ? Ho w i s i t "carrie d within " subjects ? Ho w i s i t 
related t o subjectivity? Ho w i s it "passed" fro m on e subject t o another ? 

These question s retur n u s to ou r introductor y question : Ho w exactl y 
is discours e relate d t o th e subjec t o f discourse ? Ho w i s th e particula r 
discourse syste m w e cal l th e subjec t relate d t o othe r discours e system s 
operating i n society? What w e need i s not simpl y a  better accoun t o f th e 
relations betwee n knowledg e an d th e subject , bu t a  better accoun t o f th e 
relation betwee n particula r discours e system s i n societ y an d tha t othe r 
system—the subject . 

Lacan offers thi s better accoun t o f the relations between discourse an d 
the subject . Laca n explain s bot h ho w subject s ca n resis t ideolog y o n th e 
grounds o f knowledge , an d ho w subject s ar e als o effect s o f socia l dis -
course. T o gras p thi s i n detail , w e mus t appreciat e th e uniqu e natur e o f 
Lacan's subject—it s statu s a s a particular discours e structure . 

Lacan teaches that the subject i s a unique, thoug h self-divided , syste m 
differing i n important respect s fro m othe r discours e system s tha t situate , 
constitute, an d intervene in it . I n this respect Laca n is not a  poststructur -
alist. Unlik e th e poststructuralist subjec t whos e subjectivity i s constantl y 
operated b y takin g "positions " i n respons e t o socia l interaction , th e 
Lacanian subjec t contain s uniqu e subject-drive n mechanism s tha t bot h 
produce and feed o n social discourse in quite unique and particular ways. 

Lacan describe s th e subjec t a s a  syste m whos e discours e insid e i s 
formed fro m takin g i n materia l fro m a n outsid e field  o f discourse . Thi s 
system (th e subject ) ha s a  porou s boundar y tha t contain s (i n variou s 
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layers of structure ) th e discourse tha t enters it . Poststructuralis t account s 
of th e subjec t offe r n o distinction s betwee n th e variou s way s discours e 
can b e contained . Th e subjec t i s ofte n imagine d a s a  tex t o r sit e wher e 
various strand s o f discours e have effects . Lacan' s accoun t o f th e subject , 
however, pay s specia l attentio n t o th e organization  o f discours e withi n 
the subject . Th e particula r organizatio n o f discours e withi n th e subjec t 
produces th e subject' s uniqueness . 

This uniquenes s derive s fro m tw o sources . I n th e firs t instance , bot h 
chance an d th e biologica l structur e o f th e huma n organis m determin e 
what particula r discours e configurations ente r into the subject . Differen t 
subjects, a s a  resul t o f th e particula r concret e stat e o f persona l history , 
contain differen t discours e matter . Laca n point s ou t tha t "languag e i s 
completely burdened with our history."28 Eac h nation, eac h region, eac h 
city, eac h subur b i s th e sit e o f particula r overlay s o f dialec t an d inflec -
tion. A  particula r subjec t move s abou t i n thes e geographica l position s 
according to a  particular itinerar y an d a  particular configuration o f atten -
tion an d response . I t thu s enclose s a  particular concret e accumulatio n o f 
speech. 

In th e secon d instance , subject s ar e uniqu e no t simpl y a s a  resul t o f 
chance encounter s wit h th e socia l "other, " bu t a s a  resul t o f ho w thei r 
unique subjectivit y direct s itsel f toward , work s on , an d processe s socia l 
interaction. A s a  boundary withi n which discours e components interact , 
the subjec t combine s an d modifie s discours e component s accordin g t o a 
variety of processes. These processes of discourse combination an d mod -
ification ar e driven b y various subject-functions—desire , repression , th e 
Symbolic, th e Imaginary , th e Real—that ar e particular fo r eac h subject . 
These subject-function s produc e th e subject' s particularity  o f discours e 
—a singula r styl e o f discours e tha t characterize s an d organize s th e sub -
ject. 

In considerin g th e particula r discours e effect s produce d b y a  subject , 
we shoul d kee p i n min d th e importan t rol e playe d b y th e biologica l 
body. Lacan' s subjec t is , i n part , a  rathe r uniqu e discours e structure , 
because i t i s a  discours e structur e house d b y a  biologica l organism . 
Biology channels , an d thu s "operates, " a  variety o f role s fo r discourse . 
It woul d b e to o length y t o discus s al l th e role s shape d b y biologica l 
processes, bu t I  want t o emphasize one rather significant role . 

The discourse systems "contained" by Lacan's subject are "contained " 
by a  biologica l body , thu s contradiction s betwee n differin g containe d 
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discourse subsystem s hav e especiall y significan t effects . A  machin e ca n 
contain contradictio n a s simpl y informatio n abou t contradiction . I n th e 
human body , however , certai n kind s o f discours e contradictio n ca n 
produce bot h conflic t an d suffering . Fo r human subjects , sufferin g i s not 
a "system" of discourse but a  particularly discomforting mod e of conflic -
tual subjectivit y ofte n havin g biologica l consequences . Analyst s ca n 
sometimes se e th e effect s o f discours e conflic t (suffering ) whe n certai n 
body parts—th e ar m o f th e hysteri c fo r example—ar e unabl e t o func -
tion. Th e effect s o f discours e conflic t ca n als o be seen in speech itself , i n 
hesitation, denial , inflate d self-assertion . I n politic s w e se e the effect s o f 
discourse conflic t i n othe r ways : whe n on e socia l grou p wage s rea l o r 
metaphorical wa r o n anothe r group . Thes e conflict s exis t no t becaus e 
discourse systems  produc e conflict , bu t becaus e discours e systems  house d 
by biologica l bodie s produce conflic t accordin g t o a  logic peculiar t o th e 
nature o f subjectivity . 

Resistance i s a  particularly importan t concep t i n thi s contex t becaus e 
the subjec t engage s i n bot h politica l an d analyti c resistanc e i n orde r t o 
"contain" biologica l conflic t an d suffering . Often , i n fact , politica l resis -
tance i s har d t o distinguis h fro m analyti c resistance . Bu t whe n subject s 
are successfull y engage d i n politica l resistance , th e "containment " o f 
suffering map s ou t a  cours e o f though t an d actio n tha t provide s a  rea l 
solution t o human suffering . Harmfu l source s of power ar e contained b y 
successful politica l action . Psychoanalysis , lik e politica l action , ca n o f 
course als o provide a n effectiv e containmen t o f sufferin g ( a real solutio n 
to huma n suffering) . Th e resistanc e t o psychoanalysis , o n th e othe r 
hand, i s a  form o f negativ e containment . Whe n subject s i n analysi s ar e 
unwilling t o fac e th e trut h o f thei r ow n subjectivity , containmen t map s 
out a  course of thought an d action that has negative effects . Containmen t 
becomes a  strategy o f repressio n an d thu s less a  satisfactory solution  t o a 
problem o f sufferin g an d mor e a  source  o f sufferin g resultin g fro m th e 
repression o f conflictua l knowledge . 

This rathe r comple x relationshi p betwee n politica l resistance/contain -
ment and psychoanalytic resistance/containmen t ha s implications fo r un -
derstanding ideology . A n ideolog y woul d b e mos t powerful , no t throug h 
its abilit y t o produce unitar y meaning , bu t throug h it s ability t o manag e 
repression an d thu s contai n conflict . Ideologies , i n short , ar e abl e t o 
make suffering see m desirable because they have strategies for generatin g 
analytic resistanc e t o knowledge . Ideologie s wor k precisel y b y makin g 
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undesirable condition s see m worthwhile , pleasant , o r unavoidable . Th e 
power o f a n ideolog y thu s mus t li e i n it s abilit y t o mak e certai n mode s 
of uncomfortabl e an d conflictua l subjectivit y see m eithe r desirabl e o r 
unavoidable. 

If ideologie s d o no t exclud e certai n package s o f knowledg e an d pre -
scribe certai n mode s o f suffering  a s desirabl e "containments " fo r con -
flict, the y fai l t o contro l th e rupture s withi n self-structur e an d thu s fai l 
to provid e directive s fo r socia l organization . Jameson , o f course , insist s 
on th e importance o f politica l containmen t i n his accoun t o f th e politica l 
unconscious, bu t fail s t o gras p containmen t i n relation t o thos e comple x 
modes o f resistanc e observe d b y analysts—uniqu e "unconsciou s pro -
cesses" and "blockages. " Rathe r tha n seekin g to understand th e politica l 
implications o f thes e mode s o f subjectivity , Jameso n want s t o dismis s 
them an d t o criticize Lacan' s interes t i n them. I n his haste to dismis s th e 
particularity o f th e subject , Jameso n fail s t o grasp the psychoanalyticall y 
complex natur e o f ideology . H e fail s t o se e how ever y politica l ma p fo r 
containment require s a  psychoanalytic critiqu e (an  examinatio n o f wha t 
psychoanalytic knowledg e ha s bee n repressed) , jus t a s every psychoana -
lytic ma p o f containmen t require s a  political critiqu e (a n examinatio n o f 
what politica l knowledge ha s been repressed) . 

I suggeste d earlie r tha t par t o f Lacan' s geniu s a s a  theoris t la y i n hi s 
ability t o thin k beyon d th e limitation s o f bot h Freudia n an d poststruc -
turalist conception s o f th e subject . I  argued tha t Laca n i s able to explai n 
both ho w subject s ca n resis t ideology o n th e grounds o f knowledge , an d 
also how the y ar e socially constituted b y knowledge . T o understand thi s 
apparent contradiction , w e mus t revie w wha t i t mean s fo r Lacan' s sub -
ject to contain discourse . 

Lacan argue s tha t subjec t ca n tak e differen t "positions " i n respec t t o 
its reception o f discourse. Dependin g on its mode of reception, discours e 
can b e containe d b y th e subjec t i n a t leas t tw o ver y differen t ways . 
Discourse ca n b e present i n memor y a s a  rather free-floatin g an d incon -
sequential thing . Thi s discours e "package " doe s no t affec t othe r dis -
course content s withi n th e self-system; i t is simply a  unit o f memory . I n 
this context , discours e play s n o rol e i n th e constitutio n o f th e self ; 
discourse i s simply hear d speec h tha t ma y suffe r an y number o f fates . I t 
may b e remembere d longer , o r i t ma y b e forgotten . I n bein g forgotten , 
however, i t i s no t repressed ; i t i s simpl y somethin g n o longe r availabl e 
for consciou s consideratio n an d has no apparen t effec t o n the subject . 
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When discourse has the most important effect s o n the subject, i t is not 
simply somethin g remembere d longer ; i t i s somethin g tha t work s t o 
organize o r structur e subject-components . Th e particularit y o f dis -
course, i n thi s case , i s not simpl y somethin g contained  b y the self; i t is 
something tha t in some sens e structures th e self. Discours e interact s wit h 
subject-components, givin g the m a  particular for m an d consequence. I n 
analysis, fo r example , a n overly hars h supereg o ca n sometimes b e made 
more mil d by discourse tha t reveal s its origin an d operation. I n this cas e 
both th e experience an d the general natur e o f the subject ar e changed as 
self-components respondin g t o discours e begi n t o wor k i n ne w ways . 
Overly critica l peopl e canno t onl y lear n tha t i t i s i n thei r ow n bes t 
interest t o be less critical , the y ca n discover inne r resources fo r changin g 
their behavior . Th e case here is not one where onl y one self-component , 
the superego , changes . Instead , chang e is facilitated a s the ego, a synthe-
sizing agen t fo r self-components , "processes " discours e an d "learns" to 
respond differentl y t o the insistence of the unconscious. 

Lacan describe s th e ego as a system tha t contain s " a whole organiza -
tion of certainties, beliefs , o f coordinates, o f references."29 Th e ego thus 
contains, i n variou s way s an d in variou s "packages, " knowledge . Thi s 
object calle d knowledge , however , exist s in many differen t states . Som e 
knowledge packages , whic h ar e a n importan t par t o f th e subject,  ar e 
prepackaged, preforme d b y external events , o r by social interaction. I t is 
easy t o se e the particularly powerfu l ideologica l forc e o f thes e compo -
nents. Th e particula r conten t o f thes e component s i s alway s alread y 
determined befor e th e birth o f th e subject . Th e subjec t ca n do nothin g 
other tha n largel y internalize , an d thus in some manner be,  some partic -
ular manifestation o f this discourse system . 

Paul Smit h cogentl y point s out , however , tha t Lacan' s subjec t i s 
structured b y and on self-division , an d this mean s th e subject ca n never 
purely b e on e thing . Th e subjec t i s neve r equivalent  t o a  particula r 
organization o f knowledge . Th e subjec t i s a  syste m operated  by  man y 
internal agencie s an d structured in  terms  of  various sublevel s o f organi -
zation. Al l of thes e component s for m a  system, bu t the components o f 
this system are never fully synthesize d o r harmonized. I n most case s it is 
difficult t o know i f a "discourse component " o f the self i s best imagine d 
as somethin g lik e a  paragrap h hel d i n memory , a n emotiona l affec t 
stimulated b y remembere d discourse , o r a s an agenc y constructe d b y a 
synthesis of abiding emotional affects . 
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Knowledge ca n b e containe d i n differen t way s an d i n differen t "lay -
ers" within th e subject . Differen t kind s o f discours e conflict s withi n th e 
subject ca n reflec t th e differen t way s discours e i s containe d b y th e sub-
ject. Th e conscious an d the unconscious, fo r example , ca n contain differ -
ent kinds o f knowledge tha t can lead to conflict . Althoug h som e cases of 
contradiction ca n b e contained b y th e subjec t withou t apparen t conflict , 
other contradiction s produc e significan t conflict , tha t is , suffering . Thi s 
conflict i s especially important because in certain ways this conflict rathe r 
precisely is  th e subject . Laca n describe s th e subject' s singularity  a s a n 
expression o f th e symptom  produce d b y th e subject' s unconsciou s con-
flict. 

This relationshi p betwee n th e subject' s singularit y an d th e conflic t 
expressed b y th e subjec t i s important . Th e presenc e o f conflic t withi n 
the subjec t make s i t possibl e fo r th e subjec t t o "contain " discours e 
material that is not a  simple reflection o f the social discourse systems tha t 
"position" th e subject . Conflict , i n short , contribute s t o th e productio n 
of original discourse. Man y subject-functions ca n contribute to this orig-
inality. First , discours e brough t i n to the self-system i s often filtere d an d 
selectively internalize d an d personall y organize d a s a  resul t o f uncon -
scious functions o f repressio n an d desir e attending t o externa l discourse . 
Second, a s differen t discours e system s withi n th e subjec t compet e t o 
operate th e subject , conflic t i s generated . Thi s conflic t play s a  role i n a 
multitude o f discours e deflection s note d b y analyst s i n th e speec h o f 
patients: substitution , fetishism , parapraxis , symptomati c associations . 
As thes e function s produc e uniquel y juxtapose d discours e structures , 
they produc e origina l meanin g effect s tha t ca n hav e socia l an d persona l 
consequences. Additionally , Lacan' s subjec t ca n generat e origina l dis -
course a s a result o f it s patterned exclusio n o f the real . As this structure d 
lack interacts with establishe d socia l discourse patterns, i t generates con -
flict an d thus discourse . 

We shoul d acknowledge , a s well , tha t subject s d o no t simpl y tak e i n 
knowledge, the y produc e it . I n rar e moments subjects , i n order t o avoi d 
suffering, construc t knowledg e abou t th e caus e o f thei r conflic t an d 
suffering. Thi s knowledge , alway s deeply implicated i n the experience of 
conflict, ca n b e bot h politica l an d psychoanalytic . Al l thes e pattern s o f 
conflict an d man y other s ca n produc e no t onl y uniqu e discourse , bu t 
also lea d t o th e formatio n withi n th e subjec t o f discours e component s 
that d o no t mirro r existin g socia l an d ideologica l structures . Thes e ne w 
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discourse structures , whic h ca n hel p defin e th e subject , ar e ne w struc -
tures uniqu e t o th e subjec t produce d b y th e symptomati c natur e o f th e 
subject interactin g wit h th e materia l o f socia l discourse . Man y subject -
components begi n a s internalize d nodule s o f socia l discours e an d late r 
become uniquel y configure d an d relativel y stabl e structure s withi n a 
particular subject . Thu s wherea s i t i s tru e tha t th e "boundaries " o f 
subjects contai n som e structure s tha t merel y reflec t discours e system s 
external t o th e subject , i t i s als o tru e tha t subjec t "boundaries " contai n 
elements—both discours e an d subject-functions—uniqu e t o a  particular 
subject. Thes e elements ar e often no t share d or even understood betwee n 
subjects excep t throug h th e psychoanalyti c experience , bu t the y hav e 
important effects . The y hav e bee n produce d b y uniqu e relationship s o f 
meaning withi n th e subject , an d the y produc e ne w meaning s fo r bot h 
the subjec t an d others. 30 

For example , whe n traum a (a s Laca n describe s it ) contribute s t o th e 
erasure o f th e rea l an d th e institutio n o f th e object  petit  a,  thi s even t i s 
particularly configure d withi n eac h singula r subject . I t i s an effect o f th e 
particular persona l histor y an d linguisti c histor y o f th e subject . Thi s 
event influence s th e uniqu e discours e o f th e subjec t an d contribute s t o a 
singular rathe r tha n a  common discours e patter n tha t define s th e subjec t 
and it s symptom . Whe n th e subjec t come s t o th e analys t wit h a  symp -
tom, analysi s requires recognitio n o f what Laca n call s the "singularity o f 
a case." 31 Throug h analysi s patient s com e t o understan d th e effect s o f 
the singula r natur e o f thei r speec h an d thu s gai n acces s t o a  new speec h 
that represent s an d in some measure changes thei r nature . 

Lacan's theor y o f th e singula r subjec t an d hi s understandin g o f th e 
role o f conflic t i n th e constructio n o f th e subjec t hel p explai n th e natur e 
of literar y rhetoric . Th e rhetorica l forc e o f an y argumen t ca n b e ampli -
fied by originality  an d repetition. 

Literature ca n b e origina l becaus e i t i s often , a s analyst s claim , th e 
symptom o f a  singular subject . I t is a singular expression because it speaks 
to an d speak s o f singula r narcissisti c conflict , thos e force s closes t t o th e 
substance an d imag e o f a  particularly configure d subjectivity . I t ma y b e 
the case, for example , tha t text s expressing the symptoms o f subjectivity , 
rather tha n a  simpl e fantas y o f coherence , hol d th e stronges t rhetorica l 
power. Suc h text s ar e mos t successfu l i n shiftin g libidina l investments , 
though the y ar e perhap s leas t abl e t o contro l th e libidina l investment s 
they release . I t seem s t o m e tha t som e novel s ar e lik e th e subject s 
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imagined b y poststructuralists . The y ar e simple collection s o f discourse . 
From th e perspectiv e o f bot h th e autho r an d th e reader , thes e simpl e 
discourse collection s sho w littl e sig n o f conflic t o r conflictua l libidina l 
organization. The y simpl y reflec t a  principle o f rando m discours e orga -
nization. 

Conflictual text s chur n th e disordered content , th e libidina l conflicts , 
and th e divide d organization s o f self-system s t o produc e th e experienc e 
of conflict . Suc h text s ar e th e origin s o f styl e an d hav e th e styl e o f 
originality. Thi s originalit y i s efficaciou s fo r rhetoric . I t i s usuall y eas y 
for subject s t o rejec t th e persuasive appea l o f argument s the y have hear d 
before. Ou r ego-system s hav e alread y develope d discours e t o counte r 
such appeals . W e nee d no t involv e ourselve s i n th e complexit y o f suc h 
arguments. Origina l discours e i s a  differen t matter . I n ou r attempt s t o 
reject it , w e may get  "involved " i n it s complexity , an d thi s involvemen t 
is always a  risk. 

If th e rhetori c o f literatur e i s original , lik e th e subject , i t i s als o 
repetitive, lik e th e subject . Th e rhetori c o f literatur e doe s no t ofte n 
employ th e simpl e repetition s o f a  Peps i lyric . But , lik e th e subject , 
literary work s kee p coming bac k to knot s o f conflict . Lik e the traumati c 
memories an d dream s o f th e soldier s tha t Freu d considere d i n hi s pon -
derings o n th e deat h instinct , author s an d reader s kee p comin g bac k t o 
the scen e o f texts . I t i s har d no t t o se e i n thes e return s an d repetition s 
the driv e t o mastery . D . H . Lawrenc e observes : "On e shed s one['s ] 
illnesses in books, repeat s and presents again one's emotions to be maste r 
of them." 32 

What force s author s t o kee p comin g bac k t o complete d bu t "unfin -
ished" manuscripts ? Wha t pushe s authors , i n thei r revisions , t o "ge t 
things right?" 33 Wha t kin d o f contro l doe s th e autho r loo k for ? Wha t 
kind o f contro l d o critic s look fo r whe n the y als o want t o "ge t i t right" ? 
What i s right ? Wha t i s th e experienc e o f contro l an d possessio n tha t 
signifies "right" ? 

Literature ca n b e a  highl y rhetorica l mod e o f discours e becaus e i t 
drives reader s t o mak e sens e of an d maste r unfinished business ; it prompt s 
us to resolve conflict an d to see conflict i n overly simple resolutions. Th e 
need t o maste r conflic t i s not simpl y a n intellectual entertainment ; i t is a 
fundamental nee d o f th e self . I t i s a  narcissisti c need . Ther e ar e man y 
ways t o tal k abou t ho w narcissisti c nee d operate s i n huma n speech . I n 
the cours e o f thi s boo k I  have tried t o analyz e an d giv e examples o f thi s 
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need operatin g i n language . A t th e en d o f a  book, however , on e need s t o 
generalize; o f al l th e generalization s I  hav e seen , I  lik e Lacan' s formula -
tion best : "Wha t insist s o n bein g satisfie d ca n onl y b e satisfie d i n recog -
nition. Th e en d o f th e symboli c proces s i s tha t non-bein g com e t o be , 
because i t has spoken." 3 4 I n writing , a s in speaking , i t i s seldo m th e cas e 
that nothin g mor e need s t o b e said . Bu t w e sometime s sense , wit h som e 
relief, tha t "non-being " ha s "com e t o be , becaus e i t ha s spoken. " Writ -
ers come t o fee l tha t they hav e "gotte n i t right." No on e eve r has the las t 
word o n a  subject , bu t w e al l requir e som e sens e o f completio n a s a 
prompt fo r abandonin g an y projec t o f discussio n o r analysis . 
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S E V E N 

Conclusion: Wha t D o W e D o wit h 
Rhetorical Criticism ? 

This boo k ha s employe d psychoanalyti c theor y t o explai n th e comple x 
experiential effects , th e conflictua l rhetoric , o f literar y texts . Bu t i f rhet-
oric i s reall y th e centra l term , th e umbrell a word , the n rhetorica l criti -
cism mus t bot h encompas s an d g o beyon d traditiona l psychoanalyti c 
concerns. Goo d rhetoric , lik e effectiv e psychoanalysis , i s a  respons e t o 
suffering, an d social formations ar e as likely to make us suffer a s personal 
history. Goo d rhetori c mus t b e concerne d a s muc h wit h politic s an d 
social history a s with the psychological battle s of the inner self . 

Rhetorical criticis m mus t explor e thos e mediatin g verba l structure s 
that ar e th e textua l interfac e betwee n th e inne r worl d o f th e sel f an d th e 
outer worl d o f politics . Rhetorica l criticis m shoul d urg e u s t o examin e 
our resistanc e t o histor y an d t o theory , jus t a s i t shoul d urg e u s t o 
examine eac h subject' s singula r resistance. 1 Whe n successful , rhetorica l 
criticism wil l hel p u s t o gras p ho w th e inne r worl d o f th e sel f i s struc -
tured lik e the oute r worl d o f society ; conversely , i t wil l help us appreci -
ate how th e inne r worl d i s not structure d lik e the oute r world . Throug h 
this improve d understandin g w e shoul d b e i n a  better positio n t o gras p 
how conflict s i n th e oute r worl d bot h reflec t an d dra w energ y fro m 
conflicts i n th e inne r world . W e must , i n short , se e a  dialogue betwee n 
the dialectica l processe s o f socia l transformatio n an d th e psychologica l 
processes o f self-transformation . 

The concep t o f transferenc e promise s t o b e a  conceptua l too l fo r 
bridging th e ga p betwee n rhetorica l interest s an d psychoanalyti c inter -
ests. I n it s simples t sense , i t refer s t o th e strateg y employe d b y th e 
analyst t o effec t change s i n th e speakin g subject . Transference , a s i t wa s 
discovered b y Freud , mark s th e discover y o f a  particularl y effectiv e 
rhetorical us e of language . I t i s an effectiv e devic e fo r rhetori c becaus e i t 
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mobilizes speec h t o b e used , no t merel y a s a  mask fo r a  self, bu t a s a 
verbal externalizatio n o f th e self' s ow n inne r structure . Whe n analysi s 
engages transference , speec h become s libidinall y charged . Pause s ar e 
signifying events ; each word ca n become th e focus o f intensiv e car e and 
attention. Whe n transferenc e i s successful , word s reflec t an d deflect th e 
essential for m o f th e self . Whe n analysi s i s successful , change s i n actin g 
follow change s in speaking. 

Recent researc h show s growin g recognitio n o f th e importanc e o f 
transference an d rhetoric for literary study. Meredit h Skura's The  Liter-
ary Use  of  the  Psychoanalytic  Process  contains a  chapter o n "Literatur e 
as Transference: Rhetorica l Function." 2 Mar k Brache r an d I  argue tha t 
reading can transform th e sel f i n a  manner similar to workings o f trans -
ference i n analysis. 3 Pete r Brooks' s Reading  for  the  Plot  contain s a 
chapter o n "Narrativ e Transactio n an d Transference" ; hi s essa y "Th e 
Idea o f a  Psychoanalytic Literar y Criticism, " furthe r develop s th e ide a 
of transference as the most promising concept for a more fruitful for m of 
a new criticism that would be both psychoanalytic and rhetorical.4 

Brooks believe s tha t a  ne w for m o f rhetorica l an d psychoanalyti c 
criticism base d o n a n understanding o f th e transferential effect s o f read -
ing can remedy the faults of contemporary rhetorical criticism. The more 
recent critical methodologies, Brook s says, 

too often remain content with formal operations, simply bracketing the human 
realm from whic h psychoanalysi s derives . Give n it s projec t an d its strategies , 
such rhetorical/deconstructive criticism usually stays within the linguistic realm. 
It is not willing to make the crossover between rhetoric and reference.5 

Like Brooks, I  believe that a more flexible style of literary criticism needs 
to b e bot h huma n an d referential , bot h rhetorica l an d textual , bot h 
psychoanalytic an d political . Contemporar y ideologica l criticis m offer s 
some of thi s change. I t is both human and referential. Bu t it is too ofte n 
impersonal. The  curren t tendenc y o f ideologica l criticis m t o minimiz e 
the psychoanalytic complexit y o f th e subject i s not onl y shortsighted ; i t 
is self-defeating . 

Brooks emphasize s tha t the rhetori c o f th e tex t i s very muc h a  func-
tion of its personal transference effects . The  transferential model , Brook s 
explains 

illuminates the difficult and productive encounter of the speaker and the listener, 
the tex t an d the reader , an d how thei r exchange take s place i n an "artificial " 
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space—a symboli c and semioti c medium—that i s nonetheless th e place of rea l 
investments of desire from both sides of the dialogue. The transference actualize s 
the past in symbolic form s o that i t can be repeated, replayed , worke d throug h 
to another outcome. The result is, in the ideal case, to bring us back to actuality, 
that is, to a revised version of our stories.6 

Brooks's discussio n o f transferenc e help s u s understan d ho w literatur e 
rhetorically reformulates emotion . Transference operate s as "affects fro m 
the pas t becom e investe d i n th e present." 7 Th e concep t o f transferenc e 
explains wh y th e projection s w e mak e i n respons e t o a  tex t ar e no t 
random response s bu t libidinall y charge d materia l reflectin g th e libidi -
nally charge d component s o f self-structure . Stron g knot s o f emotiona l 
organization projec t themselve s o n t o th e tex t i n ou r respons e t o it . Th e 
reader's affect s fro m th e pas t thu s appea r i n th e semioti c mediu m o f th e 
text. 

As thes e affect s o f th e pas t appea r i n relatio n t o th e symboli c an d 
semiotic mediu m o f th e text , the y ca n b e manipulated . Semioti c struc -
tures tha t ar e the site s o f investment s o f desir e ca n become , throug h th e 
complex nature o f textua l an d intertextua l interaction , site s for th e disin -
vestments o f desire . A s Brook s explains , "I t i s precisel y . . . i n th e 
symbolic mod e tha t th e pas t an d it s ghost s ma y b e destroyed , o r lai d t o 
rest."8 Whe n w e mor e clearl y se e th e ghost s o f th e pas t a s ideologica l 
ghosts intertwine d wit h persona l ghost s repeatin g themselve s i n th e 
"transference exchanges " of the text , w e will recover the broader rhetor -
ical reach o f literar y response— a histor y o f literatur e a s site o f transfer -
ential exchanges and interchanges . 

In thi s boo k I  hav e focuse d mor e o n th e element s o f transference — 
projection, resistance , idealization—than o n the concept o f transference . 
I hav e don e thi s becaus e transference , a s i t operate s i n psychoanalyti c 
practice, differ s i n importan t way s fro m th e transferenc e o f th e readin g 
process. Certainl y reading , lik e analysis , prompt s transferenc e projec -
tions. Th e examination  o f th e traumas o f the past, a s they ar e discovere d 
by th e analysand' s projectin g o f meaning s ont o th e analyst , however , i s 
not th e materia l o f reading , a s the y ar e th e materia l o f psychoanalysis . 
Texts dra w u s int o transferenc e relationship s becaus e w e becom e at -
tached t o text s muc h a s w e becom e attache d t o people. 9 Bu t i f w e 
respond t o text s lik e w e respon d t o analyst s an d projec t th e theme s o f 
our past o n them, th e texts do no t respon d t o us like analysts . Literatur e 
offers mor e opportunit y fo r pleasurabl e projectio n an d les s clearl y de -
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fined resistanc e t o projection . Ther e i s n o significan t othe r i n th e tex t 
directing question s towar d th e reader's pas t o r toward th e reader's shiel d 
of resistance . 

Stephen Mitchel l points out : 

One o f th e great , generall y unacknowledge d truth s abou t analyti c technique is 
that it is developed on a trial and error basis, personally designed in the interac-
tion wit h eac h individua l analysand . Wit h som e analysands , on e ca n questio n 
illusions from the start; with others this is not possible. There is no way to know 
beforehand. On e test s ou t differen t approaches : puzzlement, teasing , probing , 
intellectual challenge , raise d eyebrow (literall y and figuratively), until one finds 
which amon g th e analyst' s man y voice s an d position s enable s tha t particula r 
analysand to feel both joined and nudged toward deeper understanding.10 

Literature doe s not respon d t o our projections. I t dumbly tell s us a  story 
while we project ou r experienc e on t o it . Wha t we do with literatur e an d 
our transference respons e i s very much dependen t o n us . 

In classes , perhaps , teacher s practic e empathi c response s t o th e resis -
tances o f classes , learnin g whic h voice s an d position s ca n b e use d i n 
"joining an d nudgin g student s towar d deepe r understanding. " Indeed , i t 
may b e tha t th e rhetorica l proces s o f literar y respons e i s mad e bes t us e 
of i n classrooms wher e teacher s function , no t a s analysts, bu t a s facilita -
tors fo r insight . Jeffre y Berman' s forthcomin g Diaries  to  an  English 
Professor demonstrate s ho w literar y stud y combine d wit h diar y entr y 
can provid e a  powerfu l impetu s fo r insigh t an d self-development. 11 A 
thorough rhetori c o f literatur e shoul d hel p u s t o realiz e tha t literar y 
theory mus t b e concerne d wit h pedagog y a s much a s with textuality . I t 
is pas t tim e fo r scholar s t o realiz e that , althoug h w e idealiz e texts , w e 
spend muc h o f ou r tim e talking abou t text s to people. Th e things we sa y 
about text s ar e ofte n grounde d i n prio r meaning s w e establis h whe n 
talking to people . 

Classrooms mak e th e bes t us e o f th e transferenc e effect s o f literar y 
response, an d a  psychoanalytic-based rhetorica l criticis m wil l help u s t o 
understand thes e effects . Bu t to understand wha t happens in a  classroom 
we must als o understand wha t happens t o individual reader s lost , an d o n 
their own , i n books . I n thi s space , pleasur e i s paramoun t an d th e onl y 
resistance t o th e subjec t i s self-resistance . Th e ide a tha t literatur e offer s 
the sel f plentifu l opportunitie s fo r fantas y an d pleasurable projections o f 
identity confirmatio n ha s bee n carefull y documente d b y Norma n Hol -
land.12 I f I  distinguish m y readin g mode l fro m Holland' s o n th e basi s of 
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my understandin g o f th e text' s resistanc e t o reading , I  shoul d stres s th e 
importance o f Holland' s insight s an d m y indebtednes s t o him . Hollan d 
insists o n th e importanc e o f th e individua l subjectivit y o f th e reade r i n 
the readin g process , an d h e effectivel y document s ho w projectio n oper -
ates to shape private reading experience . 

Holland's discussio n o f th e pleasure principl e explain s man y facet s o f 
the reading experience. Readin g develops within a n envelope of narcissis -
tic securit y an d allow s th e eg o t o pla y wit h representatio n becaus e th e 
space o f readin g offer s a  bubbl e o f securit y tha t ca n kee p u s wel l dis -
tanced fro m th e threat s o f reality . I t i s precisely  becaus e th e pleasur e 
principle i s s o secur e i n readin g tha t readin g ca n offe r a  sit e wher e 
consciousness ca n b e tricke d int o seein g an d feelin g thing s i t migh t 
otherwise dismis s or avoid . 

Much ha s bee n mad e o f th e resistance s t o readin g an d th e resistance s 
to theory , bu t a  cas e need s t o b e made , a s well , fo r th e pleasur e o f 
resistance. Th e pleasure s o f readin g enabl e u s t o entertai n perceptions , 
thoughts, an d identification s w e quickl y tur n fro m i n rea l life . Th e 
conflicts o f literatur e ma y see m merel y imaginary , s o th e eg o i s abl e t o 
give them a  perceptual an d enjoyabl e concretenes s ofte n to o threatenin g 
to b e imagine d i n rea l life . W e ar e invite d t o positio n ourselve s a s 
imagined master s o f thi s conflict . Wha t w e cal l "good " literatur e seem s 
to designat e literar y work s tha t contai n strategie s tha t multipl y an d 
complicate th e pleasures o f suc h a  response. 

The pleasures o f readin g put int o motio n feeling s an d values normall y 
kept rigidl y protecte d b y th e self-system , placin g the m i n pleasurabl e 
tension an d conflic t throug h literar y form . Literar y text s hel p u s t o 
indulge, elaborate , an d mak e full y consciou s fantasie s w e migh t other -
wise rigidl y censor . The y als o hel p u s t o fee l wha t w e migh t otherwis e 
repress, an d t o thin k wha t w e migh t otherwis e den y o r avoid . Bu t i t i s 
not simpl y tha t readin g ca n hel p u s se e wha t w e migh t otherwis e miss . 
The ne w element s o f perceptio n an d experienc e generate d b y readin g 
become introduce d withi n structure s o f fantasy , idealization , an d realit y 
and ca n contribut e t o change s withi n th e entir e self-system . Withi n th e 
pleasurable an d narcissisti c spac e o f reading , relationship s betwee n con -
flictual theme s ca n b e flui d an d syntheticall y productiv e o f transforma -
tive patterns o f perception, reflection , an d thought . 

Consider th e principle s o f resistanc e a t wor k i n readin g i n term s o f 
the spli t natur e o f th e subject . W e ar e al l spli t subjects , an d w e ar e spli t 
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by means o f the verbal structure s tha t constitut e u s as subjects. I f we ar e 
Freudians w e ca n sa y w e ar e spli t fro m ou r desires ; i f we ar e Lacanian s 
we ca n sa y w e ar e spli t fro m ou r essentia l being . Whateve r psychoana -
lytic theory o f th e subjec t w e entertain , th e sel f doe s no t appea r t o b e a t 
one with it s heart's desire . 

This situatio n wher e th e sel f i s not a t on e wit h itsel f i s the conditio n 
of th e powe r o f literature . I t i s a  cliche t o sa y tha t literatur e moves  us . 
But i t is a cliche that we too ofte n oversimplify . I f literature move s us, i t 
is because i t enable s u s to pas s through an d circulat e abou t th e distance s 
that normall y separat e ou r various divide d an d unsynthesize d model s o f 
identity an d desire . I n effect , literatur e move s u s fro m on e desir e an d 
identification t o another , ofte n wit h a  momentum tha t make s u s dizzy . 
In thi s manne r literatur e give s u s a  greater rang e o f feelin g an d percep -
tion. I t encourage s u s t o experienc e throug h i t tha t whic h w e ofte n ar e 
unable t o experienc e withou t it . I  woul d lik e t o thin k tha t literatur e 
encourages us , i n Blake' s words , t o embrac e "contraries, " o r t o fee l th e 
excitement an d tensio n o f conflict. 13 Literar y conflic t i s neve r simpl y a 
battle betwee n goo d guy s an d ba d guys , a  rhetori c wit h on e cheerin g 
section an d on e full y embrace d valu e position . Literar y conflic t i s pro -
ductive becaus e ther e i s no clea r winner i n the conflict . Literatur e offer s 
both a  perspective o n an d a  desire fo r bot h thos e mutuall y incompatibl e 
forms o f subjectivit y i n conflict . Thu s th e conflict s an d resistance s o f 
literature (a t leas t thos e w e want t o entertai n an d b e entertaine d by ) ar e 
always i n som e wa y promotin g a  desire fo r th e synthesi s o f tw o appar -
ently irreconcilable ideas . 

Resistance can frustrate us , but i t can also give us pleasure. I f we sense 
that a  text i s pure fantasy , w e are often incline d t o dismiss it . I t does no t 
interest us ; i t doe s no t seriousl y entertai n us . Th e tex t present s u s wit h 
nothing t o maste r an d offer s u s non e o f th e pleasure s o f mastery . Th e 
psychoanalytics o f mastery , however , i s bes t imagine d a s a n eternall y 
interminable, unfinishe d program . Throug h m y rhetorica l readin g o f 
Heart of  Darkness,  I  hav e trie d t o mak e tw o points . First , i n bein g 
overtly concerne d wit h question s o f value , th e wor k overtl y seek s t o 
idealize. I t seek s t o accuratel y describ e a  world o f mora l confusion , bu t 
also t o mov e beyon d thi s confusio n t o formulat e ethica l principles . 
Second, thoug h confusing , thi s specifi c tex t i s recognized withi n literar y 
culture a s a  "strong " text . Thi s mean s precisel y tha t thi s tex t prompt s 
readers t o respon d t o it . Th e tex t produce s a  grea t dea l o f criticism , 
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which expresse s widel y divergin g style s o f idealization . Th e tex t thu s 
seems emphaticall y abl e t o encourag e idealization , bu t oddl y unabl e t o 
control the form of the idealization it engenders. 

In my attemp t to make sense of thi s situation, I  suggest that this text , 
like man y simila r ones , mobilize s a  fluidity o f narcissisti c ambitions . I f 
idealization i s funded b y narcissisti c energy , the n texts must release and 
rebind th e narcissisti c energ y t o promot e idealization . Literar y rhetori c 
depends on its ability to release libidinal narcissistic energy . Bu t because 
this releas e i s so centra l t o th e literary experience , literar y text s becom e 
self-defeating i f they seek to rigidly control libido and insist on a didactic 
rhetoric o f mastery . Literar y text s offe r reader s many positions o f mas -
tery; but the y resis t an y wholesale narcissisti c investment  i n suc h total -
izing positions of mastery . 

In reading Heart of  Darkness I  have sought to describe the narcissistic 
structure o f th e autho r an d th e narcissisti c structur e o f a  reader . A n 
understanding o f narcissis m help s bridg e th e ga p betwee n th e apparen t 
pleasures o f readin g an d th e change s i n self-awarenes s thes e pleasure s 
enable. Initiall y thi s seems to be another paradox. Narcissis m appears to 
be a  force mos t dedicate d t o defendin g a  static self-structure . However , 
as Kohut and Kernberg show us, narcissism is an energy that—in driving 
the sel f t o exis t mor e full y i n orde r t o maste r al l situations—i s als o 
involved with self-change. An d the self's imaginative potential for change 
is protean. Narcissis m ca n keep self-boundaries fluid , encouragin g us to 
identify wit h peopl e w e wan t t o b e like , wit h peopl e w e d o no t full y 
understand, wit h situation s tha t ar e exotic an d inexplicable . Narcissis m 
explains th e mechanisms an d pleasures o f self-conflic t an d our curiously 
obsessive investments in often distant social conflict . 

As w e appreciat e th e narcissisti c force s a t work i n textua l response , 
we ca n examine relationship s betwee n narcissis m an d literary theory . I t 
seems tha t th e authorit y o f theor y i s alway s a  form o f narcissism . N o 
theory eve r offers enoug h evidenc e t o justify it s policing o f though t an d 
imagination. W e choos e theorie s no t becaus e the y ar e true, bu t becaus e 
we becom e caugh t within thei r imagined conflicts ; we becom e absorbe d 
by their ability to resolve conflicts accordin g to prescribed methods. W e 
find a  compelling resonanc e betwee n the objects we want to believe an d 
the thing s theorie s describe . W e ar e draw n towar d a  vision o f master y 
that theories offer . 

I woul d hop e goo d theorie s offe r u s th e subtl e reward s o f mor e 
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complex form s o f narcissism . Goo d theorie s disciplin e u s a s w e us e 
them. Goo d theorie s purge u s of ou r more superfluou s desire s and dra w 
us close r towar d fine r discrimination s an d mor e adequat e model s o f 
understanding an d insight . Ou r narcissisti c conflict s wit h theorie s con -
tribute t o thei r rhetori c o f trut h effects . Thes e effects , however , ca n b e 
achieved only when ther e is some form o f resistance to narcissistic needs . 
Narcissistic need s tha t ar e immediately fulfille d b y som e purely imagina -
tive fantas y offe r littl e impetu s fo r growt h an d development . Goo d 
theories, like good readings , alway s require an artful sens e of resistance . 

Literary professionals find  ampl e scope for introducin g resistanc e int o 
literary response . A s interpretatio n become s a  "discipline, " reader s adop t 
a systemati c theoretica l perspectiv e an d ar e encourage d t o subordinat e 
purely persona l response s t o on e o r mor e code s o f publi c intelligibility . 
A rigorou s pursui t o f experience d trut h effect s woul d thus , withi n it s 
own terms , justif y an y theoretica l orientation . A  reader' s imaginin g o f 
an author , fo r example , ma y b e a  projection o f huma n qualitie s ont o a 
signifier "author, " bu t i t i s als o a n introductio n o f a  force o f resistanc e 
and a  principle o f authorit y int o th e reading process. Wit h th e introduc -
tion o f a n author , reader s wan t t o kno w i f the y hav e gotte n th e "mes -
sage" of the text "right. " 

Both deconstructio n an d reader-respons e theor y hav e largel y dis -
credited th e notion o f th e author , a s well a s the notion o f character . Bu t 
such a  dismissal , althoug h tru e i n a n importan t sense , i s als o besid e th e 
point. Character s an d authors are not people, but we often perceiv e the m 
according t o ou r ow n interna l structure s tha t represen t peopl e fo r us . I f 
the benefit s o f readin g ar e gaine d b y resistances , gaine d b y ou r projec -
tions o f a  structured othe r int o t o th e semiotic s o f a  text , notion s o f a n 
author an d characte r ca n produce usefu l readin g discoveries . 

One migh t easil y argu e tha t som e notio n o f authorit y i s essentia l fo r 
any disciplin e o f reading . I t woul d b e worthwhil e t o conside r al l th e 
various "authorities " introduce d int o interpretatio n theory—Ne w Crit -
icism, phenomenology , structuralism , poststructuralism , Ne w Histori -
cism, Freudia n theory , Marxis t theory—an d reflec t o n ho w the y ar e 
employed ofte n quit e eclecticall y accordin g t o th e persona l interest s o f 
readers. Thes e employment s rewar d readin g an d conver t textualit y int o 
diverse bu t particula r form s o f experience . The y ar e thu s al l potentiall y 
useful gambit s fo r introducin g play into th e habitual code s o f interpreta -
tion. 
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We wil l neve r kno w wha t for m o f authorit y t o adop t a s the maste r 
code o f resistance . Bu t thi s i s not reall y a  problem. Th e use of theory , 
like th e us e o f a  text , require s it s ow n resistance , it s ow n opposition . 
Just a s we ten d t o perfor m rathe r limite d theoretica l reading s o f texts , 
we perform limite d literar y reading s o f theories , projectin g o n them ou r 
past, ou r characteristi c fears , an d our aspirations . W e will neve r b e abl e 
to pick a  master cod e of resistance . No r is it necessary. W e only need t o 
continue t o us e theorie s tha t rewar d u s an d resis t theorie s tha t d o no t 
through productiv e discourse . 

These observation s lea d m e t o certai n principle s tha t ma y b e self -
evident. First , th e most importan t consequenc e of reading is a pragmatics 
of self-reflexivity . Thi s woul d see m fairl y simple ; w e rea d i n orde r t o 
learn somethin g tha t wil l b e important t o us. We do not read t o lear n a 
correct interpretatio n o f a  text . Shoshan a Felma n usefull y explain s tha t 
the Lacania n an d "ne w Freudia n mode l o f reflexivit y differ s fro m th e 
traditional humanisti c mod e of reflexivity , fro m th e classical psychologi -
cal an d philosophica l epistemolog y o f self-reflection." 14 Felma n de -
scribes this model as 

a reflexivity whos e self-reference , whos e process of turning back upon itself , is 
not base d o n a symmetry bu t on asymmetry; asymmetr y betwee n th e self de-
parted from and the self returned to; asymmetry between the turn and the return; 
a reflexivity , therefore , which , passin g throug h th e Other , return s t o itsel f 
without quite being able to rejoin itself; a reflexivity whic h is thus untotalizable, 
that i s irreducibly dialogic , an d in which wha t i s returned t o the self fro m th e 
Other is , paradoxically, the ignorance or the forgetfulness o f its own message; a 
reflexivity, therefore , which is a new mode of cognition or information gatherin g 
whereby ignorance itself becomes structurally informative. 15 

Felman point s ou t tha t thi s mode l o f reflexivit y require s a n additiona l 
model o f knowledge . "Suc h knowledge, " sh e says, "canno t b e acquire d 
(or possessed) onc e and for all ; each case , eac h text , ha s its own specific , 
singular symboli c functionin g an d require s a  different interpretation. " I 
am incline d t o ad d tha t thi s knowledg e i s eve n mor e unstabl e tha n 
Felman claims . I t i s no t simpl y tha t eac h tex t "ha s it s ow n specific , 
singular symboli c functionin g an d requires a  different interpretation" ; i t 
is als o the case tha t eac h contex t o f teachin g a  text require s th e produc-
tion o f a  new knowledg e abou t it . Thi s lead s m e t o m y secon d claim : 
When w e lear n t o teac h tex t w e mus t als o lear n form s fo r teachin g i t 
most appropriat e fo r th e contex t i n question . Jus t a s each analys t mus t 
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respond t o a  patient's resistanc e wit h a  trial-and-error experimentatio n 
with response, eac h teacher must engage in similar strategies. 

Rhetorical criticism , b y paying mor e attentio n t o who w e teach , wil l 
better explain what we teach , when we thin k we ar e teaching a  text. W e 
cannot affor d t o simpl y assum e tha t whe n w e teac h th e ideologica l 
structures o f a  text we ar e drawing attention t o structures tha t have had 
real affect s o n readers . W e canno t affor d t o simpl y assum e that , eve n 
when these structures do affect readers , our discussion of such structures 
will structur e fo r other s a  recognition o f th e socia l an d politica l force s 
that affect their lives. 

We can seldom know in advance how to best teach a text, bu t we gain 
experience about how to adapt to different teachin g conditions. We must 
approach text s i n way s t o stimulat e enthusias m an d insigh t differently , 
depending on whether the context of our study is an undergraduate class, 
a graduat e class , o r th e privac y o f ou r ow n study . Eve n a s we follo w 
certain principle s i n ou r teachin g context , w e als o ofte n modif y thos e 
principles a s w e find  students , o r simpl y ourselves , respondin g t o th e 
particularity o f discours e tha t th e textua l engagemen t produces . A s a 
teacher I am constantly astonished at how often a  fully coherent (and for 
a moment) , totall y convincin g interpretatio n o f a  text ca n b e produce d 
on th e basi s o f a  strong moo d tha t i s expresse d i n the first five  minutes 
of class discussion. 

Mood create s fo r a  momen t a  "real " interpretiv e groun d tha t al l 
questions about the text work to answer. I  would imagine, however, tha t 
mood to o ofte n produce s a n authoritative groun d for interpretive tasks . 
Literature may work bes t when i t responds t o th e force fields  o f mood . 
But w e shoul d kee p i n min d tha t beyon d moo d an d th e vagarie s o f 
individual subjectivity , th e rhetoric of interpretation must always engage 
another large r interpretiv e concern.  I f moo d i s important , w e mus t 
understand th e large r cause s o f mood . W e wil l understan d thes e man y 
causes when we pay attention to issues that sometimes seem well outsid e 
the text . W e hav e learne d fro m Laca n an d Freud , however , tha t thos e 
things tha t see m mos t outsid e th e tex t ar e ofte n th e ver y thing s a t th e 
center of the text. A  rhetoric of the literary will be most useful when we 
more fully gras p how th e rhetoric o f interpretatio n i s always implicate d 
in an often unacknowledged rhetori c we al l share, which is always at the 
center o f a  text—th e rhetori c o f th e "good " perso n an d th e "good " 
society. O f cours e part of th e nature of rhetori c requires that the mean-
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ing o f thes e word s an d th e relationship s amon g the m b e fiercel y con -
tested. 

Notes 
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