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ABSTRACT 

Poststructuralist literary theory has sought to question 

the foundations and assumptions concerning art and 

representation that have governed western culture since the 

time of Plato. If something is not representable in 

language, in image, in sound, it supposedly does not exist. 

Thus non-representational concepts such as disorder, chaos 

and terror are codified, labelled, and controlled as threats 

to the system of representation. In order to maintain power, 

control, systems must repress the knowledge that the very 

foundation of their order (disorder, chaos, terror) are 

concepts at the very heart of the system itself. In effect, 

every system contains the elements of its own destruction, 

elements that are ironically empowered by the very attempt to 

repress their existence. 

Terrorism becomes a metaphor for the failure of systems 

such as history, philosophy, language, even civilization 

itself, to provide stable, absolute t:a:'uths and meaning. In 

the history of Western metaphysics, terror, in its various 

manifestations, has always been a non-representable concept, 

both a threat to systems of order and a supposed vehicle for 

their change. The way that systems of ~ower d~al with the 
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threat of terrorism has been a major subject for modern 

fiction; what follows is an investigation of the connections 

between what I call these "systems of safety," 

representation, terror, and modern fiction. 
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Graft (I) 

Nature had been prodigal in her gifts to my father 
beyond measure, and had sown the seeds of verbal criticism as 
deep within him, as she had done the seeds of all other 
knowledge,----so that he had got out his penknife, and was 
trying experiments upon the sentence, to see if he could not 
scratch better sense into it.----I've got within a single 
letter, brother Toby, cried my father, of Erasmus his 
mystical meaning. ----you are near enough, brother, replied my 
uncle, in all conscience.----Pshaw! cried my father, 
scratching on,----I might as well be seven miles off.----I've 
done it,----said my father, snapping his fingers.----See, my 
dear brother Toby, how I have mended the sense.----But you 
have marr'd a word, replied my uncle Toby.----My father put 
on his spectacles,----bit his lip,----and tore out the leaf 
in a passion. 

--Lawrence sterne, Tristram Shandy 
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Preface: Aftar the Fact 

In The Parasite, Michel Serres defines a parasite as one 

"who has the last word, who produces disorder and who 

generates a different order."l A parasite interrupts the 

stable chain of order, always trying to supplant the one who 

comes before. "A given parasite seeks to eject the parasite 

on the level immediately superior to his own. ,,2 In the 

world of repetitious production, a parasite attatches itself 

to the new, the unique, reducing it to repeti tion, to 

duplicata, to static, to'noise, the non-signifying entropy of 

information theory. It is his premise, as well as mine, that 

change, the result of a matrix of parasitic relationships, 

comes about from disruptions inside a system itself, rather 

than from being imposed from the outside. For, indeed, there 

is no "outside," to any system, as Godel's Theoreom 

demonstrates. 

Systems of safety are systems of order, systems of 

power, that attempt to control chaos and disorder through the 

repression of non-systematizable concepts. Language is the 

basis of all attempts at systematizing, and especially since 

Plato, representation has been used as an interpretive value 

1 Michel Serres, The Parasite, trans. Lawrence R. Schehr 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univ. Press, 1982), p. 3. 

2 Serres, p. 4. 
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system to maintain the image of control. If something is not 

representable, in language, in image, in sound, it does not 

exist. Thus, non-representational concepts, such as 

disorder, chaos, terror, and (as we shall see) black holes, 

are expelled from the system and codified, labelled, and 

controlled as threats to the system itself. In order to 

maintain power or control, systems of safety must repress the 

knowledge that the very foundations of their order (disorder, 

chaos, terror) are concepts at the very heart of the system 

itself. In effect, every system contains the elements of its 

own destruction, elements that are ironically empowered by 

the very attempt to repress their existence. 

Postmodernism has sought to deconst~uct notions such as 

absGlute truth by identifying them as notions of absolute 

power, safety, and control. The eternal, the universal, is 

an illusory foundation upon which'systems of safety have been 

constructed. What if, within systems such as these, there 

exist concepts that are not absolute, not representable, not 

codifiable? What if the binary relationships between 

concepts such as signifier and signified are shown to be 

questionable? The result is a philosophy of skepticism, a 

metaphilosophy questioning the very foundations of such 

systems of safety as philosophy itself. 

For my purposes, "terrorism" becomes a metaphor for the 

failure of systems of safety S1Jch as history, philosophy, 



13 

language, and even civilization itself, to provide stable, 

absolute truths and meaning. In the hist'ory of Western 

metaphysics, terror, in its various manifestations, has 

always been a non-representable concept, both a threat to 

systems of order and a supposed vehicle for their change. 

The way that systems of power deal wi th the threat of 

terrorism has been a major subject for modern fiction; what 

follows is an investigation of the connectic'ns between 

systems of safety, representation, terror,!, and modern 

fiction. I will draw major parallels between postructuralist 

philosophy, the history of modern terrorism, and selected 

novels. Chapter One presents a theoretical/ philosophical 

matrix through which novels by Henry James, Joseph Conrad, 

and Don DeLillo are read. My thesis is basically anti

systematic, and thus the form of this proj ect seeks to 

"mirror" the content of its express~on in a non-linear 

fashion. To capture chaos on the page, is, of course I 

impossible, by the very philosophy expressed here, just as is 

the attempt at complete control. Thus, I have tried to fall 

somewhere in' the middle, between the binary opposi tes of 

chaos and control. As Thomas pynchon has written, seeing 

ever:ything as connected is paranoia; seeing nothing as 

connected is anti-paranoia. None of us can exist in either 

condition for very long. 
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CHAPTER ONB 

DISRUPTBD HISTORY, BLACK HOLES, AND THE POLITICS 

OF RBPRESENTATION 

We will build theories that gleam like jade idols, 
intriguing systems of assumptions, four-faced, graceful. We 
will follow the bullet trajectories backwards to the lives 
that occupy the shadows, actual men who moan in their dreams. 

--Don DeLillo, Libra 

••• no logical system may boast of an absolute 
beginning, since such a beginning, like pure being, is a pure 
chimera. _ 

--8. Kierkegaard, Concluding Unscientific Postscript 
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i. Syllabus (X) 

It is difficult, my dear Socrates, to demonstrate 
anything of real importance without the use of examples. 

--Plato, statesman 

Clip out an example, since you cannot and should 
not undertake the infinite commentary that at every moment 
seems necessarily to engage and immediately to annul itself, 
letting itself be read in turn by the apparatus itself. 

--Jacques Derrida, Dissemination 

So we closed our textbooks. Put aside the French 
Revolution. So we said goodbye to that old and hackneyed 
fairy-tale with its Rights of Man, liberty caps, cockades, 
tricolors, not to mention its hissing guillotines, and its 
quaint notion that it had bestowed on the world a new 
beginning. 

--Graham Swift, water land 

In Waterland, Tom Crick, a teacher of history about to be 

retired from a school where history itself is being retired 

from the curriculum, finds himself in a position where the 

traditional concept of history has come, literally for him 

and metaphorically for us, to an end. The tradi tional 

concept of history has been defined by Derrida as "the unity 

of becoming, as the tradition of truth or the development of 

science or knowledge oriented toward the appropriation of 

truth in presence and self-presence, toward knowledge in 

consciousness-of-itself.,,3 In this way, for Tom crick, 

3 Jacques Derrida, "Structure, Sign and Play in the Discourse 
of the Human Sciences," in critical Theory Since 1965, ed. Hazard 
Adams and Leroy Searle (Tallahassee: Florida state University 
Pres~, 1986), p. 92. 
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history has always provided an Explanation. Until now. For 

Tom has reached the limits of history as a clearly centered 

or logocentric system. History, for him, is no longer what 

Fredric Jameson calls lithe ultimate ground as well as the 

untranscendable limit of our understanding in general. 114 

According to Derrida, this perception of history has always 

been defined by IIgiving it a center or of referring it to a 

point of presence, a fixed origin. liS Tom's class is 

symbolic of this: at its center is the French Revolution, the 

central event around which his syllabus is constructed. Yet 

Tom abandons the center of his syllabus: "in the middle of 

explaining how, wi th a Parisian bloodletting, our Modern 

World began, he breaks off and starts tel I ing--these 

stories. u6 Tom disrupts the unity, the thematic of his 

course, with supplementary fictions. For he has realized 

that history is incapable of yielding up the "golden nugget II 

of Explanation, that 

history is that impossible thing: the attempt to 

give an account, 'with incomplete knowledge, of 

actions themsel ves undertaken wi th incomplete 

4 Fredric Jameson, The Political Unconscious: Narrative as a 
Socially Symbolic Act (Ithaca: Cornell Univ. Press, 1985), p. 100 •. 

S Derrida, p. 83. 

6 Graham Swift, Waterland (New York: Washington Square Press, 
1987), p. 4. All subsequent parenthetical references are to this 
edition. 



knowledge. So that it teaches us no short-cuts to 

Salvation, no recipe for a New World, only the 

dogged and patient art of making do. I taught you 

that by for ever attempting to explain we may come, 

not to an Explanation, but to a knowledge of the 

limits of our power to explain. (p. 81) 
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As Derrida says, it is such a recognition of the limits that 

the "center" places on a structure (such as history) that can 

lead to "thinking that there [is] no center, that the center 

could not be thought in the form of a present-being ••• that it 

[ is] . not a fixed locus, but a function, a sort of 

nonlocus ••• ,,7 For Tom, his stories, his fictions, become 

substi tutes which seek to supplement the "nonlocus," the 

empty vessel called the past. 

By discovering the limits of history, and of its 

foundations in post-Platonic models of mimesis, aletheia, and 

the self-presence of truth, Tom Crick seeks to disrupt the 

notion that history is "the Grand Narrative, the filler of 

vacuums, the dispeller of fears of the dark" (po 47). He 

seeks to displace the idea of an Explanation, of an 

interpretive meaning anchored in an originary past, event, 

theme, or truth. Tom does not seek to replace history with 

fiction, but to supplement history with fiction in order to 

7 Derrida, po 840 
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frustrate the limi ts of the concept of a transcendental 

truth. Like Quentin and Shreve in Faulkner's Absalom. 

Absalom!, Tom begins to play with stories, substituting them 

for historical "facts," because he has "already reached the 

limits of his power to explain" (p. 82).8 In the hands of 

characters such as these, fiction becomes a kind of writing 

that "outwits and undoes all ontologies, all philosophemes, 

all manner of dialectics.,,9 It is a writing that functions 

like the gestures of the mime in Mallarme' s Mimique, so 

artfully clipped out and grafted on as example by Derrida in 

his essay "The Double Session."lO As Christopher Norris 

has explained, "what deconstruction finds at work in 

Mallarme's text is the very reverse of a rich multiplicity of 

8 From a traditional critical perspective, Shreve's narrative 
is the most fictional discourse in the novel; as an outsider not 
only to the story's genealogical succession (father to son) but to 
the South itself (he's from Canada), he lacks narrative authority. 
In this absence of narrative authority, Shreve introduces several 
elements into the Sutpen story that can only be called fictional: 
the lawyer, his letters, and several explanations (ranging from 
incest to miscegenation) for the events of the story itself. And 
while Shreve's discourse could be seen as the height of fictional 
embellishment, it doesn't seem to matter much to Faulkner whether 
Shreve has narrat,ive authority or not. At least he is making a 
scratch--or as Derrida would say, weaving a supplemental thread-
and that's what counts. As Quentin had said earlier, "maybe 
nothing ever happens once and is finished" (Faulkner, Absalom. 
Absalom!, New York: Vintage, 1972, p. 261). 

9 Derrida, Dissemination, Trans. Barbara Johnson (Chicago: 
Univ. of Chicago Press, 1978), p. 215. 

10 See the way Derrida "grafts" an excerpt from Mimique to an 
excerpt from Plato's Philebus in Dissemination, p. 175. An 
extended discussion of the importance of this graft follows below. 
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sense attach.\i.nq to certain pri veleqed I themes. I It is the 

effect of an endless displacement of meaninq, one that 

constantly baffles and frustrates the desire for some 

assurance of thematic unity."ll 

For Tom Crick, beyond the limits of transcendental truth, 

with the "old, old feelinq that everythinq miqht amount to 

nothing" (p. 203), supplementary ; disruptive fictions provide 

an answer to his overwhelming question: "What do you do when 

reality is an empty space?" (p. 46). This exposes the limits 

of the Platonic gesture of turninq inward, away from the 

artificial world' of reality, toward some higher realm of 

forms or ideas. For Graham swift, these limits are embodied 

in the concept of history, with its promise of an 

Explanation; for Derrida, they appear in the logocentric 

model of commentary and its promise of interpretive meaning. 

Disruption, however, does not mean rep,lacement with a binary 

opposite or sheer escape: 

Any attempt to'reverse mimetologism or escape it in 

one fell swoop by leaping out of it with both feet 

would oniy amount to an immediate fall back into its 

system: in suppressing the double or makinq it 

dialectical, one is back in the perception of the 

11 Christopher Norris, Derrida (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univ. 
Press, 1987), p. 59. 



thing itself, the production of its presence, its 

truth, as idea, 'form, or matter. n12 
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Disruption at its best functions to "make things happen-- and 

conjure up, with all the risks, a little token Here and Now; 

you can drink and be merry and forget what your sober mind 

tells you. Or like the Cricks who out of their watery toils 

could always dredge up a tale or two, you can tell stories" 

(p. 46). First, we must disrupt this consideration of 

disruption in order to investigate the concept of system 

itself; to understand the supplementary, subversive force of 

fiction, it is first necessary to understand the physics of 

black holes, and why it is important that concepts like bl.ack 

holes are nonrepresentational according to a tradi tional 

system of linguistic representation that does not admit the 

possibility of nonrepresentation. 

12 Derrida, Dissemination, p. 207. As Jerry A. Flieger points 
out, "This colorful image of a leap feet first and feet bound into 
the abyss of positivity ••• results from Derrida's comic doubling of 
the notions of the poststructuralist bind in a network of 
associations, in French and in English, around the words bondir (to 
leap, to bound) and bander (to bind, to band, to record, to have an 
erection) ••• " (The Purloined Punch Line: Freud's Comic Theory and 
the Postmodern Text, Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univ. Press, 1991, p. 
129). 
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iio ~oucault'8 Void 

The question is not one of an alternative system or 
method or even of a better theoretical model, but rather of 
developing critical strategies to be used within a field of 
conflicting forces where no one force has absolute priority 
over the others and where the temptation to grant a term 
transcendent status must be resisted. 

--David Carroll, Paraesthetics 

Unlike trees or their roots, the rhizome connects 
any point to any other point, and its traits are not 
necessarily linked to traits of the same nature; it brings 
into play very different regimes of signs, and even nonsign 
states. ' 

--Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus 

Is it possible to represent a black hole? stars, because 

they emit light, can be imagined, described, painted, or even 

photographed. But when a stclr makes the transition from red 

giant to whi te dwarf, to black dwarf, to supernova, to 

neutron star, to black hole, it "exists" in the absence of 

its 'ability to emit light. The gravitational collapse of the 

star, which has burnt all of its nuclear fuel, prevents light 

from leaving the black hole I s boundary, or Schwarzschild 

radius, or wpat is called its, "event horizon." The event 

horizon is formed by the paths of rays of light which just 

fail to escape from the black hole, the Schwarzschild radius 

being a kind of boundary that is'not, in the physical sense 

of the word, a boundary. Light, according to Roger Penrose, 

"can simply hover above the collapsed body, and all the 
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outward velocity that the light can muster is just barely 

enough to counteract· the enormous gravitational pull. "13 

Here's a boundary that is always becoming, but that never i§. 

According to Stephen Hawking , within a black hole is a 

"singularity of infinite density and space-time 

curvature, ,,14 a point where "the laws of science and our 

ability to predict the future would break down."lS This 

"naked" singularity, however, is not an observable phenomena; 

on the contrary, as long as an observer is beyond the event 

horizon of a black hole, he cannot be affected by this 

breakdown, because there is no. way that a clue to the 

existence of this singularity could escape from the black 

hole itself. 16 A black hole, therefore, is a one-way 

system, able to absorb light, but unable to emit it. An 

13 Roger Penrose, The Emperor's New Mind: Concerning 
computers. Minds. and the Laws of Physics (New York: Oxford Univ. 
Press, 1989), p. 225. 

14 Stephen Hawking, A Brief History of Time (New York: Bantam, 
1989), p. 88. 

15 Hawking, p. 88. 

16 Although we can never observe a naked singularity, 
mathematicians have calculated the time it would take to reach the 
"center" of a black hole: "1.54 x 10-5 seconds times the mass of 
the blac)t hole divided by the mass of the sun. (This is the time 
measured by the infalling observer. To other observers, the time 
interval is different. In the frame of reference of an observer at 
rest far from the black hole, the fall takes -- literally -
forever. This is another effect of the profound distortion of time 
and space around a black hole)" (William Poundstone, Labyrinths of 
Reason: Paradox. Puzzles. and the Frailty of Rnowledge, New York: 
Doubleday, 1988, p. 70). 
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observer is thus protected from the knowledge that there does 

exist a point where his beliefs, the laws of science, will 

break down. That point, that naked singularity, cannot be 

observed, just as a black hole cannot be represented. 17 

These singularities, or breakdowns, only ey.ist in places like 

black holes, where they cannot be observed; however, it is 

through concepts such as these that systems of representation 

break down. While it is impossible to represent the point 

where representation fails, that failure is always implicit 

in the system itself, even though the system represses that 

fact. There is no way for an observer to cross the event 

horizon and observe a naked singularity, for here is the 

precise point in the system'where the concept of observation 

breaks down or collapses. In his book on Raymond Roussel, 

Foucault writes: "he does not want to duplicate the world 

with another world but in the spontaneous doublings of 

language discover an unsuspected space and cover it wi th 

17 Actua lly, a naked singularity could be observed. "The catch 
is that there is no possibility whatsoever of the observer 
communicating his experiences to us on the outside. The experience 
cannot be incorporated into the body of shared human experience" 
(Poundstone, p. 71). This is because the observer would only know 
about the existence of the singularity by becoming incorporated 
into the singularity itself. As Yeats once asked (in a different 
context, of course) "how can we tell the dancer from the dance?" 
For a fictional reworking of the concept of black holes under 
discussion here, see DeLillo's notion of "moholes" hl Chapter IV. 
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things never before said.,,18 For Foucault, these mises .ml 

abymes, or self-reflexive coverings, reveal the void, the 

lack of solid foundation for any episteme19 , for any system 

of belief about language as representation. Yet the same 

coverings cannot represent the void. That would make them 

merely another closed system. According to David Carroll, 

"the mise gn abyme has almost always been the sign of 

literary or aesthetic closure and a denial of the impact of 

the historical, socio-political, and philosophical contexts 

of literature and art. ,,20 Foucault, however, sees 

epistemes themselves as closed systems of order; the 

challenge is to disrupt the order of things to reveal the 

point of the disintegration of order, the foundation of order 

as the disorder inherent in all systems. As Carroll 

explains, Ii without such disturbance and defamiliarization, 

the familiar aspects of thought·would continue to be taken 

18 Michel Foucault, Death and the Labyrinth: The World of 
Raymond Roussel, Trans. Charles Ruas (New York: Doubleday, 1986), 
p. 251. 

19 For Fouca.ul t, an episterne is any histor.ical system of 
organized knowledge: .. in a culture at a given moment, there is only 
ever one episterne, which defines the conditions of possibility of 
all knowledge, whether it is the one that is manifested in a 
theory, or the one silently invested in a practice" (Foucalt, ~ 
Order of Things: An Archeology of the Human Sciences, New York: 
Random, 1973, p. 179). Foucault, however, is more interested in 
the ruptures or points that cause changes in an established 
episteme than in describing the unity of that episterne. 

20 David Carroll, Paraesthetics: Foucault. Lyotard. Derrida 
(New York: Metheun, 1987), p. 54. 
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for universal truths, the Other kept· in relation of 

dependency or derivation in terms of the Same. When the 

familiar is made unfamiliar, thought is forced to question 

itself and confront alternatives to itself. "21 The 

consideration of alternatives is the disruption of universal 

"truths" such as the "other world" productions of 

representation, revealing the disorder inherent in all 

systems of order. 

The void, or the disorder that underlies all systems of 

order, is not a representable concept, just as naked 

singularities and black holes are not. "Representation," 

Foucault argues, "is in the process of losing its power to 

define the mode of being common to things and to knowledge. 

The very being of that which is represented is now going to 

fall outside representation itself.,,22 Foucault's void is 

that place where different systems C?f order break down, 

revealing insight into the process of ordering itself. 

Unlike black. holes " Foucault's void is a place where order 

not only breaks down, but from where it also emerges, in a 

radical break from the previous system of order--much the 

same way that quanta "leap" from energy state to energy state 

21 Carroll, p. 55. 

22 Foucault, The Order of Things, p. 240. 
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without affecting the probability of which quanta will leap 

next. 

Thus, within the boundaries of the classical system of 

representation and unity exists the concept that voids the 

very foundation of the system in the supposed unity of the 

representational with the real. According to Luce Irigary, 

who equates representation with Plato's metaphor of the cave, 

"you will always already have lost your bearings as soon as 

you set foot in the cave ••• this theatrical trick is 

unavoidable if you are to enter into the functioning of 

representation. ,,23 If there is something within the system 

of representation that is not representable, what happens to 

the system itself as a valid way of knowing the world? And 

what is the function of art if it is not just a reflection of 

that world? In orde~ to consider these questions, we must 

investigate the central premise behind all western systems of 

order: the concept of origin. 

23 Luce Irigaray, Speculum of the Other Woman, Trans. Gillian 
C. Gill (Ithaca: Cornell Univ. Press, 1985), p. 244. 
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iii. system: state Thinking 

We will never ask what a book means, as signified 
or signifier; we will not look for anything to understand in 
it. We will ask what it functions with, in connection with 
what other things it does or does not transmit intensities, 
in which other mul tiplici ties its own are inserted and 
metamorphosed, and with what bodies without organs it makes 
its own converge. 

--Deleuze arid Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus 

There is a might-have-been which is more than 
truth. 

--William Fa~l~ner, Absalom. Absalom! 

In Book X of the Republic, Plato articulates his classic 

syllogism proving the artist an artificer, an imitator of 

appearances thrice removed from the ideal realm of truth. 

His motivation for doing so "is the claim, currently made by 

sophists and professional reciters of the Homeric poems, that 

Homer in particular, and in a less degree the tragedians, 

were masters of all technical knowledge, from wagon-building 

or chariot~driving to strategy, and also moral and religious 

guides to the conduct of life."24 The artist is therefore 

in direct c~mpetition with the philosopher for access to 

knowledge or truth. Using an ordinary object, in this case 

a bed, as his prime example, Socrates argues that while there 

may be many beds in the world, there is only one idea or form 

24 Francis MacDonald Cornford's introduction to Chapter XXXV 
of The Republic of Plato, Trans. Cornford (London: Oxford Univ. 
Press, 1941), p. 322. 
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underlying this multiplicity of beds. This ideal bed may be 

said to represent the concept of truth as far as beds are 

concerned. The second premise of Socrates' argument is that 

while a carpenter may make a bed in accordance with the ideal 

form of the bed, "no artificer makes the idea itself. ,,25 

Therefore, Socrates concludes, the artist who makes a 

representation of a bed is creating an appearance based upon 

appearances, and is "thrice removed from the king and from 

the truth" (p. 35). For Plato, art is mimesis, or 

representation, and representation is a negative concept 

because it "is a long way off the truth, and can reproduce 

all things, because [it] lightly touches on a small part of 

them, and that part an image" (p. 35). 

Representation is, therefore, the secondary term of the 

binary logic upon which the Platonic system of order, or as 

Foucault would term it,26 the "discursive formation" is 

built. central to this formation is the concept of a fixed 

locus, or prime origin for all things; in human beings, for 

25 Plato, The Republic of Plato, Trans. Francis MacDonald 
Cornford, p. 34. All subsequent parenthetical references are to 
this edition. 

26 Foucault terms various systems of order "discursive 
formations" in order to reveal the fundamental discontinuities or 
multiplicity of ruptures that underlie any attempts to create a 
stable order in the absence of a transcendental signified or 
ordering principle. He is not interested in exploring how 
discursive formations form, but in how they'transform into other 
epistemes because of their continual interaction with (a) historical 
discontinuities. 
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example, it is the immortal soul. "All soul is immortal," 

socrates claims in the Phaedrus; "for what is always in 

motion is immortal. ,,27 According to Plato, who himself 

borrows the idea from the Pythagoreans, the prime origin is 

a kind of perpetual motion machine because "only what moves 

itself never ceases to be in motion, since it could not so 

cease without being false to its own nature" (p. 49); however, 

the prime origin itself can never come into visible being, 

and can only be represented, in·this case through myth or 

fable, systems that Socrates, in the words· of Derrida, "sends 

off" early in the Phaedrus as leading the philosopher away 

from self, from truth, the proper object of study. Even 

though all things that become must be based on a prime 

origin, the prime origin itself can only be represented in a 

discourse which would "require a long exposition of which 

only a god is capable" (p. 50). Origin-ality is really 

based, in a sense, upon nothing: "for if a prime origin were 

derived from anything, it would no longer be a prime origin" 

(p.49). Plato's system, then, is best described as a logic 

of exclusion that classifies ideas into an either/or, 

positive/negative duality, where what is good is ironically 

defined by its other, the negative, or what is excluded from 

27 Plato, Phaedrus and Letters VII and VIII, Trans. Walter 
Hamilton (New York: Penguin, 1973), p. 49. All subsequent 
parenthetical references are to this edition. 
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the system. Paradoxically, the same structure is also built 

upon the concept of a prime origin whose being is not-being, 

in much the same way that the Schwarzschild radius is a 

boundary that is not a boundary. 

Irigaray, writing on Plato, terms this prime origin the 

hystera. The prisoners in Plato's cave, chained toward the 

back of the cave wall, can never turn toward the proteron 

(what is in front), which, in the system of representation, 

is always "displaced, transposed, transferred, 

metaphorizec;i,,28 into the hystera (what is behind), the 

origin that because of this transposition remains always 

behind and thus non-representational, fostering the illusion 

of a prime origin that might be fully visible if only the 

prisoners could turn around. consequently, this illusion 

keeps them "prisoners in the space-time of the proj ect of its 

representation" (p. 244). Aletheia, absolute truth, rules 

through this . "dismembering" of the hystera, "the 

unrepresentable origin of all forms and all morphology" (p. 

253). Ironically, truth, then, is based upon what it 

excludes from the system, a somehow forgotten truth covered 

over and erased in this ongoing operation of representation 

that has "always already" been so. Aletheia, then,. would 

28 Irigaray, "Plato I s Hystera," in Speculum of the Other 
Woman, p. 245. All subsequent parenthetical references are to this 
edit-ion. 
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"theoretically function henceforth as ~ 12Qng offered M 

security ~ ~ bD§ ~ forgotten in the Socratic 

dialectic from the dawn of western photological systematics" 

(p. 267). Truth exists as a presence based upon the absence 

of what it has excluded from its system of unity and, at 

best, is "reduced to the medium o~ one of its manifestations: 

the realization of voice" (p. 265). 

For Plato, writing should be particularly excluded, since 

he classifies it along with painting and myth as 

representational in a very distant way ~ In both the Philebus 

and the Phaedrus, 'Plato employs the metaphor of the soul as 

a book. He posits a kind of writing of the soul, or prime 

origin, in order to conceptualize the other of writing, the 

transcendental truth that representational systems such as 

writing supposedly repress but that speech, the positive half 

of Plato I s speech/writing dichotomy, supposedly conveys. 

According to Derrida, for Plato, writing, like painting and 

myth, is 'directly opposed to living knowledge: 

The truth of writing, that is, as we shall see, the 

nontruth~ cannot be discovered in ourselves by 

ourselves. And it is not the object of a science, 

.only of a history that is recited, a fable that is 

repeated. The link between writing and myth becomes 

clearer, as does its opposition to knowledge, 

notably the knowledge one seeks in oneself, by 



oneself. And at the same time, through writing or 

through myth, the genealogical break and the 

estrangement from the origin are sounded. 29 
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writing, as a representational system, is not only removed 

from truth, living knowledge, memory, but from the prime 

origin (a writing of the soul) itself. Then, too, Derrida 
.. 

points out that the authority behind the Platonic concept of 

a prime origin is paternal in nature. The prime origin of 

logos, or speech, is the father/king, and logos is a son, who 

"without his father ••• wou1d be nothing, in fact, but writing" 

(p.77). Plato portrays speech as a living organism, with a 

paternal origin, "a living father ••• a father present, 

standing near it, behind it, within it, sustaining it with 

his rectitude, attending it in person in his own name" (p. 

77). And the father, in Plato's binary logic, is always 

associated with the Good; "logos represents what it is 

indebted. to: the father who is also chief, capital, and 

good(s)" (p. 77). 

Plato's thesis, then, is that writing is an orphan, 

without father, without connection to a prime origin. It can 

only supplement speech. Near the end of the Phaedrus, 

socrates once again resorts to myth in order to show why 

writing is inferior to living speech. Theuth, the inventor 

29 Oerrida, Dissemination, p. 74. 
parenthetical references are to this edition. 

All subsequent 
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of writing, brings it as a gift to the father/king Thamus, 

claiming, "here is an accomplishment, my lord the king, which 

will improve both the wisdom and the memory of the Egyptians. 

I have discovered a sure receipt for memory and wisdom. ,,30 

Thamus, however, rejects the gift of writing because Theuth 

is its father, and not Thamus: 

You, who are the father of writing, have out of 

fondness for your offspring attributed to it quite 

the opposite of its real function. Those who 

acquire it will cease to exercise their memory and 

become forgetful; they will rely on writing to bring 

things to their remembrance by external signs 

instead of on their own internal resources. (p. 77) 

Writing, in other words, has too little connection to 

anamnesis, the process of half-forgetting/half-remembering of 

truths that living knowledge can cause the soul to remember. 

It also breaks the paternal succession of Thamus, the 

father/king, as it is the invention of a substitute father, 

Theuth, who, in opposition to the Good that Thamus 

represents, 'is the other, the god of games, the occult, 

instability, and probabilities. Yet, ironically, living 

knowledge can only be described in terms of writing, its 

other, the negative which Plato excludes from his system. 

30 Plato, Phaedrus and Letters VII and VIII, p. 96. All 
subsequent parenthetical references are to this edition. 
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This paradox brings us back to the motivation behind 

Plato's system. Directly opposed to the Platonic concept of 

absolute truth is its opposite, probability. And probability 

is the realm of the competition for access to knowledge and 

truth, the arena of the sophists. "The fact is," Socrates 

points out sarcastically," as we said at the beginning of our 

discussion, that the aspiring speaker needs no knowledge of 

the truth about what is right or good ••• all that matters is 

plausibility. Plausibility is simply another name for 

probability, and probability is the thing to concentrate on 

if you would be a scientific speaker" (p. 93). Binary logic 

demonstrates that absolute truth is good, while probability 

is bad. If speech is classified as good, then writing must 

be classified as bad. There is no blurring of opposite 

truths in a binary system, whereas in a system based on 

probabilities, an infinite number of probabilities can exist, 

all of them equally accessible because of their likeness to 

truth, a likeness that not only allows free passage but also 

permits the sophist to manipulate and misrepresent any 

probability as truth. There is no origin, however, for the 

concept of probability--there' s only multiplicity at the 

"root" of it--and Plato's fear of the chaos and terror that. 

supposedly come without the state authority of a paternal, 

transcendental truth is why he constructs his system of order 

in direct opposition to sophistic probability. 
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The question arises, then: why are systems of order, 

such as Plato's binary metaphysics, always constructed 

throuqh opposition and based upon the concept of oriqin? As 

Foucault has pointed out in The Order of Things, philosophies 

based upon the acceptance of representation are systems of 

dogmatic metaphysics, systems that stress order, unity, and 

solidarity as truth or reason, and multiplicity, diversity, 

difference as error or chaos. "The space of order, II Foucault 

writes, 

[has] served as a common place for representation 

and for thinqs, for empirical visibility and for the 

essential rules, which united the regularities of 

nature and the resemblances of imaqination in the 

qrid of identities and differences, which displayed 

the empirical sequence of representations in a 

simul taneous table, and made it possible to scan 

step by step, in accordance with loqical sequence, 

the totali ty of nature's elements thus rendered 

contemporaneous with one another. 31 

Deleuze and Guattari have termed this kind of 

representational classification state thinkinq, "the most 

clas~ical and well reflected, oldest, and weariest kind of 

31 Foucault, The Order of Things, p. 239. 
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thought. ,,32 For them, "the state as the model for the book 

and for thought has a long history: logos, the philosopher

king, the transcendence of the Idea, the interiority of the 

concept, the republic of minds, the court of reason, the 

functionaries of thought, man as legislator and subject" (p. 

24). According to Barbara Herrnstein Smith, these concepts 

of order and unity exist because they are profitable to the 

State: 

It appears that the cheapest way for any system to 

process an array of information is by binary 

classification, which is, of course, the minimal 

classification. Moreover, because, in an organic 

system, the process of classification, like any 

other activity, is itself economically energized-

energized, that is, by self-interest, or if you 

like, the profit motive--any classification that is 

produced is also likely to be an evaluative 

hierarchy. 33 

As Plato's system is. 

32 Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 
Trans. Brian Massumi (Minneapolis: Univ. of Minnesota Press, 1987), 
p. 5. All subsequent parenthetical references are to this edition. 

33 Barbara Herrnstein Smith, contingencies of Value: 
Alternative perspectives for critical Theorv (Cambridge: Harvard 
Univ. Press, 1988)~ p. 122. 
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However, as Derrida has shown, the desire to fix an 

oriqin for truth and knowledqe always gets tanqled up in 

textual complications it cannot avoid. Opposition, the 

qround of dialectical reasoninq, can only define positive 

concepts throuqh a metaphorical use of the neqative Other 

which it excludes from the system. Thus unity can only be 

defined in opposition to chaos, truth in opposition to 

probability, livinq knowledqe in opposition to mechanical 

memory, logos in opposition to mythos. The Phaedrus fails to 

achieve its own argument, the priority of speech over 

writinq, precisely because the argument itself must be formed 

in writinq, usinq myth, even as it excludes the utility of 

both writing and myth and because "writing" in a more general 

sense--differing and deferring--must be thought before a 

logos can be supposed. 

True, systems of order are, as o~r example from Plato 

demonstrates, constructed through opposition, based upon the 

mythical' conception of a prime origin that privileqes a 

specific "truth" over all other probabilities, in an 

evaluative hierarchy that enforces a specific kind of state 

thinking. What is excluded from the system is classified as 

dangerous, outside, alien, opposite to what is promoted as 

inside, good. At the same time, however, the excluded is 

danqerous precisely because being so basic to the system's 
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construction. It contains the power to affect, to corrupt 

the system itself: 

Plato maintains ~ the exteriority of writing ~ 

its power of maleficent penetration, its ability to 

affect or infect what lies deepest inside. The 

pharmakon is that dangerous supplement that breaks 

into the very thing that would have liked to do 

without it yet lets itself at once be breached, 

roughed up, fulfilled, and replaced, completed by 

the very trace through which the present increases 

itself in the act of disappearing. 34 

By defining writing as a pharmakon, which Derrida explains as 

both remedy and poison, Plato reveals a conflict at the heart 

of binary logic, a conflict that can only be resolved through 

a privileging of one term over another in a despotic state 

where difference is overcome and repressed through the force 

of the transcendental signified. The co'ncept of origin, 

then, is repressive and necessary for the formation of 

systems of order; yet, as the Phaedrus shows, there is even 

a conflict within the concept of a prime origin, for the 

prime origin itself (which arises out of ecriture or 

~akon) cannot have an origin: its basis "exists" in its 

opposition to origin. This is the hinge that breaks Plato's 

34 Derrida, Dissemination, p. 110. 
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system apart, revealing a conflict of forces, a panoply of 

oppositions that ultimately cannot be overcome. 

Derrida's differance, Foucault's episteme, Lyotard's 

"matrix-figure," Deleuze and Guattari's "plateau of 

intensity," even Richard Rorty's "ironist": all these post

modern (non) concepts seek to explore the nature of this 

conflict, the multiplicity of forces operating in the absence 

of, and yet within suppositions about, a transcendental 

signified, or an origin. "The Phantasmatic matrix," Lyotard 

writes, "far from being an origin, attests to the opposite, 

that our origin is an absence of origin and that everything 

presenting itself as the object of an original discourse is 

an hallucinatory image-figure placed precisely in this 

initial non-space.,,35 The claim to truth, then, could be 

called terroristic. It is lithe arm of paranoia and power, 

the claw of unity-totality in the space of words, the return 

of terror."36 The instability at the heart of systems such 

as representation challenges us to move beyond closed spaces, 

closed systems, closed concepts of totality. Art, according 

to Lyotard, does just this. It exists both wi thin and 

outside history, a multiplicity that continually seeks to 

35 Since the early works of Lyotard (such as Discours. Figure 
and Economie Libidinal) are still unavailable in English, all 
translations are from Carroll's Paraesthetics: Foucault. Lyotard. 
Derrida. The reference is to Lyotard's Discours. Figure, p. 271. 

36 Lyotard, Economie Libidinal, p. 287. 
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unmask attempts at constructing systems of order. Literature 

at its best, then, is not a substitute ideal for history, 

politics, or even truth, but seeks to undo all such ideals. 

It shows us that truth is not at some external point waiting 

to be discovered, but continually made and unmade through 

human imagination. According to Richard Rorty, 

Truth cannot be out there--cannot exist 

independently of the human mind--because sentences 

cannot so exist, or be out there. The world is out 

there but descriptions of the world are not. only 

descriptions of the world can be true or false. The 

world on its own--unaided by the describing 

activities of human being--cannot. 37 

Plato, perhaps unintentionally, shows us that the pharmakon 

(the maker of these sentences) has both the power to 

masquerade as truth and the ability to intervene in systems 

of order and reveal exactly what is repressed within them. 

That is exactly what Plato's writing forces us to see. At 

this level, he was right all along. 

37 Richard Rorty, contingency« Irony and Solidarity 
(Cambridge: Harvard Univ. Press, 1989), p. 5. All subsequent 
parenthetical references to Rorty are to this edition. 
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iv. A Line of Plight 

Meanwhile the whole history of probabilities is 
coming to life. 

--John Ashbery, "For John Clare" 

It is never the beginning or the end which are 
interesting; the beginning and end are points. 'What is 
interesting is the middle. 

--Gilles Deleuze, Dialogues 

How can Mexico play, so at ease, with these symbols 
of randomness and fright? Innocent as a child, perhaps 
unaware--perhaps--that in his play he wrecks the elegant 
rooms of history, threatens the idea, of cause and effect 
itself. What if Mexico's whole generation have turned out 
like this? Will Postwar be nothing but "events," newly 
created one moment to the next? No links? Is it the end of 
history? 

--Thomas Pynchon, Gravity's Rainbow 

Plato relies on what Rorty has called a "final 

vocabulary," the words with which we "formulate praise of our 

friends and contempt for our enemies, our long-term projects, 

our deepest self-doubts and our highest hopes" (p. 73). 

These words serve as a barrier against alternative 

vocabularies which may challenge the basic assumptions of a 

person's bel~ef, and only reinforce the idea of exclusion of 

alternative or negative concepts from his system of order. 

When this "common sense" is challenged by, say, a group of 

Greek sophists, as Rorty views the matter, "conversation may 

go Socratic" (p. 74): 



[Plato] assumes that the presence, of a term in his 

own final vocabulary ensures that it refers to 

something which Ilu real essenca. The metaphysician 

is still attached to common sense, in that he does 

not question the plati tudes which encapsulate the 

use of a given final vocabulary, and in particular 

the platitude which says there is a single permanent 

reality to be found behind the many temporary 

appearances. (p. 74) 
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The common-sense metaphysician d~es not reformulate new 

concepts but "analyzes old descriptions with the help of 

other old descriptions" (p. 74). Hence Plato's reliance on 

old myths in the Phaedrus to describe and support 

his/Socrates' ideas on the nature of writing and truth in the 

face of the challenge of the sophists and their belief in 

reformulative probabilities. 

As opposed to those who formulate closed systems governed 

by a transcendental signified such as "truth," "beauty," or 

"good," Rorty sets up the "ironist," a person who has 

"radical and' continuing doubts" about the vocabulary beimg 

used, who recognizes that such a vocabulary is insufficient 

to construct arguments that can dissolve these doubts, and 

who does not posit this vocabulary as being closer to reality 

or truth than anyone else's vocabulary~ The ironist is one 
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who continually plays the new off against the old, instead of 

relying on the old to support itself. 38 

Here is just one example of how contemporary theory, in 

rejecting the Platonic model of representational 

interpretation, has formulated strategies that do not merely 

replace one binary term with its opposite, but seek to play 

the new off against the old in an attempt to reveal the 

fictions of origin and unity that Plato's argument sought to 

repress. These strategies do not offer mere alternatives to 

what Rorty terms the "Plato-Kant" tradition of binary 

thinking39; on the contrary, they seek displacement of that 

38 According to Kierkegaard, the concept of irony comes about 
in the personality of Socrates, who exists in silence because he 
didn't write anything down. Kierkegaard's Socrates is the first 
ironist, the protean forunner of Rorty' s "ironist," in that his 
existence is so difficult to pin down as an absolute: "If we next 
say that the SUbstantial aspect of Socrates' existence was irony, 
and if we postulate further, that irony is a negative concept then 
one only sees how difficult it becomes to secure an image of him" 
( Soren Kierkegaard, The concept of Irony, trans. Lee Capel, 
Bloomington: Indiana Univ. Press, 1968, p. 50). Socrates' 
dialectic is a questioning process that begins wi th Socrates' 
knowing nothing and ends with everyone else's admitting the same 
ignorance, a negative (or ironic) dialectic that, ironically, is 
not truth itself: "When irony has been mastered it no longer 
believes, as do ce~tain clever people in daily life, that something 
must always be concealed behind the phenomenon" ( Kierkegaard, p. 
341) • 

39 Rorty defines this canonical sequence as dealing with the 
attempt to know the truth about the appearance-reality duality 
through 'a final vocabulary traditionally defined as philosophy. 
"The issue between them, is once again , about the contingency of 
our language - about whether what the common sense of our own 
culture shares with Plato and Kant is a tip-off to the way the 
world is, or, whether it is just the characteristic mark of the 
discourse of people inhabiting a certain chunk of space-time" 
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tradition rather than a simple reversal. The aim is not the 

finding of alternative origins, or alternative truths, but 

the frustration and redirection of a privileged unity and 

totality of theme and meaning. For to jump with both feet 

out of one system and land upright in an alternative may mean 

still playing, as we have seen, by the same old rules. As 

Helene cixous has warned, "beware, my friend, of the 

signifier that would take you back to the authority of a 

signified 1 ,,40 

In "The Double Session," Derrida plays off Plato's 

attempt in the Philebus to define mimesis as (once again) a 

kind of writing of the soul which seeks to represent truths 

that the soul intrinsically knows and (if they are forgotten) 

can recall, against the supplementary gestures of the mime in 

Mallarme's "Mimique." As Christopher Norris says, what 

Derrida "finds at work in Mallarme's text is the very reverse 

of a rich multiplicity of sense atta'ching to certain 

privileged 'themes.' It is the effect of an endless 

displacement of meaning, one that constantly baffles and 

frustrates the desire for some assurance of thematic unity or 

grasp. ,,41 There is no referent for the mime's gestures, 

(Rorty, p. 76). 

40 Helene Cixous, "The Laugh of the Medusa," in critical 
Theory Since 1965, p. 319. 

41 Norris, Derrida, p. 59. 
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only a series of supplementary writings and readings with no 

representational truth or origin to complete this chain of 

aboriginal supplements. Perhaps the origin of Mallarm6's 

text is Fernand Beissier' s booklet in which he found the 

story of Pierrot murdering his unfaithful wife through 

tickling (itself a bizarre twist on the concept of play). 

But Derrida exposes a, complic~ted textual series behind, 

within, and surrounding Beissieris booklet, which disrupts 

any attempt at mimetic interpretat'ion: "while belonging in 

the series of valences, [the booklet] always occupies the 

position of a supplementary valence, or rather, it marks the 

structurally necessary position of a supplementary 

inscription that could always be added to or subtracted from 

the series. ,,42 Derrida argues that t~ere is always an 

endless series of such supplements, a doubling and redoubling 

of text after text, such that the concept of origin is always 

elsewhere and attempts at mimetic interpretation "fail. "At 

such points the discourse of philosophy is shadowed by a 

mimic writing whose effect is the obverse of everything 

envisaged in" Socrates' model of speech as the authentic 

unveiling of truth.,,43 Mallarme's bed becomes the space-

not of the unveiling of truth as the Mime plays both the 

42 Derrida, Dissemination, p. 252. 

43 Norris, Derrida, p. 53. 
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actions of Pierrot and Columbine, orgasm and death--but of a 

"perpetual allusion." According to Barbara Johnson, "Derrida 

manages to show that the mime's 'operation' is a 'perpetual 

allusion' to himself on the point of alluding, in which the 

differance between the imitator and the imitated is at once 

preserved and erased.,,44 

Derrida's point is that Mallarme's text "preserves the 

differential structure of mimicry or mimesis, but without its 

Platonic or metaphysical interpretation which implies that 

somewhere the being of something that is, is being 

imitated. ,,45 In the doubling or multiplicity' of the mime's 

actions, nothing is imitated: 

We are faced then with mimicry imitating nothing; 

faced, so to speak, with a double that doubles no 

simple, a double that nothing anticipates, nothing 

at least that is not itself already double. There 

is no simple reference. It is in this that the 

mime's operation does allude, but alludes to 

nothing, alludes 'without breaking the mirror, 

without reaching beyond the looking glass. 46 

44 Barbara Johnson, "Translator's Introduction" to Derrida's 
Dissemination, p. xxvii. 

45 Derrida, Dissemination, p~ 206. 

46 Derrida, p. 206. 
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Any point of reference is both doubled and erased in the same 

gesture, in a simulacrum which is also a displacement of 

Platonism and the metaphysics of representation. witness 

Derrida's astonished glee at the discovery of a post card 

containing an illustration of Socrates writing: 

I have not yet recovered from this revelatory 

catastrophe: Plato behind Socrates. Behind he has 

always been, as it is thought, but not like that. 

Me, I always knew it, and they did too, those two I 

mean. What a couple. Socrates turns his back to 

Plato, who has made him write whatever he wanted 

while pretending to receive it from him.47 

Rather than a stru~tural unity built upon a point of 

reference, the metaphysics of displacement'reveals the fold 

where doubling, or multiplicity, comes into play. Plato 

behind socrates. Not in opposition, or as a fixed origin, but 

as one possibility for interpretation. The rage for order, 

for unity, then, is seen, through this perspective, not as a 

hierarchical opposite, but as always subject to reversal and 

displacement~ The concept of unity, then, becomes 

supplementary: "unity always operates in an empty dimension 

47 Derrida, The Post Card: From socrates to Freud and Beyond, 
Trans. Alan Bass (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1987), p. 12. 
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supplementary to that of the system considered 

(overcodinq)."48 

"Overcodinq" is what Deleuze and Guattari refer to as the 

transformation of multiplicities into a reqime of siqns, or 

"arborescent culture." The tree becomes the metaphor for the 

classical concept of unity; startinq from a central or 

pivotal root supportinq all other roots, the imaqe of the 

tree reinforces "the law of the One that becomes two, then 

the two that becomes four" (p. 5), a binary loqic that 

excludes the concept of mul tiplici ty. Ironically, it is what 

Iriqaray terms the "outlawed element" that "rules without 

appeal or recall the very text that outlaws it. This becomes 

clear if we question its overdetermination, and unmask the 

fiqures, forms, siqns, that ensure its present 

coherence. ,,49 Such is the project that Deleuze and 

Guattari, as well as Iriqaray, s'et out to accomplish throuqh 

their conceptualization of the rhizome, which seeks to unmask 

the "devious, despotic aqency that sUbstitutes itself for 

asiqnifyinq proper names and replaces mul tiplici ties with the 

dismal unity'of an object declared lost" (p. 28). 

In A Thousand Plateaus, they offer a simple formula for 

unmaskinq the "despotism" of binary unity: n - 1. Workinq 

48 Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, p. 8. All 
subsequent parenthetical references are to this edition. 

49 Iriqaray, Speculum of the Other Woman, p. 253. 
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with the dimensions available, a person must subtract the one 

from the multiple rather than adding it in as a unifying 

center. "The notion of unity (unitt) appears only when there 

is a power takeover in the multiplicity by the signifier or 

a corresponding subjectification proceeding" (p. 8). If one 

subtracts this overcoded supplementarity, the grid of 

multiplicity is once again revealed and recomposed. Rather 

than the metaphor of the tree, Deleuze and Guattari suggest 

the metaphor of the rhizome, because "multiplicities are 

rhizomatic and expose arborescent pseudomultiplicities for 

what they are. There is no unity to. serve as a pivot in the 

object or to divide in the subject" (p. 8). without a pivot 

point (or prime origin) there are only lines, abstract lines, 

lines of flight, lines of deterritorialization, crossing and 

recrossing the grid of multiplicities, the plane of 

consistency. As with the mathematical fiction of·a singular 

point in calculus, there is actually no limit to the number 

of lines·that can be connected, disconnected, or reconnected; 

the plane of consistency is never reduced to a unified space 

because as the number of lines and connections increases, so 

does the range of the plane of consistency: 

Unlike a structure which is defined by a set of 

points and positions, with binary relations between 

the points and biuni vocal relations between the 

positions, the rhizome is made only of lines: lines 



of segmentari~y and stratification as its 

dimensions, and the line of flight or 

deterritorialization as the maximum dimension after 

which the multiplicity undergoes, metamorphosis, 

changes in nature. (p. 21) 
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Rhizomes are not static, like structures of unity based upon 

a center or transcendental signified, but are dynamic, 

metamorphic, protean. Such is the way Stephen Daedelus's 

memories shift, change, and metamorphose against the supposed 

constant of Aristotle's II ineluctable modality of the 

visible ••• [and] limits of the diaphane"SO as he walks along 

Sandymount in Joyce's Ulysses. 

This is not to say that rhizomes are chaotic, without 

principles of structure. A rhizome is a non-hierarchical 

structure that contain "lines of segmentarity according to 

which it is stratified, territorialized, organized, 

signified, attributed, etc. II (p. 9).· However, these 

stratif ied layers are not central points, or centers of 

significance, but lines that can turn into lines of flight (a 

reference to· the lines that converge at the vanishing point 

in drawing), lines that deterritorialize and reterritorialize 

these strata into new lines of segmentation. Each line of 

flight brings about a metamorphosis, a "deterritorialization 

50 See the "Proteus" episode of Ulysses (New York: Vintage 
Books, 1986), p. 31. 
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of one term and the reterritorialization of the other; the 

two becomings'interlink and form relays in a circulation of 

intensities pushing the deterritorialization even further" 

(p. 10), operating in much the same way as Foucault's concept 

of the void. Unity, totality, mimesis, and power takeovers 

based on such notions (as in Nietzsche) are all part of the 

rhizomatic multiplicity, but not the end to which all roots 

eventually lead back. Instead, there are moments of 

intensity, plateaus, not beginnings and ends but middles, 

where multiplicities connect to other multiplicities in "an 

acentered, nonhierarchical, nonsignifying system without a 

General and without an organizing memory or central 

automaton, defined solely by a circulation of states" (p. 

21). Here is a "war machine" of a different order,S1 and it 

deterritorializes the codes of state thinking, "the state's 

pretension to be a world order" (p. 24), through non

personal, multiple, unfixed thinking: nomadic thought. 

51 For Deleuze and Guttari, a war machine is a 
"countersignifying regime," which "is not produced by something 
outside the system of marking it institutes, which marks a mobile 
and plural distribution, which itself determines functions and 
relations, which arrives at arrangements rather than totals, 
distributions rather than collections, which operates more by 
breaks, transitions, migration, and accumUlation than by combining 
units." It is countersignifying because "the imperial despotic 
line of flight is replaced by a line of abolition that turns back 
against the great empires, cuts across them and destroys them, or 
else conquers them and integrates with them to form a mixed 
semiotic 0 " See A Thousand Plateaus, p. 118. 
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When the lines of the plane of consistency intersect, a 

disjunctive synthesis occurs, an affirmative "disjunction 

that remains disjunctive, and that still affirms the 

disjoined terms, that affirms them throughout their entire 

distance without restricting one ~ ~ other ~ excluding 

the other from the one. ,,52 This deterritorialization, 

where difference affirms its continual production of 

difference, and there is a fracturing of the social codes 

that restrict and make a negative use of disjunctive 

synthesis: all this is what De1euze and Guattari call the 

construction of the nomadic subject. Nomadic thought 

operates as both a deterritorialization of codes of unity and 

as a conjunctive synthesis at every point of intensity; war 

machines are actually constructed of nomads, whatever 

"centers" they claim to be based on. We find an example of 

this clash of "mass territoriality" and "pack 

deterritoria1ization" in Kafka's short story "Jacke1s and 

Arabs," where, according to De1euze and Guattari, "the Arabs 

are an extensive, armed organized mass stretching across the 

entire desert; and the jackels are an intense pack forever 

launching into the desert following lines of flight or 

52 De1euze and Guattari, Anti-Oedipus: capitalism and 
Schizophrenia, Trans. Robert Hurley, Mark Seem, and Helen R. Lane 
(New York: Viking, 1977), p. 76. 
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deterritorialization. "53 It is essential to understand 

this ongoing clash between intensities of order and disorder

-and the simultaneous existence of both in a grid-like 

multiplicity--to be able to qrasp what is happening in 

Deleuze and Guattari' s "deconstruction'" of hierarchical, 

binary state thinking and their positing of a different model 

of ordering systems based on disruptive stratification. 

In Chapter 3 of A Thousand Plateaus, Deleuze and Guattari 

use Arthur Conan Doyle's late-Victorian explorer, Professor 

Challenger, as a mouthpiece for their theories of 

stratification. This use of a pulp fiction character (and an 

explorer for the "despotic" Empire to. boot) for the 

exposition of philosophical theories nicely undercuts any 

attempt to stratify their own ideas into fossil-like 

certainties, or absolute truths. For them (and for Professor 

Challenger), stratification is not a permanent, solidifying 

process, but one that occurs simultaneously with the 

deterritorialization and reterritorialization of lines of 

flight across the planes of consistency. stratification is 

how forms,' structure, systems are constructed, 

territorialized, then reterritorialized: 

strata are Layers, Belts. They consist of giving 

form to matters, of imprisoning intensities or 

53 Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, p. 37. 



locking singularities into systems of resonance and 

redundancy, of producing upon the body of the earth 

molecules large and small and organizing them into 

molar aggregates. strata are acts of capture, they 

are like "black holes" or occlusions striving to 

seize whatever comes within their reach. (p. 40) 
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This movement of stratification is similar to Foucault I s 

concept of interpretation, a never ending task because the 

deeper the genealogist digs through the various layers of 

interpretation surrounding an event or text, there are only 

further layers to interpret: "There is nothing absolutely 

primary to interpret because, when all is said and done, 

underneath it all, everything is already interpretation.,,54 

Such a realization recall Absalom. Absalom!, where there is 

an unnamed, "traditional," but nomadic third-person narrator 

appearing, disappearing, . and reappearing (or 

deterritorializing and reterritorializing) throughout the 

novel. There is, however, no one authoritative discourse, 

what Deleuze and Guattari would call "interpretive priest," 

or layer of' interpretation supplying the reader wi th the 

"truth" of the Sutpen s~ga. Just as there can be no pure 

genealogical succession in the Sutpen family line, but rather 

54 Quoted in Hubert L. Dreyfus and Paul Rabinow, Michel 
Foucault: Beyond Structuralism and Hermeneutics (Brighton: 
Harvester, 1982), p. 107. 
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a rhizomatic development destroying his dynastic (or 

,despotic) attempt at order, so too there is no pure despotic 

narrative succession, only a continuous sequence of layers or 

epistrata that form the stratification called Absalom. 

Absalom!. "Interpretation is carried to infinity and never 

encounters anything to interpret that is not already itself 

an interpretation" (p. 114). Stratification itself is 

revealed to be only one layer in a continuum of clashing 

multiplicities. It is "the principal of the simultaneous 

unity and variety of the stratum" (p. 46). 

Deleuze and Guattari reveal the formation of systems of 

order, or stratification, as a temporary plateau of 

intensity, or manifestation of form, rather than a signifying 

center from which the system can derive its power and 

authori ty. They demonstrate that the so-called center of any 

system is really an ongoing process: 

A stratum, considered from the standpoint of its 

unity of. composition, therefore exits only in its 

SUbstantial epistrata, which shatter its continuity, 

fragment its ring, and break 'it down into 

gradations. The central ring does not exist 

,independently of a periphery that forms a new 

center, reac~s back upon the first center, and in 

turn gives forth discontinuous epistrata. (pp. 50-

51) 
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The center of any system is not a being, or prime oriqin, or 

a transcendental siqnified, but a continuous becoming in 

which the center is continually displaced into fraqments of 

epistrata, which in turn, for a moment of intensity, become 

a new center of significance or strata that is then 

deterritorialized back into epistrata, a process that 

Iriqaray would say has "already, always" been so. This is 

the "double articulation" that is always at work in the 

attempt to privilege one ,system of order as an absolute truth 

over another one. within systems of order, such as 

representation, "territorialities, then, are shot throuqh 

with lines of fliqht testifying to the presence within them 

of movements of deterritorialization and 

reterritorialization" (p. 55). These deterritorializations 

reveal to us not only the limi tations of hierarchical, 

centered systems of order, but the chaos, the void, the 

anarchy, the terror that they seek to, in 'the words of Don 

DeLillo, "subdue and codify" into state' power and control. 

As we will see, however, it is terr.or itself which is 

ironically unleashed when attempts are made to order, through 

systems of safety, that which is ultimately incapable of 

beinq ordered in so final and fixed a manner. 
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v. Syllabus (II) 

We are obsessed wi th building labyrinths, where 
before there was open plain and sky. To draw ever more 
complex patterns on the blank sheet. We cannot abide that 
openness. 

--Thomas Pynchon, Gravity's Rainbow 

Chaos· is the score upon which reality is written. 
--Henry Miller, Tropic of Cancer 

My main argument has been, so f~r, that despotic systems 

of order, through fear of multiplicity, of the chaos and 

terror of the void,. or as pynchon would call it, "openness," 

conceal or erase this (non)origin of all things and usurp the 

limitless power of multiplicity so as to achieve a means of 

state control. All this time they construe--through the 

operation of a binary logic based upon the idea of a prime 

origin--multiplicity, chaos, terror, and absence as negative 

concepts harmful to the system itself. As poststructuralist 

theorists from Derrida, Foucault, and Lyotard to Irigaray, 

Deleuze and Guattari have demonstrated, the dominant system 

of interpret~tion of both the world and literature since 

Plato has been the concept of representation: that art or 

writing is somehow always a representation of something else 

which is more at one with itself. As I have asked, however, 

what happens when the system of representation confronts the 

nonrepresentational? Here is where a hinge in the system is 



58 

revealed, doubling back on itself to show the paradoxical 

foundations of the system. Therefore, within systematization 

is the very concept which breaks up the idea of a 

comprehensive system of order: disruption. 55 This 

disruption negates the idea of a prime origin, center, or 

founding truth as the basis for constructing systems of 

order, revealing the infinite clash of multiplicities basic 

to all orders that such a concept seeks to suppress. 

In his study of revolution and terror during and after 

the French Revolution, Ronald Paulson asks basically the same 

question I have: "how does a writer or artist represent 

something he believes to be unprecedented--hitherto unknown 

and experienced?u56 Paulson's answer is to fall back into 

the system of representation: for him, the writer always 

writes about something other than the subject he is dealing 

with. Terror, revolution, the void, are representable 

concepts, Paulson argues, because we can translate them via 

existing concepts into something representable. All the 

writer has to do is make the non-representational 

representable through the operation of replacement--in 

55 This definition of disruption is, in'a sense, the classic 
definition of paradox as well. For consideration of how 
conclusions can undermine the'very premises upon which they are 
founded, see Poundstone, Labyrinths ,of Reason and Hofstadter, 
Gadel. Escher. Bach. 

56 Ronald Paulson, Representations of Revolution: (1789-1820) 
(New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1983), p. 1. 
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Paulson's case, replacement by the categories of Freudian 

thought: "for if we clear away all the detail, all the 

ambivalences of the witnesses, we see-- I believe--two basic 

interpretations of the phenomenon of revolution in this 

period, or perhaps any period. One is oedipal and the other 

is oral-anal."57 In Paulson's system, Freud's primal scene 

of seduction becomes the prime origin that makes revolution 

and terror both understandably representable, and capable of 

being subdued. My argument is that they are neither. 

To this end, I have chosen to explore the fictions of 

Henry James, Joseph Conrad, and Don DeLillo because each has 

attempted to understand both the need to construct systems of 

safety and the role that terror, specifically in its 

manifestation as terrorism, plays in this rage for order. 

James is arguably the first American writer to explore the 

underground world of anarchists and terrorists (even though 

he is writing about London), and the complex visions he puts 

forth are developed, adapted, and changed by both Conrad and 

DeLillo. Each of these writers has in common the project of 

demystifying'the aims and goals of terrorists, both the state 

and the Anti-state kind, and it is especially through both 

Conrad and DeLillo's use of irony that we best understand 

what literature can add (if anything) to our understanding of 

57 Paulson, p. 8. 
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terrorism. I have chosen this progression of novelists 

because both Conrad and DeLillo build upon James unveiling of 

the underground 0 terror that systems attempt 0 to repress. 

While James is unable to define this underground, both Conrad 

and DeLillo show that a definition of terror is impossible; 

it is only through the recognition of the role that terror 

plays in our lives that we can hope to understand ourselves. 

I hope to demonstrate what these novels specifically show: 

that it is the very attempt at systematization, specifically 

systematization through language, that empowers terror and 

death in the first place. What James, Conrad, and DeLillo 

tell us is that in attempting to codify terror, to make it 

understandable, representable, signifiable, we only succeed 

in unleashing its effects on the world and, in turn, 

destroying our carefully plotted systems of safety. By 

moving beyond the concept of representation, by replacing 

binary categories of thought with the concept of 

multiplicity, specifically the way poststructuralist thought 

has conceived of the nature of the multiple, we are able to 

see that it hOas "always, already" been so. We also find that 

it no longer needs to be. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

BEAUTY AND THB BEASTLY CAUSE: CULTURAL VALUE, RADICAL 

POLITICS, AND THE PRINCESS CASAMASSlMA 

The traditional--idealist, humanist, genteel-
tendency to isolate or protect certain aspects of life and 
culture, among them works of art and literature, from 
consideration in economic terms has had the effect of 
mystifying the nature--or, more accurately, the dynamics--of 
their value. 

--Barbara Herrnstein smith, contingencies of Value 

The existing monuments form an ideal order among 
themselves ••• 

--T.S. Eliot, "Tradition and the Individual Talent" 
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i. Overview 

From now to the end of consciousness, we are stuck 
with the task of defending art. 

--Susan Sontag, "Against Interpretation" 

Hyacinth Robinson, the "little" hero of Henry James's 

The Princess Casamassima, is a man with "a hundred different 

theories of his identity,,,l and it is no wonder. He is the 

offspring of "a daughter of the wild French people" and 

(supposedly) an English aristocrat. His "identity" is formed 

through the marriage of fiction and revolution, in a 

simulation, as we shall see, that is responsible for the 

formation of the identity of the "terrorist." "Hyacinth" is 

the name of his mother's father, a man who died in the July 

1830 revolution overthrowing Charles X, which replaced the 

Bourbons with Louis-Phillipe; "Robinson" comes from Lord 

Frederick's assumed name in his affair with Hyacinth's 

mother, Florentine, who later stabbed him 'to death. It is 

from this multiplicity of crime, revolution, murder, and 

fictionalization that Hyacinth derives his desire "not to be 

pampered, but to be initiated into the excluded world of the 

aristocracy" (p. 164). Being one of the poor, and yet 

"regard[ing] himself, irresistibly, as the son of the 

1 Henry James, The Princess Casamassima (New York: Penguin, 
1977), p.,166. All subsequent parenthetical references to this 
novel are from this edition. 
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recreant, sacrificial Lord Frederick" (p. 167), Hyacinth has 

a melancholy sense of exclusion, a paranoia that all of 

London is mocking the poverty of this "son" of an aristocrat. 

It is through this confusion of identity that Hyacinth 

Robinson comes to get lost, or caught up, in what James calls 

the "dramatic illusion" of the theater of his life.· 

The contradictions of Hyacinth's identity are a 

microcosm of the contradictions that this novel is caught up 

in, contradictions about the foundations of political power, 

artistic power, and indeed the representational foundations 

of the novel itself. For, while Irving Howe believed that 

"the temptation of poli tics seems never to have troubled 

[James] at all, ,,2 we actually find, as Mark Seltzer has 

argued, that "James I s art of representation always also 

involves a politics of representation, and one reason for 

suspecting this link between art and power is that James 

works so carefully to deny it. ,,3 Seltzer points out the 

relationship between seeing (interpreting) and power that 

James develops in The Princess Casamassima, where "the under 

classes I exist I only when they have become the obj ect of 

2 Irving Howe, Politics and the Novel (New York: Horizon 
Press, 1957), p. 139. 

3 Mark Seltzer, Henrv James and the Art of Power (Ithaca: 
Cornell Univ. Press, 1984), p. 16 
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regard of the upper classes"4 ; by extension, the details of 

"real" life only exist when they have become objectified in 

the author's gaze or vision. According to Seltzer, disguise 

is the one escape from this kind of aristocratic supervision, 

or surveillance, "and indeed, seeing without being seen 

becomes the measure of power in the novel. liS If the supreme 

authority of the writer as artist is to produce a work with 

a II large , free character of an immense and exquisite 

correspondence with life,"6 what is James saying about the 

nature of representation when he also promotes the value of 

disguise? A disguise whose value is concealment not only 

from those in control of political power but from the person 

in control of what Foucault has termed the "author function" 

as well?7 Seltzer sees, ultimately, the incompatibility of 

aesthetics and politics as the message of James's novel: 

If James's novel is systematically the story of a 

criminal continuity between seeing and power, this 

continuity is finally disowned. If James works 

toward a demystifying of the realist policing of 

4 Seltzer, pp. 40-41. 

5 Seltzer, p. 41. 

6 James, liThe Art of Fiction," po' 179. 

7 See below for a definition and discussion of this term and 
its relationship to James' concept of representation as outlined in 
"The Art of Fiction. 1I 



the real, this police work is f'inallY remystified, 

recuperated as the "innocent" work of the 

imagination. 8 
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But I cannot ful~y agree. 

of theatricality that 

To me it is exactly in the concept 

James brings together both the 

political and the aesthetic--and in a more meaningful way 

than just offering an imaginary solution to unresolvable 

social contradictions. In deconstructing his own position on 

representation (as outlined below) in "The Art of Fiction," 

the James of this novel is offering a very political 

statement about the role of mul tiplici ty and how 

representation ultimately fails when confronted with the non

representable empty space of the "sinister anarchic 

underworld." This empty space, James suggests, must be 

revealed in all "its power and its hate," but representation 

ultimately fails to do that except through the "innocence" of 

the imagination. It is the same failure of "making it all 

up" that James chastises Trollope for in "The Art of 

Fiction": a calling of the reader's attention to the fiction 

of art. 

By understanding the connections between concepts of 

cultural value and radical politics, and hence, the 

connections between art and power, or fiction and revolution, 

8 Seltzer, p. 56. 
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in The Princess Casamassima, we can understand James' 

disruption ,of his own "Art of Fiction" premise concerning 

representation. First, we must examine the canonical value 

of art itself in the Jamesian era of modernism; then, we must 

look specifically at the value of fiction as representatio~al 

authority, as it is argued in "The Art of Fiction." Then, in 

order to understand the historical background of The Princess 

Casamassima, we must understand how the concept of modern 

terrorism came to be formed and linked with radical politics. 

Radical politics has sought to destroy the notion of 

authority, and it is through an understanding of the French 

Revolution, which gave birth to the modern pheonomenon of 

terrorism, that we can best interpret James' major 

contribution to the understanding of terrorism: his 

demonstration of the intimate links between those in power 

and those who seek to destroy those in power. 
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ii. Point. Ball 

A limit was always there to be brought to. It was 
so easy to grow up under that dispensation. All was just as 
wholesome as could be. Edges were hardly ever glimpsed, much 
less flirted at or with. Destruction, oh, and demons--yes, 
including Maxwell's--were there, deep in the woods, with 
other beasts vaulting among the earthworks of your safety ••• 

--Thomas Pynchon, Gravity's Rainbow 

Unity--Disparitv. It gurgled Un ••• dis ••• And 
'ceased. 

--Virginia Woolf, Between the Acts 

Of what value is art, specifically literature? Although 

Plato dismissed artistic representation as being thrice 

removed from the immutable realm of ideal forms, Western 

culture has usually privileged art into an exalted expression 

of truth, Ye'ats I "monuments of unaging intellect," at a 

"higher" remove from the everyday world of political, 

economic and class struggle. T~rough the, romantic 

transformation and reversal of Platonic ideals, art, 

specifically. representation itself, has become the realm of 

the ideal. Art is the ultimate order capable of revealing a 

quasi-Platonic transcendental truth, a redemptive meaning 

available only through the faculty of interpretation. 

, In "Tradi tion and the Individual Talent," T. S. Eliot 

identifies this transcendental truth, or primary origin of 

literary value, as the "historical sense involv[ing] a 

perception, not only of the pastness of the past but of its 
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presence."g This historical sense not only makes an "ideal 

order" out of monuments of the past but creates a 

simultaneous order with new works of art as well. A writer 

must write 

not merely with his own generation in his bones, 

but with a feeling that the whole of the 
-

literature of Europe from Homer and within it the 

whole of the literature of his own country has a 

simultaneous existence and composes a simultaneous 

order. (p. 784) 

For Eliot, it is impossible for a "new" work of art to exist 

outside this "conformity between the old and the new" (p. 

785). As we can now easily see, this historical sense of a 

simultaneous order is another attempt at fixing a center, or 

origin, or presence, upon which to construct a binary system 

of representation. In Eliot's instance, the "presence" of 

the past dictates what is represented in the new work of art. 

The work of art's value, then, is determined solely by its 

ability or inability to reflect this presence. We need only 

look at the established canon of uModernist" writers to see 

who is embraced and who is excluded through Eliot's 

distinction. 

9 T.S. Eliot, "Tradition and the Individual Talent," in 
critical Theory Since Plato, ed. Hazard Adams (San Diego: Harcourt, 
1971), p •. 784. All subsequent parenthetical references are to this 
edition. 
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As we have discussed, however, systems of order 

constructed upon the presence of a primary origin are both 

exclusionary and repressive. By fixing a stable point as the 

criteria for the judgment of value, systems such as Eliot·s 

also seek to conceal what their system of order has replaced. 

Criticism, according to Barbara Herrnstein Smith, has been 

"beguiled by the humanist·s fantasy of transcendence, 

endurance, and universality, II and so "has been unable to 

acknowledge the most fundamental character of literary value, 

which is its mutability and diversity.lIlO By questioning 

or disrupting the foundations of a concept like absolute, or 

transcendental truth, we find that the infinite clash of 

multiplicities that a concept seeks to conceal are revealed, 

even in a concept as supposedly fixed or innate as value: 

All value is radically contingent, being neither a 

fixed attribute, an inherent quality, or an 

Objective property of things but, rather; an 

effect of multiple, continuously changing, and 

continuously interacting variables or, to put this 

another way, the product of the dynamics of a 

system, specifically an economic system. ll 

10 Barbara Herrnstein Smith, contingencies of Value: 
Alternative Perspectives for critical Theory (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1988), p. 28. 

11 'th 30 Sm1 ,p. • 
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Value is no longer seen as an absolute, a fixed sign 

governing what is of value and what is not, but as the 

product of the clash of dynamic, or economic, forces. 

Objects such as art are traditionally thought of as 

containing an absolute, or universal human value; this 

"essence" makes them valuable because they serve a particular 

function. Hume, for example, thought certain objects pleased 

us because they contained certain human universals, and 

posited a standard of taste that could be distinguished from 

ordinary, defective taste. For Hume it is "natural for us to 

seek a standard of taste; a rule by which the various 

sentiments of men may be reconciled; at least, a decision 

afforded, confirming one sentiment, and condemning 

another,,12; the only diff icul ty comes in ascertaining and' 

fixing the standard itself, which is found in the sound, not 

defective mind, and is formed though comparisons that only 

experience can give the ability to judge from. According to 

Smith, Hume's thesis is an example of how institutions will 

continually devise arguments to validate established 

principles of taste. She calls this validation a privileging 

absolutely, both a standardizing and a discounting or 

pathologizing of other (outside) tastes. The purpose of this 

12 David Hume, "Of the Standard of Taste," critical Theory 
Since Plato, ed. Hazard Adams (San Diego: Harcourt, Brace, 1971) p. 
3'-5. 
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repression is to maintain the fiction of absolute value, the 

containment of multiplicity and diversity in the service of 

transcendental truth: 

Finally, we may note that the privileging of a 

particular set of functions for artworks or works 

of literature ••• is often itself justified on the 

ground that the performance of such functions 

serves some higher individual, social, or 

transcendent good, such as the psychic health of 

the reader, the brotherhood of mankind, the 

glorification of God, the project of human 

emancipation, 

civilization. 1J 

or the survival of western 

The idea that the value of works of art, specifically 

literature, is due to their reflection of an established 

canon of tastes and values has, of course, come under 

increasingly heavy scrutiny in recent years. Feminist 

criticism, in particular, has continued to question two major 

issues related to this idea of canonicity: 1) that the 

tradition of English and American literature is a fixed 

monument and 2) that art, being representational, is the 

"mirror of life" and therefore has some kind of reciprocal 

13 'th Sm1 ,p. 42. 
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effect on life itself. In commentinq on the kind of 

tradition Eliot espouses, Annette Kolodny writes that, 

To begin with, an established canon functions as a 

model by which to chart the continuities and 

discontinuities, as well as the influences upon 

and the interconnections between works, qenres, 

and authors. That model we tend to forqet, 

however, is of our own makinq.14 

Accordinq to Kolodny, IIliterary history (and with that, ~ 

historicity of literature) is fiction ••• all of literary 

history is a fiction which we daily re-create as we reread 

it. illS If we conceptualize literary history as a fiction, 

we can see the past, not as beinq a stable point upon which 

to fix value, but as a Deleuze and Guattari qridwork of 

continuities and discontinuities, connectinq and 

disconnecting in what they call rhizomatic multiplicities, 

only temporarily forminq moments of unity, not fixed, eternal 

monuments of universal value. 16 As Shelley wrote in 

"Ozymandias," a poem caught up with the notion of fraqmented 

14 Annette Kolodny, "Dancing Through the Minefield: Some 
Observations on the Theory, Practice, and Politics of a Feminist 
Literary Criticism, II in critical Theory Since 1965, ed. Hazard 
Adams and Leroy Searle (Tallahassee: Florida state University 
Press, 1986), p. 504. 

1S Kolodny, pp. 504-505. 

16 See Chapter I for a full discussion of this theoretical 
concept. 
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oriqins, "Round the decay/Of that colossal wreck, boundless 

and bare/The lone and level· sands stretch far away, H17 

mocking the supposed permanence of the works of that kinq of 

kinqs. 

In Virqinia Woolf's Between the Acts, the tradition of 

Enqlish literature literally comes alive in the present of 

Miss La Trobe's paqeant at Pointz Hall. However, in this 

paqeant of Elizabethan, Restoration, and victorian eras, 

Woolf is not affirminq the past so much as parodyinq and thus 

questioninq the very nature of a tradition that qives value 

to the monuments it canonizes. The paqeant ends as a 

fraqmented mirror, reflectinq no "ideal order" that the past 

has bequeathed to the present as a qaqe of future value. 

Accordinq to Alice Jardine, "the major battle, in the wake of 

17 The Complete Poetical Works of Percy Bysshe Shelley, Volume 
II, ed. Neville Roqers (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 1975), p. 320. 
Accordinq to William Freedman in "Postponement and Perspectives in 
Shelley's "Ozymandias" (Studies in Romanticism, 25 [1986], pp. 63-
73), "the concern of 'Ozymandias' scholarship is the search for 
oriqins and sources," a concern, Freedman arques, that "is also the 
subject, at least ~ subject, of Shelley's poem" (p. 64). 
"Ozymandias" is a poem cauqht up with "concepts of distance, 
postponement, fil.terinq, interpretation and reliability" (p. 66). 
There is no stable point of reference in the poem; even the 
"source" is second hand, a traveler who has no firm home or oriqin, 
but is continually in motion. Freedman identifies at least five 
readers of the poem: Shelley, the traveler, ozymandias himself, the 
sculptor, and the outside reader of the poem, all distancinq and 
fraqment'inq any stable source or sense of "oriqin." Thus Freedman 
concludes the poem keeps before us the act of readinq as a 
continual displacement away from any center of authority that 
quarantees a valid interpretation. Truth is always subject to 
erasure by the infinite qrains of sand it fails to subject, 
contain, or control. 
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Freud, Nietzsche, and Heidegger, has been to unravel the 

illusion that there exists a universal truth which can be 

proven by any so-called universal experience. n18 The 

library at Pointz Hall can be seen as a parody of this notion 

of the value of art: 

A foolish, flattering lady, pausing on the 

threshold of what she once called "the heart of 

the house," the threshold of the library, had once 

said: "Next to the kitchen, the library's always 

the nicest room in the house." Then she added, 

stepping across the threshold: "Books are the 

mirror of the soul.,,19 

In the present day world of Pointz Hall, a world on the verge 

of conflict and disintegration, the only thing the books 

reflect is "a tarnished, a spotted soul" (p. 16). According 

to Woolf~ art may still be representational, but only in its 

ability to reflect a fragmentary, sensationalized "event" 

such as the troopers' rape. The yellow journalism account of 

the rape sticks only to the facts: "And they dragged her up 

to the barrack room where she was thrown upon a bed. Then 

18 Alice A. Jardine, "Gynesis," in critical Theory Since 1965, 
ed. Hazard Adams and Leroy Searle (Tallahassee: Florida State 
~niversity Press, 1986), p.566. 

19 Virginia Woolf, Between the Acts (New York: Harcourt Brace, 
1969), p. 16. All subsequent parenthetical references are to this 
edition. 
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one of the troopers removed part of her clothing, and she 

screamed and hit him about the face ••• " (p. 20). The events, 

as reported, are disconnected from the traditional , universal 

"truth" reflected in the literary paradigm of the Philomela 

myth. with Bart's fragmentary quoting of swinburne's poem, 

"It ylus, " some hundred pages later, Woolf is only further 

showing us that a concept like Eliot's "conformity between 

the old and the new" is a fiction. There is only a 

fragmentary line of influence connecting the past and the 

present and that reflects, not a universal truth, but terror 

and violence. The rape remains an isolated event of the 

present, disconnected from and disrupting any traditional 

source of meaning or ordering principle that might attempt to 

give ,it a shape, purpose, or explanation. 

Even the stable point of the library itself is revealed 

to be disconnected from any universal truth. Crossing its 

threshold, Isa Oliver finds herself questioning literature's 

assumed ability to reflect life, to console, or to affect 

change in a disintegrating society: 

"The mirror of the soul" books were, The Fairie 

Oueene and Kinglake's Crimea; Keats and the 

Kreutzer Sonata. There they were, reflecting. 

What? What remedy was there for her at her age-

the age of the century, thirty-nine--in books? 



Book shy she was, 

generation •••• (p. 19) 

like the rest of her 
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Seeing herself as someone with a toothache and books as a 

metaphorical remedy, Isa concludes: "None of them stopped her 

toothache" (p. 20). The present is disjoined from the pa,st 

and there is no traditional "remedy" or truth contained in 

these works of literature that can change this. Isa, an 

aspiring poet who hides her work from her husband in an 

account book, is well read in the traditional canon of 

English poetry; however, her quoting of English verse remains 

fraqmented, providing none of the answers to the questions in 

her life. In attempting to understand why her husband Giles 

would judge William Dodge as a homosexual, Isa looks back to 

poetry for an answer: "Why judge each other? Do we know each 

other? Not here, not now. But somewhere, this cloud, this 

crust, this doubt, this dust--She waited for a rhyme, it 

'failed her" (p. 61). She will wait forever, if she is 

waiting for,.the rhyme and reason of universal harmony, truth, 

order. In the disconnected gridwork of the present, art 

functions pr'imarily in the Pointz Hall library as historical 

decoration. 

At the end of Miss LaTrobe's pageant of tradi~ion, the 

gramophone asserts "let us retain whatever made that harmony" 

(p. 196). Unlike Eliot, Woolf does not promote the fiction 

of an "ideal order" infusing the present with a "historical 



77 

sense •• oof the timeless as well as the temporal and of the 

timeless and of the temporal together. "20 Her shatterred 

mirror of art reflects that harmony is an illusion. As the 

pageant concludes, Mrs. Swithin can only ask, "What did it 

mean?" (p. 213) and hope that Wells' outline of History can 

provide an answer. In the end, even history itself, as Tom 

crick found out, cannot provide an "Explanation." It is only 

a temporary plateau of intensity, one layer in the continuum 

of clashing multiplicities that, as Deleuze and Guattari have 

shown, deterritorializes any attempt at order into 

discontinuous epistrata of chaos. 

The questioning of traditional concepts of cultural 

value by novelists such as Virginia Woolf and critics such as 

Barbara Herrnstein smith may seem at odds with the previous 

century's reliance on scientific and philosophic proofs of 

universal laws and truths. Indeed, it appears especially at 

odds with the ideas of someone like Henry James, who, in "The 

Art of Fiction," attempts to promote the supreme 

representational authority of the author as the standard of 

judgment by 'whiCh a good novel can be recognized. Yet as 

William Veeder and Susan M. Griffin have commented, James' 

essay "is part of the victorian period' s increasing self-

20 ' Eliot, p. 784. 
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consciousness about the nature of fiction.,,21 To become 

self-conscious is to question the very thing you are becoming 

self-conscious about; and, as we shall see, in The Princess 

Casamassima, James is more in agreement with postmodern ideas 

of cu~tural value than has previously been recognized. 

21 William Veeder and Susan M. Griffin, ed., The Art of 
Cri ticism: Henry James and the Theory and Practice of Fiction 
(Chica~o: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1986), p. 184. 
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iii. The pictioD of Art 

I'd prefer art to mirror life, if it's all the same 
to you. 

--Tom stoppard, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead 

The only reason for the existence of the novel is 
that it does attempt to represent life. 

--Henry James, "The Art of Fiction" 

In "The Art of Fiction," Henry James defines the novel 

"in its broadest definition" as "a personal, a direct 

impression of life; that, to begin with, constitutes its 

value, which is greater or less according to the intensity of 

the impression. ,,22 James' main concerns in this essay are 

"how formal constructs relate to historical 'reality,,,23 

and what role the author plays in constructing the impression 

that the artistic form of the novel itself accurately 

reflects this historical representation of the past. For 

James, the novel is history, is a representation of "real 

life," and he severely criticizes the techniques of writers 

such as Anthony Trollope--who break the illusionary 

continuity o'f narrative only to admit that it is all made 

22 Henry James, "The Art of Fiction,"in The Art of criticism; 
Henrv James and the Theorv and Practice of Fiction, ed. William 
Veeder and Susan M. Griffin (Chicago; Univ. of Chicago Press, 
1986), p. 170. All subsequent parenthetical references are to this 
edition. 

23 Veeder and Griffin, p. 186. 
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up--as "a betrayal of a sacred office" Cp. 167). The supreme 

authority of the writer as artist is to produce a work with 

a "large, free character of an immense and exquisite 

correspondence with life" Cp. 179). In "The Art of Fiction, 

James promotes the representational authority of the author 

himself as the standard of judgment by which a good novel, 

one which represents life, can be recognized. The author, 

then, operates like James Clerk Maxwell's demon, sorting 

details and events into a stable unity reflecting real 

life. 24 

As Leo Szilard has shown, however, Maxwell's demon is a 

fiction. Moreover, in "What is an Author," Foucault defines 

this Jamesian tactic or pose of narrative authority as the 

"author function." According to Foucaul t, the concept of 

"author," of an individual whose name is affixed to the text-

as-property, plays "the role of the regulator of the 

24 The second law of thermodynamics basically states that the 
universe is dying a "heat death," that energy moves from a state of 
order to a stat~ of complete disorder. In 1871, James Clerk 
Maxwell, searching for a loophole in the idea of entropy, proposed 
the idea of a being who sorted each individual molecule in a system 
to produce the energy necessary to drive a steam engine. Since 
Maxwell's "demon" used only mental, not thermodynamic, energy, he 
violated the second law. Maxwell claimed that work was performed 
by the demon without any energy loss. His argument was provedn 
false in 1922 by Leo Szilard, who argued that the demon himself, as 
a clpsed system, was subject to th~ laws of entropy and ,that energy 
was expended in the gathering of information as well, producing as 
much entropy as the demon eliminated. For more on how the concept 
of entropy affects systems of safety, see Chapter III. 
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fictive. ,,2S. This role is one that both determines and 

limits the production of meaning in a literary text: 

the author is not an indefinite soUrce of 

significations which fill a work; the author does 

not precede the works; he is a certain functional 

principle by which, in our culture, one limits, 

excludes, and chooses; in short, by which one 

impedes the free circulation, the free 

manipulation, the free composition, decomposition, 

and recomposition of fiction. In fact, if we are 

accustomed to presenting the author as a genius, 

as a perpetual surging of invention, it is 

because, in· reality, we make him function in 

exactly the opposite function. (p. 119) 

If the author is the anchor of authenticity, as well as the 

origin of meaning and truth in'fiction, that function also 

plays the role of impeding the proliferation of meaning 

through the establishment of "the author" into an ideological 

fiqure. 26 At the same time, writing, according to 

2S Michel Foucault, "What is an Author?" in The Foucault 
Reader, ed. Paul Rabinow (New York: Pantheon, 1984), p. 119. All 
subsequent parenthetical references to this essay cite this 
edition. 

26 For Foucault, the author function is an example of 
ideological production, or the inversion of a "historically given 
function," where "the author [becomes] an ideological product, 
since we represent him as the opposite of his historically real 
function" (Foucault, "What is an Author, I~ p. 11~). 
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Foucault, is referential only to itself, but is not confined 

to itself: 

Referring only to itself, but without being 

restricted to the confines of its interiority, 

writing is identified with its own unfolded 

exteriority. This means that it is an interplay 

of signs arranged less according to its signified 

content than according to the very nature of the 

signifier. Writing unfolds like a game (jeu) that 

invariable goes beyond its own rules and 

transgresses its limits.27 

Because it is a game or, in the Derridian sense, a play, 

writing exists as a paradox, art disrupts the very premises 

and rules by which it is supposedly governed. 28 Even James 

himself, in "The Art of Fiction," declares that "art derives 

a considerable part of its beneficial ~xercise from flying in 

·the face of presumptions" (p. 175). As we shall see, this is 

27 Foucault, . "What is an Author?" p. 102. 

28 Derrida arques that if reading and writing are one, that 
reading is writing, then the result is not unity but a tearing 
apart of that unity, through the playful addition of a 
supplem~ntary thread via reading that disrupts the .notion of 
writing as an absolute object. "One must then, in a single 
gesture, but doubled, read and write •.• The reading and writing 
supplement must be rigorously prescribed, but by the necessities of 
a game, by the logic of ~, signs to which the system of all 
textual powers must be accorded and attuned" (Derrida, 
Dissemination, p. 64). 
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exactly what James does to his own presumptions about 

artistic representation in The Princess Casamassima. 

Foucault's point is that the "death" of the author, or 

the effacement of the writing subject as arbiter of meaning, 

is a point of rupture or discontinuity that liberates a text 

from the "authority" of the ideological construct "author" 

and allows us to explore the meaning of its "unfolded 

exteriority." Foucault insists that "we must locate the 

space left empty by the author's disappearance, follow the 

distribution of gaps and breaches, and watch for the openings 

that this disappearance uncovers ... 29 James' emphasis on 

the author's "execution" as a standard of judqment, on how 

well a writer is able to produce that "exquisite 

correspondence with life," can be read in the spirit of play, 

of a game, for it contains a marvelous pun. Granted, James's. 

concept is another attempt to fix a moment of origin as a 

guarantor of meaning and value. But if' we "execute" the 

author function, in the sense of eliminating it, we find 

ourselves in Tom Crick's position once again: "What do you do 

when reality' is an empty space?" In addition, when temporary 

manifestations of order disappear into the black hole of the 

grid of continuities and discontinuities, the liberation of 

29 Foucault, p. 105. 
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As Derrida comments at the beginning of 

"Plato's Pharmacy," 

there is always a surprise in store for the 

anatomy or physiology of any criticism that might 

think it had mastered the game, surveyed all the 

threads at once, deluding itself, too, in wanting 

to look at the text without touching it, without 

laying a hand on the "object," without risking-

which is the only chance of entering into the 

game, by getting a few fingers caught--the 

addition of some new thread. 30 . 

The "new thread II I am introducing into this 

consideration of the uses, values, and meaning(s) of 

representation is terrorism. Terrorism is traditionally 

viewed as a chaotic resistance to state control, an outside 

threat to order and stability that itself seems to be beyond 

control because of the very discontinui ties, 'the binary 

opposite of the continuities of order, it seems to embody. 

As something excluded from the state system of order, 

terrorism is classified as dangerous, outside, alien; 

however, the excluded is dangerous precisely because it 

contains the power to affect the system from which it has 

been excluded. It means the state system of power and order 

30 Derrida, Dissemination, p. 63~ 
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derives its power from its position relative to what it has 

marginalized and excluded. But that means concepts of order 

and origin are repressions, exclusions, marginalizations of 

the essentially discontinuous nature of the gridwork of 

social power in their illusions of continuity and totality. 

In speaking of The Princess Casamassima, the first 

American novel to deal specifically with the concept of 

terrorism and terrorists, John Carlos Rowe has already noted 

a reciprocity between the state concept of order and what 

this concept has excluded as disorder, chaos, anarchy: 

Even more subversively, the ruling order permits, 

even invltes, such powerless radicalism, because 

it knows its II other, II its antagonist, to be no 

threat in that it attracts, centralizes and 

defuses the radical energies of its various 

members. In the place of revolution, these 

radicals get the consolations of their weekly 

meetings, their secret societies, and their 

paranoia. 31 

Yet in The Princess Casamassima James has many more things to 

say about this reciprocal relationship between government and 

terrorism, control and chaos. He questions his own stand in 

liThe Art of Fiction ll on the authenticity of the author 

31 John Carlos Rowe, The Theoretical Dimensions of Henry James 
(Madison: Univ. of Wisconsin Press, 1984), p. 187. 
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function. Rather. than qivinq us a "direct impression" of 

life, James, throuqh the disruption of his own premises, 

offers "a presentation not of sharp particulars, but of loose 

appearances, vaque motions and sounds and symptoms, just 

perceptible presenc~~ and qeneral loominq possibilities."32 

In doinq so, he provides what Derrida calls a supplementary 

thread that becomes a disruptive commentary on the failure of 

representation to "see" throuqh the surface details of life. 

The thread reveals "the suqqested nearness (to all our 

apparently ordered life) of some sinister anarchic 

underworld, heavinq in its pain, its power and its 

hate ••• ,,33 In the underworld of anarchy, James has 

discovered his own nonrepresentational black hole. 

32James, preface to The Princess Casamassima, p. 47 

33 James, p. 47. Michael Anesko terms this conflict in James 
a "vocational debate" between the novel as art and as an object of 
commerce ("Friction with the Market": Henry James and the 
Profession of Authorship [New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1986], p. 
111). It is this debate between art and commerce, of course, that 
tears apart the life of Hya~inth Robinson. 
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iv. Man Recreating Himself 

••• the aesthetic act is itself ideologi'cal, and the 
production of aesthetic or narrative form is to be seen as an 
ideological act in its own right, with the functions of 
inventing imaginary or formal "solutions" to unresolvable 
social contradictions. 

--Fredric Jameson, The Political Unconscious 

We have lost all faith in words. For us the word 
is only of significance when the deed is sensed behind it and 
follows immediately upon it. 

-- Sergey Nechaev, "Catechism of the Revolutionist" 

In Anti -Oedipus, Deleuze and Guattari posit a 

libidinized concept of social production, a melding of 

production and desire. Desire, for them, is pure 

multiplicity, "irreducible to any sort of unity.,,34 It is 

a primary force, not in the sense of something that fills a 

lack, but of production and even desiring-production, 

unconscious and indifferent to individuality. Whatever an 

individual may lack is not an unconscious need desiring to be 

filled, in the Freudian sense, but is a creation of the 

forces of domination: lithe deliberate creation of lack as a 

function of market economy is the art of the dominant class" 

(p. 40). According to Deleuze and Guattari, the individual 

human body, wi th its desires and needs, is a production 

34 Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism 
and Schizophrenia, trans. Robert Hurley, Mark Seem and Helen R. 
Lane (New York: Viking, 1977), p. 42. All subsequent parenthetical 
references are to this edition. 
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machine; indeed, everything is a machine, linked to chains of 

other machines, not necessarily related to any concept of 

individual unity or wholeness. The result is a universal 

continuum of desiring-production, a dynamic sense of a 

universe that continually works against and frustrates the 

attempt at structural unity. 

The disruption, or feedback into the system, that 

continually cancels out the notion of system itself, is the 

body without organs. A body without organs is the desiring

machine at zero intensity, an intensity that is neither not

space nor in-space, a frozen moment or slice of time much 

like the concept of delta-t, which represents changes or 

transformations in time in calculus. 35 Bodies wi thout 

organs and desiring machines are two states of the same 

thing, an oscillation between states of functioning and 

nonfunctioning, a relationship of rej~ction and attraction 

irreducible to any permanent state of unity. The larger 

35 Transformations in calculus take place in infinity, 
allowing us to re~uce the infinite down to a measurable quantity. 
This gives the same results as if we were able to do an infinite 
number of calculations, the same results as if delta t had reached 
zero. The last delta-t, however, is a fiction, just as any zero 
degree state of intensity, such as Deleuze and Guattari's concept 
of the body without organs, is. The fiction of a frozen, state of 
time is really the expression of a moment of transformation, when 
linear time is transformed into an eternal moment where time falls 
away, symbolized in calculus with the image of the double integral. 
See the conclusion to Thomas Pynchon's Grayitv's Rainbow for one 
integration of these images from calculus into the literary concept 
of transformation. 
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social body without organs is called the socius, and from 

this Deleuze and Guattari develop their fundamental model of 

how societies form into being. Rather than being based upon 

an original concept of order, or origin, their model of 

social control is based upon a disjunctive synthesis, "a 

disjunction that remains disjunctive, and that still affirms 

the disjoined terms, that affirms them throughout their 

entire distance, without restricting .QD.@ ~ the other 2t: 

excluding the other.fi:Qm the one" (p. 76). The disjunctive 

syn'thesis is difference reasserting its difference, even 

though social codes restrict and make a negative use of it, 

training desiring-production into set patterns of control, 

thought, and behavior. 36 

Each binary chain of desiring-machines consist of lines 

criss-crossing the plane of the body without organs, a 

multiplicity of lines forming a grid. Where the lines 

intersect, a desiring machine becomes a point of disjunction, 

coupled now with this, now with that machine. It is this 

36 Deleuze at:ld Guattari term this process "individuation," a 
process experienced through a vertigo of the senses. This basic 
experience of infinity is the realization of an a-dimensional depth 
or profonduer, the primal infinity of space (spatium) which our 
faculties, being based upon common sense, perceive as extensio. 
Spatium can only be perceived indirectly, a non-perceptive 
perception of the infinite. For an interesting literary use of 
this process of individuation, see N. Scott Momaday's The Ancient 
Child (New York: Doubleday, 1989), where the main character, Locke 
Setman, suffers a complete disorientation of his life when the 
concept of infinity is introduced intq his structured, set 
existence. 
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temporary manifestation of order that social machines attempt 

to portray as permanent, as the foundation for their claims 

to control. However, even state machines connect and 

disconnect into three basic forms over time: tile primitive 

territorial machine, tne barbarian despotic machine, and the 

civilized capitalistic machine. 

Because of my interest in disruption, I will focus on 

the latter two types and what occurs when the transition from 

barbarian despotic machine into civilized capitalistic 

machine is made. The despot establishes the barbaric socius 

as an extention of his own body,' and institutes law, 

punishment and writing as means of social control. According 

to Deleuze and Guattari, it is the absence of a fixed sign 

that separates oral 

representation, the 

connotation, " wi th 

from literate societies. Primitive 

earliest kind, is "an order of 

the spoken word functioning as a 

plurivocal sign, with "the thing designated [as] no less a 

sign, because it is furrowed by a graphism that is' connected 

in conjunction with the voice" (p. 203). with despotic 

representation comes the deterritorialization of the graphic 

sign and its multiple connotations. Writing tries to fix a 

one-dimensional transcription (like the despot· s body) of the 

multiplicities of oral communication. Despotic 

representation presupposes two complementary forces: one that 

creates arbitrary signifiers and one that fixes the 
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signifier-signified bond. With capitalistic representation 

comes an abstract relationship between signifier and 

signified, one that allows for the supposedly free exchange 

of everything. The socius of the' capitalistic machine is the 

body of capital itself; all social concepts of value emanate 

from capital as the origin of value. Signs are no longer 

p~rt of a stable code of signifiers and signifieds but become 

non-signifying signs, "point-signs," with many dimenslons 

that form images "through their coming together in a whole, 

but that do not maintain any identity when they pass from one 

whole to another,,37 (p. '241). 

According to Deleuze and Guattari, it is with the 

transition from a despotic age to a capitalistic age that the 

concept of humanism comes about. This transition is also the 

moment of the first great eruption of revolution and terror 

in the modern world, the French Revolution. Here the lines of 

philosophy, economy, and revolution criss-cross. For Simon 

Schama, in his book citizens: A Chronicle of the French 

Revolution, the Revolution itself was born in the idea of 

representation; i.e. a body of politicians representing the 

37 Jean Baudrillard terms this capitalist world of floating 
signifiers a "terroristic" mode of signification where "signs 
become completely separated from their referents," a system without 
fixed origins, "a world where any thing· can be anything else, where 
everything is both equivalent to and indifferent to everything 
else, a society, in short, dominated by the'digital logic of the 
code." See Mark Poster, "Introduction," in Jean Baudrillard: 
Selected Writings (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1988), pp. 4-5. 
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interests of the people. 38 And while historians seek to 

put a patina of unity on the disorder of chaotic events 

leading up to 1789, the Revolution (like its sibliings, 

humanism and capitalism) was the product of' contradiction and 

conflict. As Schama writes: 

For while it is commonplace to recognize that the 

Revolution gave birth to a new kind of political 

world, it is less often understood that that world 

was the product of two irreconcilable interests-

the creation of a potent state and the creation of 

a . communi ty of citizens. The fiction of the 

Revolution was to imagine that each might be 

served without damaging the other and its history 

amounts to the realization of that impossibility. 

(p. 15) 

38 Simon Schama, citizens: A Chronicle of the French 
Revolution (New York: Knopf, 1989). All subsequent parenthetical 
references are to this edition. Norman Hampson points out that the 
move toward State terrorism was just one step away from the 
representational pelief that the will of the people was reflected 
in the men who represented them. Thus the.belief "that the elect 
(whether in a majority or not) were not merely entitled, but 
morally obliged, to repress dissent, in the name of a 
transcendental general interest of which they were the custodians." 
It is Hampson's thesis that the main legacy of the French 
Revolution is lithe idea that it was legitimate to resort to methods 
of this kind to regenerate a society that was not fully aware of 
what was good for it. 1I See Norman Hampson, "From Regeneration to 
Terror: the Ideology of the French Revolution" in Terrorism. 
Ideology. and Revolution, ed. Noel O'Sullivan (Essex: Wbeatsheaf 
Books, 1986), pp. 65-66. 
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capitalism, with its joining together of capital and 

industrialization, was a product of conflict and 

"irreconcilable interests" as well. And the Revolution was, 

in part, a reaction against the creation of a capi talist 

socius dependent upon a class of mechanized labor. 

This disruption of a despotic socius (the absolute 

monarchy of the king) and its "miraculating"39 into a 

capitalist socius (based upon the concept of representational 

government), was brought about through the Fiscal crisis of 

the Brienne government of August 1788, in which the 

monarchy's creditors, according to Schama, turned toward the 

belief that "a government instituted by the Estates-General 

would be a more dependable debtor" (p. 289). This equation 

of solvency with "liberty" effectively deconstructs the idea 

that the old regime died simply because of the rise of a new 

political class--the bourgeoisie, supposedly frustrated 'in 

its efforts at upward mobility and political representation, 

seeking those ends through revolution and terror. It is 

Schama's thesis that the turn toward a capitalist, 

39 Deleuze and Guattari use this term in Anti-Oedipus to 
describe the process in which the body without organs "attracts" 
desiring-machines into a "quasi-cause" relationship in which 
desiring-machines attach themselves to the body without organs "as 
so many points of disjunction between which an entire new synthesis 
is now woven, marking the surface off into co-ordinates, like a 
grid" (Anti-Oedipus, p. 12). It is this temporary manifestation of 
points of disjunction, or difference, on the grid that produce 
supposedly permanent systems of order. 
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representative socius occurred within the elite itself, not 

in an outside middle class. "For it is at'the top, rather 

than in any imaginary middle of French society, that the 

cultural roots of the Revolution should be sought" (p. 40). 

It is at the top, in the order of power itself, then, 

that we find the movement toward simplification, the desire 

to bring about a society "simplified, moralized and made more 

innocent" (p. 291), that led to the events of 1789. It was de 

Toqueville's view that the old regime brought about its own 

ruin through flirting with dangerous ideas, a view that 

Schama seeks to reinvest with authority. "Having failed to 

discover in libraries of the time the work officially 

canonized by the Revolution--Rousseau' s social contract-

[historians] have largely set aside the concept of the 

upheaval as the product of dangerous reading habits" (pp. 

175-76) • wi th the advent of humanism came the cuI t of 

sensibilitie, with its stress on nature, emotion, and heart 

and soul; rather than on reason and intellect, and the desire 

for a return, via Rousseau, to a more natural form of 

government i'n which ci tizens were seen as un enfant, ~ II 

patrie, part of a binary system in which citizens were 

cat~gorized as either patriots or traitors; all of this came 

from inside the aristocracy, from lithe well-fortified camp of 

aristocratic radicalism." It was that "connection between 

the world of monied patronage and fiery polemics which made 
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the damage to the dignities of the old regime so serious" (p. 

176). It is from these irreconcilable interests (cultural 

value in the form of the aristocracy and radical politics) 

that both the capitalist socius and revolution came about, 

and it is this conflict of interests on which James focuses 

in The Princess Casamassima. For, while historians may have 

tradi~ionally sought the beginnings of the revolution in what 

was excluded from the dominant system of order and authority, 

James was fully aware of the fiction of aristocratic 

authority that supposedly classified terrorism and revolution 

as something dangerous, outside, as a threat to the system 

itself. 40 

As Peter Calvert points out, the Reign of Terror that we 

largely remember the French Revolution for--the indiscrete 

guillotining of both aristocrats and conspirators alike-

"represented the consolidation of the Revolution, not its 

inspiration nor its consummation. ,,41 Created as a result 

of the assassination of Marat by Charlotte Corday, the 

Committee of Public Safety, "the twelve man committee which 

40 As Hampson explains, "almost without exception, the men of 
1789 tried to have the best of both worlds, to achieve Rousseau's 
regenerative ends by Montesquieu's libertarian means. All of them 
disregarded Rousseau's warning that the general will could not be 
represented. They were convinced of the need for the separation of 
powers, on which Montesquieu had insisted" (O'Sullivan, p. 51). 

41 Peter Calvert, "Terror in the Theory of Revolution," in 
Terrorism. Ideology. and the Revolution, p. 29. 
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had the self-imposed task of developing and directing terror 

as an instrument of the state,H42 identified terror, 

ultimately, as the most effective means--again, within the 

upper classes--of justifying the existence of a capitalist 

state and especially the existence of a minority government. 

Gianfranco Sanguinetti takes this idea a step further by 

arguing that "all states have always been terrorist ... 43 

The erruption of state terror that 1789 made manifest made it 

possible for terrorism, as we now know it, to be seen as a 

possible route for political reform, for the reforming and 

justification of a new socius. 

This belief that men can do something about the 

refashioning of both the socius and human nature through acts 

of terrorism, in other words, is a direct result of the 

French Revolution. Noel O'Sullivan terms this belief 

"ideological politics," and argues that "the intimate 

connection. between terrorism and ideological politics is 

vital ••• since it is precisely this connection which 

distinguishes modern terrorism from earlier forms of 

42 Calvert, p. 30. 

43 Gianfranco Sanguinetti, On Terrorism and the state: the 
Theorv and Practice of Terrorism Divulged for the First Time, 
trans. Lucy Forsyth and Michel Prigent (London: Chronos, 1982), p. 
99. 
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political violence. "44 This "new style" of politics, 

according to O'Sullivan, is contingent upon "endeavouring 

[sic] to identify an • out qroup' which could be held 

responsible for everything amiss with the existing social 

order. Having identified the out group, it is but a small 

step to demanding its suppression, removal, or 

extermination. ,,45 This tactic of exclusion, as we will see 

in James's princess, is a necessary political fiction upon 

which the power base of the dominant system is built--and 

upon which the system attempts to disguise its own use of 

these tactics of cbaos that, at the same time, it has 

excluded as dangerous to the system. As Sanquinetti points 

out, the state needs this out group (what he calls 

"artificial terrorism") because that group is a distraction 

from the uses of terrorism by the state itself: 

Those who today, either out of despair, or because 

they are victims of the propaganda the regime does 

in favor of terrorism as the nec plus ultra of 

subversion contemplate artificial terrorism with a 

critical admiration, even attempting sometimes to 

44 Noel O'Sullivan, "Terrorism, Ideology and Democracy," in 
Terrorism. Ideology. and Revolution, p. 5. As we shall see in 
Chapter IV, this definition of "modern" terrorism (the period from 
1789 to 1917) is inadequate for explaining the motivations of 
"contemporary" terrorists (the period from the late 1960's to the 
present) • 

45 O'Sullivan, p. 8. , . 



practice it ••• do not know that they are only 

competing' with the state .QIl ~ 2m terrain, 

[that] not only is the state the strongest but 

that it n.u alwavs ~ ~ .l.ru!t l!QDi.46 

98 

The failures of artificial terrorism only serve to strengthen 

the real terrorism of the state, which needs these terrorists 

in order to provide distraction and to promote state 

counteraction. Accordingly, the difference between those who 

rule and those who seek to destroy them is not a binary 

duality; they are all functions of the system itself. 47 

This irony is exactly what James is attempting to show 

in The Princess Casamassima. Diederich Hoffendahl's plot 

reinforces this idea, in that it only repeats the dominant 

aesthetics of the ruling class it seeks to disrupt. James's 

insights on the relationship between terrorists and the state 

are extraordinary, seeing as they predate contemporary 

theorists of terrorism by almost a century. He parallels 

Sanguinetti I s theories on artificial terrorism in his attempt 

46 Sanguinetti, pp. 99-100. 

47 The liberation that terrorism supposedly offers is a 
nostalgic representation of the real, the past. According to 
Baudrillard, "all of these liberations offer, as ideal content, the 
phantoms which the system has devoured in successive revolutions 
and which it subtly resuscitates as revolutionary fantasies. All 
these liberations are just transitions toward a generalized 
manipulati.on. The revolution itself is meaningless at the present 
level of random processes of control" (Baudrillard, ~ 
Baudrillard: Selected Writings, p. 121.). 
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to show us the world of what Rowe has called "powerless 

radicalism." In agreement with O'Sullivan, Rowe claims that 

the state encourages the existence of anarchists because it 

knows they are of little threat to its power. However, as 

James is the first American novelist to discover, many of the 

supporters of anarchism and terror are members of the ruling 

class itself. In order to understand James' insights into 

the connections between those in power and those who seek to 

destroy those in power, it is essential to understand exactly 

how the modern concept of the "terrorist" came about after 

tpe French Revolution. For it is in the criss-crossing of 

fiction and revolution that the bomb-throwing, overcoated 

anarchist of the previous century came about, in much the 

same way that James forms the identity of Hyacinth Robinson. 
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v. Merciless Destruction 

Hard toward himself, he must be hard toward others 
also. All the tender and effeminate emotions of kinship, 
friendship, love, gratitude, and even honor must be stifled 
in him by a cold and single-minded passion for the 
revolutionary cause. There exists for him only one delight, 
one consolation, one reward and one gratification--the 
success of the revolution. Night and day he must have but 
one thought, one aim--merciless destruction. 

--Sergey Nechaev, "Catechism of the Revolutionist" 

Meet the new boss ••• same as the old boss. 
--The Who, "Won' t Get Fooled Again" 

In 1849, Karl Heinzen, a German radical who never 

committed an act of terrorism, was ridiculed by Marx and 

Engles. He later emigrated to the united states to edit 

German newspapers in Louisiana and published "Der Mord" 

(Murder), "the most important ideological statement of early 

terrorism. ,,48 According to Walter Lacquer, "seen in 

retrospect, Karl Heinzen was the first to provide a full

fledged doctrine of modern terrorism; most elements of 

latter-day terrorist thought can be found in the writings of 

this forgot;ten German radical democrat. ,,49 Heinzen 

attempts to spell out "in plain speech" that "murder is the 

48 Walter Laqueur, The Terrorism Reader: A Historical 
Anthology (Philadelphia: Temple Univ. Press, 1978), p. 47. 

49 Walter Laqueur, The Age of Terrorism (Boston: Little, 
Brown, 1987), p. 28. 
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principle agent of historical progress."SO He argues, as so 

many theorists of radical politics do, that there is no 

difference between murder as practiced by the state (what he 

calls the "barbarian party") and murder as practiced by 

terrorists (the "freedom party"): 

No clear-thinking, rational person ,can accept the 

hair-splitti~g distinctions by which certain 

methods of obliterating the enemy are justified or 

condoned; such distinctions rest on theological 

and legal fictions and do not in any way alter the 

facts of the matter, which are that in each case 

it is purely and simply a question of obliteratinq 

one's enemy. (p. 54) 

Radical ideas alone are incapable of competing with the 

state's dedication to the murder principle, and so he feels 

that the "moral horror" of murder must be removed so that 

freedom fighters everywhere can see that murder is a 

historical necessity, that for man to 'achieve the ends of 

historical progress, murder must be employed. 

Heizen also champions the use of technology in the war 

against the "barbarian party," claiming that "the greatest 

benefactor of mankind will be he who makes it possible for a 

50 Karl Heinzen, "Murder," in The Terrorism Reader, p. 53. 
All subsequent parenthetic~l references are to this edition. 
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few men to wipe out thousands" (p. 59).51 In this belief, 

he reveals the typical 19th Century attitude toward the 

spirit of progress, "that progress will finally overcome 

reaction as it is certain that spring will finally overcome 

winter" (p. 60). But just in case progress does not suceed, 

Heinzen offers suggestions which aspiring members of the 

"freedom party" can use to help progress along by adapting 

the invention of new ways of killing, ways that: 

1. can be operated by a small number of people; 

and 

2. do greater damage, the greater the mass of 

those against whom they are used. (p. 62) 

He is also the first to support the idea of the bomb-throwing 

anarchist, whose specter will come to haunt Europe throughout 

the last quarter of the 19th century and after. Using 

chemistry and physics to their own ends, a small number of 

people can do a great deal of damage by devising weapons 

"which are of little use to the great masses of the 

barbarians when they are fighting a few lone individuals but 

51 This attitude about the use of science and technology by 
terrorists and anarchists to further their "progressive" ends is 
ridiculed by Conrad in the character of the Professor in The Secret 
Agent. See Chapter Three below. And, of course, Paul Muniment 
(whose name echos the word munitions), in The Princess Casamassima, 
is an industrial chemist by trade, as is the middle-class Reggie in 
Doris Lessing's The Good Terrorist. An interesting pattern of 
influence can be seen in the repetitive use of this profession by 
these novelists. 
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which give a few lone individuals the terrifying power to 

threaten the safety of whole masses·of barbarians" (p. 62). 

Technological progress will allow these "lone individuals" to 

"refine the art of killing to the highest degree possible" 

(p. 64). 

As stated earlier, Heinzen never actually put his 

theories into pr!!ctice, but his conclusion that "murder is 

[the state's] motto, so let murder be their answer, murder is 

their need, so let murder be their payment, murder is their 

argument, so let murder be their refutation,,,52 helps us to 

understand the practical attitude toward political violence 

that becomes the signature of the ideological politics of 

terrorism. It also highlights the binary categorization of 

terrorists into thinkers and actors, a categorization 

explored throughout the Ii terature we are investigating. 

According to Richard E. Rubenstein, it is violence itself 

that serves to dissolve this duality: 

Violent action plays a critical role in terrorist 

philosophy because it is seen as the primary 

method 'of bridging the gap between leaders and 

followers, the alienated intellectuals and the 

oppressed masses. The intellectual who robs a 

bank or assassinates a government official becomes 

52 H . el.nzen, p. 64. 



an outlaw, severing his or her ties with the upper 

classes and joining his fate to that of the 

outcasts. He or she ceases to be a mere critic 

and spectator, a person dominated by words and 

ideas. 53 
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Ironically, Hyacinth Robinson agrees in The Princess 

Casamassima, to commit murder, not to sever his ties with the 

upper class, but in order to be accepted into the 

aristocratic world of radical thinkers. Of course, he winds 

up only killing himself. 

But it is in the figure of the Russian anarchist Sergey 

Nechaev, the "father" of systematic terrorism, that we really 

see a prototype of the powerless radical that James has in 

mind. Nechaev is the suspected author (the other being 

Bakunin), of the infamous "Catechism of the Revolutionist," 

a document written either for Nechaev's Narodnaya Rasprava or 

Bakunin's "World Revolutionary Union," both fictionalized 

terrorist organizations that each created in an attempt to 

impress the other. This coming into being of the terrorist's 

"own code of professional ethics, ,,54 out of the fiction of 

the existence of systematized terrorist organizations, is a 

major example of what Jean Baudrillard terms a '''simulation,'' 

53 Richard E. Rubenstein, Alchemists of Revolution: Terrorism 
in the Modern World (New York: Basic Books, 1987), pp. 147-148 • 

. 54 O'Sullivan, p. 14 
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a concept that is dissociated from representation. Accordinq 

to Mark Poster, "a simulation is different from a fiction or 

a lie in that it not only presents an absence as a presence, 

the imaqinary as real, it also undermines any contrast to the 

real, absorbinq the real within itself."55 A simulation is 

non-representational, because it "represents" nothinq. In a 

twist on the concept of art mirrorinq life, a simulation not 

only does not mirror life, but it absorbs life as well into 

itself, in much the same manner that a black hole absorbs 

liqht. A simulation is not even a one-way system; it is 

creation out of absence, nothinqness. It is an ironical 

twist on representation, in that the siqnifier has no 

signified, but is self-referential. Thus the modern concept 

of "terrorist" a la Nechaev was formed throuqh a simulation, 

throuqh a concept beyond fiction, representation, and fixed 

oriqins. Just as a terrorist attack is a disruption, so too 

is a simulation, in that it disrupts the traditional Platonic 

notion of representation. It seems fitting that the oriqin 

of modern terrorism should come about throuqh this kind of 

irony and absence, rather than unity and presence. 

Nechaev was also a man whose "bitterness [was] that of 

the younq intellectual who discovers that the words he has 

worshipped are false idols, impotent to reorqanize 

55 Poster, p. 6. 
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society ••• [who had] lost the faith that noble ideas, 

expressed in political debate or acted out nonviolently, can 

alter the hierarchy of power. n56 He was ready to embrace 

the stress on violent action that Heinzen proposed, rather 

than engage in debate as the vehicle of social change. 

Nechaev travelled throughout Europe in a variety of 

disguises, ironically not committing terrorist acts, but as 

an intellectual fictionalizing conspiracies, in his attempts 

to become a revolutionary. He fel t that lithe only way to 

make real revolutionaries out of stUdents who liked to talk 

was to get them in trouble with the authorities and so expose 

them to the iron hand of despotism,"57 and in his only act 

of violence as a "terrorist" finally betrayed the belief in 

ideas as a force of change and murdered one of his fellow co

conspirators, Ivanov, whom he thought did not have the true 

dedication to the revolutionary spiri~.58 Confined to the 

infamous Peter-Paul Fortress in Russia, he lived out the last 

ten years of·.his life organizing forty prison guards into his 

own private army of conspirators, and actually managed to 

56 Rubenstein, Alchemists of Revolution, p. 8. 

57 Roland Gaucher, The Terrorists: From Tsarist Russia to the 
a.A.S., ~rans. Paula Spurlin (London: Secker and Warburg, 1968) p. 
5. This attitude finds its fictionalized counterpart in what 
Victor Haldin inflicts upon Razumov in Conrad's Under western Eyes; 
see Chapter Three below. 

58 The ironies of this act so impressed Dostoyevsky that he 
based his novel, The Possessed, on it. 
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communicate by letter with the first real terrorist 

organization, Narodnaya Volya, the group that managed the 

first major act of modern political terrorism, the 

assassination of Tsar Alexander II. 

As a man of action, Nechaev had little impact; it is as 

an author that he remains influential (even though scholars 

still debate whether or not he actually wrote the "Catechism 

of the Revolutionist. " So much for James' concept of 

authorial supremacy as a standard for value judgment). The 

twenty-one points of the "Catechism," whoever wrote them, 

portray the revolutionary as a "doomed" man without 

interests, belongings, or a name--the total loss of self to 

"a single exclusive interest, a single thought, a single 

passion--the revolution.,,59 He has "broken every tie with 

the civil order and the entire cultured world, with all its 

laws, proprieties, social conventions, and its ethical rules" 

(p. 68), yet he infiltrates the power structures of society 

posing as though he were still a member of tq.at society, 

albiet in order to effect complete destruction of all social 

bases of power: 

The revolutionary must penetrate everywhere, among 

all the lowest and the middle classes, into the 

59 Sergey Nechaev, "Catechism of the Revolutionist," in ~ 
Terrorism.Reader, p. 68. All subsequent parenthetical references 
are to this edition. 



houses of commerce, the church, the mansions of 

the rich, the world of the bureaucracy, the 

military, and of literature, the Third Section 

[the Secret Police], and even the winter Palace. 

(p. 70) 60 
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Echoing Heinzen, Nechaev also stresses the need for the 

terrorist to study chemistry and science in order to develop 

a "science of destruction." But his main contribution to the 

terrorist psyche is outlining how· to set up a systematic 

terrorist organization, from how revolutionaries should be 

arranged in secret cells, with plenty· of disposable comrades 

to the cause, to how to design lists of terrorist victims. 

Until the "Catechism," the first acts of terrorism were 

isolated, random occurrences: Dmitri Karkozov's attempt to 

kill Tsar Alexander II in 1866; Vera Zasulich' s assassination 

of General Trepov, the Police Chief of Saint Petersburg; 

Stepniak's assassination of a police general, Mezentsov. But 

Nachaev's fictionalized simulations of an organized, 

systematic terrorist organization, employing the same means 

of power as· the State, in order to recreate the socius, 

60 Ironically, in one of its attempts on Tsar Alexander II's 
·life, a member of Narodnaya Vo1ya did infiltrate the Tsar's winter 
Palace, planting a dynamite bomb under the dining room, which 
exploded killing eleven people. The Tsar himself was late for 
dinner. 
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became actualized in the birth of Narodnava Valva in october 

1879. 

According to Walter Laqueur, "the terrorist campaign 

conducted by Narodnava Valva was essentially different from 

anarchist activities elsewhere in Europe, which were carried 

out ••• by isolated individuals inspired by obscure 

ideals. ,,61 Narodnava Volya was the first systematic 

terrorist organization, divided into subgroups, whose members 

were sworn to secrecy and to one conspiracy alone--the 

destruction of the Tsar. Members of the group tried three 

times to blow up the Imperial train (succeeding in destroying 

the wrong train on the third try); as mentioned earlier, one 

member succeeded in infiltrating the Tsar's Winter Palace, in 

an attempt that narrowly missed the Tsar himself; and after 

receiving a letter of encouragement from Nechaev himself, 

they set out for one final attempt to change the Russian 

socius through ideological political violence. They rented 

a building along the Tsar's Sunday riding route and, under 

the cover of operating' a cheese shop, 62 set out placing a 

mine under the street where the Tsar's sleigh would pass. 

But when the Tsar changed his route, the members of Narodnaya 

61 Laqueur, The Age of Terrorism,' p. 38. 

62 This undercover strategy is similar' to that of Verloc' s 
pornography shop in Conrad's The Secret Agent. See Chapter Three 
below. 
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VOlva decided to throw bombs instead, and on Sunday, March 1, 

1881, the terrorist Grinevitsky rushed in, dropping a bomb 

between himself and the Tsar, killing both. Police 

retaliation was swift, and only four members of the 

organization escaped prosecution, but modern terrorism, as 

envisioned by Heizen and Nechaev, had exploded upon the 

gridwork of social power. 63 A group of individuals, whose 

goal was the transformation of the socius, had usurped the 

means of state control and used it against the state itself. 

The boundaries--and affiliations--of modern terrorism were 

beginning to form. 

It is this stress on the "reality" of revolutionary 

conspiracy, on the secret workings of supposedly powerless 

radicals, that James explores in The Princess Casamassima. 

At the time of his writing the novel, London had undergone 

the "dynamite outrages of 1885, ,,64 which were mainly the 

work, not of Russian anarchists, but of the Fenians. They 

were "planned and financed by Irish immigrants in the United 

states through two militant organizations, O'Donovan Rossa's 

63 Victor Haldin's successful attempt on the life of Mr. de P-
, the repressi ve Minister of State, in Conrad's Under western 

Eves, is almost identical in its tactics as those employed by 
Narodnava Volva in its assassination of Tsar Alexander II. See 
Chapter Three below. 

64 Barbara Arnett Melchiori, Terrorism in the Late Victorian 
Novel (London: Croom Helm, 1985), p. 6. 
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Skirmishers and the ~ M Gael, "65 and there was an 

overa1~ climate of conspiracy and terror in the city. 

Consequently, at her country retreat, Medley, James' Princess 

questions Hyacinth Robinson about the reality of the 

anarchist conspiracy of Diderich Hoffendah1: "Then it JJ! 

real, it is solid?,,66 Hyacinth, who feels "that I have now 

a far other sense from any I had before of the reality, the 

solidity, of what is being prepared ••• l have seen the holy of 

holies" (pp. 329-330), responds: 

Nothing of it appears aboye the surface; but 

there's an immense underworld peopled with a 

thousand forms of revolutionary passion and 

devotion. The manner in which it's organized is 

what astonished me ••• And on top of it all society 

lives. People go and come, and buy and sell, and 

drink and dance, and make money and make love, and 

seem to know nothing and suspect nothing and think 

nothing; and iniquities flourish, and the misery 

of half the world is prated about as a "necessary 

evil," and generations rot away and starve in the 

midst of it, and day follows day, and everything 

is for the best in the best of possible worlds. 

65 Me1chiori, p. 7 

66 Henry James, The Princess Casamassima, p. 330. All 
subsequent parenthetical references are to this edition. 



All that's one half of it; the other half is that 

everything's doomed 1 In silence, in darkness, but 

under the feet of each one of us, the revolution 

lives and works. (p. 330) 
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As his allusion to Voltaire's Candide clearly points out, 

James feels that most of London's population lives in 

Panglossian ignorance about the anarchist threat beneath 

them. But, ironically, James also feels that this ~ the 

best of all possible worlds, and in The Princess Casamassima 

he is far from promoting a sweeping agenda of social change. 

As we shall presently see, both of Henry James' feet remain 

firmly planted on the side of the aristocracy, even though 

some of its members may be terrorists themselves. To 

understand why James supports the continuance of what he 

identif ies as a corrupt system of order, we must turn to 

James' investigation of this hidden st~ucture of revolution, 

to his search for a hidden meaning beyond the surface of 

violence' that terrorism presents. James comes out in favor 

of the aristocractic regime precisely because he is unable to 

discover any meaning hidden in the chaotic underground of 

anarchist poli tics. James I inabili ty to represent, or 

sys,tematize, the violent underground into a containable 

system of safety allows us to see that if terrorism is 

nothing but pure violence, merciless destruction, then it 

exists not as a system offering an alternative order to the 
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aristocracy, but as a kind of postmodern "hyperreality,H67 

unveiling only "structures of domination when no one is 

dominating, nothing is being dominated and no ground exists 

for a principle of liberation from domination. "68 ~ 

Princess Casamassima reveals to us that terrorism, far from 

offering salvation or liberation from a dominating system of 

order like the ·aristocracy, only promotes the production of 

death through the unleashing of the chaos of its violent 

multiplicity. By providing this insight, James' novel exists 

as an important precursor to Conrad's The Secret Agent and 

DeLillo's The Nanes, allowing us to understand the ways in 

which both Conrad and DeLillo address the relationship of 

terrorism to the systems of order it seeks to disrupt and 

overthrow. 

67 The term is Baudrillard'si it refers to a non
representational concept of language and its relationship to the 
world, a world of consisting of only self-referential signs. 

68 P.oster, "Introduction," in. Jean Baudrillard: Selected 
Writinas, p. 6. 
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vi. The Theater of Representation 
• 

• • • the disenthralling, necessary, dreamed structure 
beneath the structure we see ••• 

--Frank Bidart, "To the Dead" 

"Mankind can't endure the thought that the world 
was born by chance, by mistake, just because four brainless 
atoms bumped into one another on a slippery highway. So a 
cosmic plot has to be found --God, angels, devils. Synarchy 
performs the same function on a lesser scale." 

"Then I should have told him that people put bombs 
on trains because they're looking for God?" 

"Why not?" 
--Umberto"Eco, Foucault's Pendulum 

In The Novel and the Police, D. "A. Miller writes, "the 

novel's critical relation to society, much advertised in the 

novel and its literary criticism, masks the extent to which 

modern social organization has made even 'scandal' a 

systematic function of its routine self maintenance.,,69 In 

The Princess Casamassima, the artificial terrorists function 

in the same way as scandal, revealing a society that allows 

them to defuse their revolutionary impulses in its systematic 

function of routine self-maintenance. James's model for this 

function is the theater, with its basis in dramatic illusion 

and representation. As Fredric Jameson argues: 

The secondary model which organizes Jamesian point 

of view is the metaphor and the ideal of 

69 D. A. Miller, The Novel and the Police (Berkeley: Univ. of 
Calif. Press, 1988), p. xii. 



theatrical representation. As in the development 

of perspective (itself the end product of a 

theatrical metaphor), the structural corollary of 

the point of view of the spectator is the unity of 

orqanization of the theatrical space and the 

theatrical scene. 70 
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But as we have seen, there is no unity of "the point of view 

of the spectator" in Hyacinth Robinson, whose identity is 

fraqmented between worlds. Any unity of theatrical 

spectator, space, and scene is the fantasy of omniscient 

control that Seltzer has pointed out, the fantasy of a 

representational realism that is an illusion of power, 

especially the power of what Foucaul t calls the author 

function. Hyacinth himself reveals the fantasy of 

representational realism, in that he is the embodiment of the 

multiplicity of conflicts that the novel portrays: 

"Hyacinth's self-consciousness can be the recoqnition only of 

his lack of a ' self' other than those roles whereby he 

attempts to leqitimate' himself in a world that brands him 

illeqitimate'. ,,71 While the individual is the source of 

supreme power in the creation of art, Hyacinth discovers that 

the individual is of little or no importance in the socius 

70 Jameson, The Political Unconscious, pp. 231-32. 

71R owe, p. 165. 
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itself, which always classifies threats as outside, other. 

In fact, the individual becomes always other, playinq a part 

in the theater of the socius which the masters of the theater 

will always write for him in his attempt to belonq. The 

irony is that, by participatinq in this dramatic illusion, he 

will always be excluded from the system of power itself. 

It is in the theater where Hyacinth first meets the 

Princess, "the most remarkable woman in Europe, ,,72 who is 

his entrance into both the world of the aristocracy and the 

world of the anarchists. When Captain Sholto requests that 

Hyacinth join the Princess, to talk about "the lower orders, 

the risinq democracy, the spread of nihilism, and all that" 

(p. 188), Hyacinth immediately blurs the distinction between 

reality and fiction into a literary illusion with his 

response: "being whistled for by a princess presented itself 

to Hyacinth as an indignity endured gracefuily enough by the 

heroes' of several French novels in which he had found a 

thrilling interest" (p. 188). It is in this state of 

confusion between "art" and "reality," this blurring of 

usually opposed classifications, that Hyacinth enters the 

Princess • s stage-box while the Pearl of Paraauay is in 

progress, the actors voices blending with the voices in the 

box. The result is a scene of dramatic illusion where 

72 James, The Princess Casamassima, p. 186. All subsequent 
parenthetical references are to this edition. 
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Hyacinth is seduced into the world of "eternal" beauty, 

Eliotic artistic tradition, and radical ideological politics. 
-

Glimpsing the Princess for the first time, Hyacinth trembles 

with revelation: 

That head, where two or three diamond stars 

glittered in the thick, delicate hair which 

defined its shape, suggested to Hyacinth something .. 

antique and celebrated, which he had admired of 

old--the memory was vaque--in a statue, in a 

picture, in a museum. Purity of line and form, of 

cheek and chin and lip and brow, a colour that 

seemed to live and glow, a radiance of grace and 

eminence and success--these things were seated in 

triumph in the face of the Princess, and Hyacinth, 

as he held himself in his chair, trembling with 

the revelation, wondered' whether she were not 

altogether of some different substance from the 

humanity he had hitherto known. (pp. 191-92) 

The Princess is seen, through the dramatic illusion of 

Hyacinth's vision, to be a living work of art, one capable of 

transforming his mundane craftsman's life as a bookbinder 

into theater, a spectacle, that makes "one's own situation 

seem a play within the play" (p. 192). His inability to sort 

the details of her "real" appearance into a representation 

revealing her true character, howev~r, is James's telling 
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comment on the failure of representation to accurately mirror 

the underworld of chaos and terror that' the Princess's 

antique, "eternal" beauty hides. In the "apparently ordered 

life" of the socius, disquise,not seeing, role playing, not 

identity, are the sources of power. 

It is exactly this supposed power of art to order or 

remake life, to stabilize Hyacinth's fragmented identity, 

that James begins to question as a system of power, 

especially as he exposes the theatrical dimensions of 

Hyacinth's revelation. According to Rowe--and as we saw in 

Eliot, or parodically in Woolf--lIthe esthetic in which the 

ennobling and idealizing functions of art are designed to 

give the appearance of coherence and order to a fickle social 

order belongs fully to the discursive practices of the 

dominant ideology. Close to official propaganda, such art 

also works to perpetuate certain fals~ distinctions bet~een 

'art' and 'reality. 11,73 Yet far from being divorced 

from humanity, a· "monument of unaging intellect," the 

Princess is a woman of many faults and contradictions, who is 

haunted by a' fear of the common. Her title is, in many ways, 

theatrical as well, a title received through a bad marriage 

which allowed her to rise into the aristocracy and a 

condition of unhappiness that leads her into an interest in 

73 Rowe, p. 169. 
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the radical poli tics she thinks can undermine the system 

which has provided her unhappiness. Like Hyacinth, moreover, 

she too is illegitimate, the offspring of an American lady 

and an Italian cavalier, an exact reversal of the differences 

between Hyacinth's parents. Illegitimate, outside, other, 

her status based upon contradictions and not on an origin or 

authority of power, the Princess embraces the very 

aristocratic system which excludes her, only to find herself 

marginalized in marriage and, ironically, attempting to 

destroy the system by making use of the very safety valves of 

power that the system allows in its own attempts at self

maintenance. In participating in the theater of dramatic 

illusion, both the Princess and Hyacinth fail to achieve the 

power of ordering their lives. Instead they remain 

fragmented and excluded through the very operations of the 

power of "order." Hyacinth, a bookbinder, can only bind 

together the theatrical (or narrative) 'roles that others 

author for him, always in a temporary' illusion of stable 

identity. 

The Princess's concept of revolution that Hyacinth is so 

willing to embrace, after all, is a "wilful misinterpretation 

of socialist doctrine to be found so often in the newspapers 

[of the time].,,74 It is a supposed belief in the 

74 Melchiori, p. 207. 
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redistribution of wealth so that everyone would be on an 

equal footing: 

It would detain her too long to make him 

understand the stages by which she had arrived at 

her present state of mind: her disgust wi th a 

thousand social arrangements, her rebellion 

against the selfishness, the corruption, the 

iniqui ty , the cruel ty , the. imbecility, of the 

people who, allover Europe, had the upper 

hand ••• she had been humiliated, outraged, 

tortured; she considered that she too was one of 

the numerous class who could be put on a tolerable 

footing only by a revolution. (p. 250) 

Ironically, before marrying the Prince she ~ on a 

"tolerable" footing with the lower classes; now that she has 

achieved the ascension up the social ladder that Hyacinth so 

desperately wants, she finds herself personally humiliated 

and wishing to destroy the class system in a desire to return 

to her beginnings. It is from this position that she is able 

to seduce Hyacinth into both the worlds of art and of radical 

politics, 

illusion, 

and Hyacinth, 

is unable to 

lost in the world of dramatic 

see into this dark world of 

contradictory purposes; instead, he goes home and binds a 

copy of Tennyson in blue-tinted Russian leather for the 

Princess, further falling into the world of illusion that his 
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desire for art and aristocracy brings him: "rare sensations 

and impressions, moments of acute happiness, almost always, 

with Hyacinth, in retrospect, became rather mythic and 

legendary" (p. 254). 

For the dominant aesthetic of the art-loving 

aristocracy, according to James, is one of collecting and 

contemplation. The Princess'is a collector, and Hyacinth is 

one more interesting bibelot for her to add to her 

collection. The Prince, her estranged husband, best 

personifies this ideal of aristocratic contemplation and 

inaction which, in the aesthetic ideology noted earlier, 

works of art always serve to foster: "he could remain 

motionless, with the aid of some casual support for his high, 

lean person, considering serenely and inexpressively any 

object that might lie before him and presenting his 

aristocratic head at a favourable angle, for periods of 

extraordinary length" (p. 233). 

Hyacinth is invited to the Princess's country estate, 

the seat of aristocratic contemplation, after making his 

"blind vow of obedience" to Hoffendahl, "the Maestro ••• the 

Master indeed, the very genius of a new social order" (pp. 

332-333). He is certain Hoffendahl has picked him to 

assassinate a government official because "the Master knew 

how to pick out his men" (p. 334), Once there, he begins to 

formulate his idea that he has made the wrong oath to the 
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wrong "Master" and is playing the wrong role. Once again, 

through his capacity for dramatic illusion, Hyacinth 

transforms the Princess into something she is not: while 

reading a story by M. Octave Feuillet, he sees her as a 

fantasy, "presenting herself to our young man, at that 

moment, as a sudden incarnation of the heroine of M. 

Feuillet's novel, in which he had instantly become immersed" 

(p. 308). This time, though, Hyacinth's representation of 

the Princess is shattered by the revelation that she already 

knows Hoffendahl personally and he is "thrown quite off 

balance by this representation of the ground the Princess had 

already traversed" (p. 332). Hyacinth's introduction into 

the ordered harmony of the world of the· English country 

estate75 , which leads to his embracing of the aristocratic 

tradition of art as salvation, is ironic because both Medley 

itself and the Princess contain all the disordered 

contradictions of his life that he is seeking to escape. In 

the theatrical world of the aristocracy, Hyacinth discovers 

that both revolutionaries and aristocrats are motivated by 

75 "But all things are composed here/Like Nature, orderly and 
near," Marvell writes in "Upon Appleton House." The tradition of 
the English country house as an aristocratic haven from the chaos 
of the world runs deep in English literature and continues to 
affect twentieth century writing as well, from Forster's Howard's 
End to Waugh's Brideshead Revisited to Ishiguro's The Remains o~ 
the Day; however, since the advent of particle physics, it is the 
inherent disorder of nature that can be found lurking in the 
apparently ordered structures of man. 



123 

the same human drives of ambition and greed, drives that are 

always played out as representations, or roles, of some 

other's design. There is no ultimate Master of the theater 

outside the theater, only an endless displacement of masks 

within theatrical simulation. 

The opposite of the inactive contemplation of art is, of 

course, action, and on this level the terrorist act that 

Hyacinth has vowed to commit can be seen as antithetical to 

an objet d' art. contemplation and inaction wi thin the 

framework of the system only serves to reinforce the system, 

whereas, as'Rowe arques, "the function of anarchist terrorism 

is expressed in the novel as the 'creation of a disturbance. v 

whereby the customary values and habits of the culture are 

revealed suddenly and graphically to be fragile 

fictions. ,,76 Ironically, it is inaction that characterizes 

the anarchists involved in Hoffendahl's plot, the ones who 

meet at the Sun and Moon77 to discuss radical politics, but 

never act upon their destructive desires. Violence functions 

for them in the same way that art functions for the 

aristocracy:' it is an object of contemplation, but something 

never translatable into action. Therefore, the authority of 

76 Rowe, p. 171. 

77 The name of this front for anarchistic activities reflects, 
perhaps, ironically, Nechaev' s sentiment that "night and day he 
must have but one thought, one aim--merciless destruction" 
(Nachaev, "Catechism of the Revolutionist," p. 68). 
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Hoffendahl's plot, as well as the aims and motivations of the 

revolutionaries, are revealed to be fictions. The myth that 

they are "of the people," rather than individuals servinq a 

Master who is really an illusion of authority (the "author" 

of the plot), only serves to fix their "meaninq, " to 

marqinalize them as other: 

Insofar as revolution is merely a qame, in which 

others are ordered. to act as representatives of 

some invisible, latent order of thinqs, then 

revolution becomes merely a version of 'radical 

chic,' a liberal dilettantism, whose principle 

service is to consti tute the ' other' of this 

stable social order. 78 

Hyacinth, through the desire to escape action, decides 

to embrance the ideal of aristocratic inaction and become a 

preserver, rather than a destroyer of ~radi tion. He attempts 

to flee back into the fiction of a stable social order by 

leavinq England for Paris, "home" of revolution and of half 

his ancestry. Alonq the boulevards of the city of Liqht, 

Hyacinth discovers that "the great leqend of the French 

Revolution, sanquinary and heroic, was more real to him here 

th~n anywhere else; and strangely, what was most pr~sent was 

not its turpitude and horror, but its maqnificent energy, the 

78 . Rowe, p. 175. 
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spirit of life that had been in it, not the spirit of death" 

(p. 393). It is this discovery of the spirit of life, where 

"the shadow was effaced by the modern fairness of fountain 

. and statue, the stately perspective and composition" (p. 

393), which turns Hyacinth back toward the aristocratic ideal 

of inaction. While recognizing that this system of art and 

power is built upon human misery, Hyacinth comes to believe 

that "the splendid accumulations of the happier few, to 

which, doubtless,. the miserable many have also in their 

degree contributed" (p. 396) are a system worth preserving, 

that the passive contemplation of art is preferable to the 

violent action that Hoffendahl's "sacred cause" demands. 

James's description of Hoffendahl's plot as a "sacred 

cause" recalls his description of the representational 

artifice of the author as a "sacred office" in "The Art of 

Fiction." In linking together the anarchist dream of power 

with the author's intent of omniscient 'control, James is 

revealing that the relationship between art and power, 

between representation and reality, is primarily an illusion, 

a fiction. Order exists only in the imagination. According 

to Rowe, "The Princess Casamassima addresses a particular 

conception of artistic representation, in which the 

appearance of formal autonomy and the complementary identity 

of a controlling, omniscient author might be judged to be the 
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'work' of other, more powerful social forces. ,,79 The 

origin of power is not tied up with contradictions but with 

discontinuities in the gridwork of social power. Caught up 

in a binary system of representation where one alternative is 

only the mirror image of the other, where action masquerades 

as inaction and vice versa, Hyacinth can only flip flop from 

one extreme to the other. 

In a letter to the Princess, Hyacinth writ~s why the 

aristocratic tradition of art is valuab'Ie and must not be 

torn down: . 

The monuments and treasures of art, the great 

palaces and properties, the conquests of learning 

and taste, the general fabric of civilization as 

we know it, based, if you will, upon all the 

despotisms, the cruel ties, the exclusions, the 

~onopolies and the rapacities of the past, but 

thanks to which, all the same, the world is' less 

impracticable and life more tolerable •••• (p. 396) 

Even though the socius is based upon a violent and 

reprehensible past, it must be tolerated because it is also 

a system that produces the works of art which make life 

"tolerable." Art, according to Hyacinth, consists of those 

"things with which the aspirations and the tears of 

79 Rowe, po 180. 
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generations have been mixed" (p. 396), a tradition which 

Hoffendahl wishes to tear "into strips so that every one 

might have a little piece" (pp. 396-97). The value of art is 

that its beauty, even though it is built upon a foundation of 

misery, is exclusionary: it makes life tolerable only for 

those happy few who can afford it. Hyacinth wishes to be one 

of those, and his dramatic illusion of the value of art does 

not allow him to see that he, too, will always be excluded by 

a system so violently opposed to any concept of democracy. 

Hyacinth, then, is caught in this contradictory gridwork 

of social power, at a time when the transformation toward the 

concept of democracy was occuring all around him. "What was 

most in Hyacinth's mind was the idea, of which every 

pulsation of the general life of his time was a syllable, 

that the flood of democracy was rising over the world; that 

it would sweep all the traditions of the past before it.. (p. 

478). Trapped in a system that promotes the value of the 

changeless past, Hyacinth mistakenly links together anarchy 

and democracy, and in the paranoia of his identity "sees" a 

conspiracy of dark forces lurking underneath; a conspiracy 

whose only representation has been the theatrical perception 

of the dramatic illusion of his life: 

[He had] the sense, vividly kindled and never 

quenched, that the forces secretly" arrayed against 

the present social order were pervasive and 



universal, in the air one breathed, in the ground 

one trod, in the hand of an acquaintance that one 

might touch, or the eye of a stranger that might 

rest a moment on one's own. They were above, 

below, wi thin, wi thout, in every contact and 

combination of life; and its was no disproof of 

them to say it was too odd that they should lurk 

in a particular improbable form. To lurk in 

improbable forms was precisely their strength •••• 

(p. 486) 
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This form of paranoia is a distinguishing feature of the 

capitalist socius; in this postmodern vision, according to 

Patrick O'Donnell, 

conspiracies, real and imagined, abound, their 

nets so far-flung as to create a kind of 

hermeneutic comfort for the common reader. 

'Everything is connected'; 'it all makes sense.' 

Alignments seem to shift from day to day, contexts 

change, but one of the more strident factors ••• is 

that there are always more connections than one 

expected, or more accurately, there are always 

enough to meet the most dire premonitions wi th 

inevitably, the promise of more."SO 

so Patrick O'Donnell, "Obvious Paranoia: The Politics of Don 
Delillo's Running Dog," The centennial Review (Winter 1990), p. 56. 
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It is in this atmosphere of paranoic discontinuities 

that the representational strategies of art fail: the 

conspiracy lurks in "improbable forms," its s't:rength being 

disguise. Terrorism and anarchy inhabit a non-

representational black hole; if they were representable, they 

could be mastered. Ironically, according to James, the 

system provides outlets for powerless radicalism precisely 

because the radicals and the rulers operate under the same 

system . of motivations and desires. The fiction of 

Hoffendahl's plot is its illusion of power. Unable to commit 

an actual terrorist act, these powerless radicals rely upon 

Hyacinth, who, unable to carry out the assassination plot 

against the Duke, shoots himself in the heart. Ultimate 

mastery, authority, is an illusion, because it is always 

other to the needs and wishes of some other force; that 

force, in turn, is always other as well in an endless series 

of theatrical displacements of roles and directors. 81 The 

81 This is especially evident in James' The Turn of the Screw, 
.where a series of multiple narrators undercuts the narrative 
authority of any ~ingle narrator. As the governess' actions show, 
the attempt to master meaning, to know, results only in the death 
of meaning. It is the multiplicity of meaning, as represented by 
each new reader, that keeps meaning alive. It is impossible to 
have total mastery of a story's meaning; any reader's attempt to 
gain the Master/writer's knowledge as the "final" authority on the 
matter is doomed to failure. See Shoshana Felman's essay, "Turning 
the Screw of Interpretation." An interesting contemporary parallel 
with James' ideas on narrative authority can be found in Paul 
Verhoeven's film, "Total Recall," where, through the concept of 
memory implants, Verhoeven is showing that absolute knowledge, or 
"total recall," about any situation is impossible; there is never 
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dramatic illusion of art is the sleight of hand that it 

represents the real. 

In The Princess Casamassima, James inflates the role of 

the imagination while deconstructing representation. By 

"making it all up, II James, like Foucault, brings into 

question the concept of the author function. James may be 

betraying his "sacred office, II but unlike Hyacinth, he is 

able to recognize what is really lurking in the gridwork of 

continuities and discontinuities, of chaos and multiplicity: 

the democracy of meaning. In the search for authority, the 

true Master will always remain secret, away from any single 

place, because that is the secret of the Master--which 

contradicts the concept of mastery. Hoffendahl, as the 

Master, really only presents an illusion of authority. And, 

ironically, Hoffendahl's secret plot involves the replacement 

of mastery with democracy. What democ:r;acy does is· negate the 

concept of mastery; making mastery multiple, making us all 

masters,· making . all meanings equally possible and 

legitimate. 82 As Deleuze and Guattari have written: 

an ultimate figure of authority who can verify if something is a 
"real, II or an II implanted, II memory. Each master is displaced by 
another master who reveals the incomplete knowledge of the previous 
master, ~n an endless series of disruptions. 

82 Democracy, as Lewis H. Lapham comments, "assumes conflict 
not only as the normal but also as the necessary condi tion . of 
existence, and it allies itself with the freedom of mind and the 
continuing Process of change II (IiTyromancy , II in Harper' s, August 
1991, p. A). 



If ever there was a writer who dealt with the 

secret, it was Henry James. In this respect he 

went through an entire evolution, like a 

perfecting of his art. For he began by looking 

for the secret in contents, even insignificant, 

half-opened ones, contents briefly qlimpsed. Then 

he raised the possibility of there being an 

infinite form of secrecy that no longer even 

requires a content and that has conquered the 

imperceptible. But he raises this possibility 

only in order to ask the question, Is the secret 

in the content or in the form? And the answer is 

already apparent: neither. 83 
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The secret remains a secret because of its own absence. It 

is a black hole, non-representational. James is showing us 

that without the presence of the Master, without a 

transcendental signified that guarantees authority, it is the 

infinite possibilities of the imagination that make meaning 

free, open to play--a game, if you will. 84 It is ironic 

83 Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, p. 290. 

84 That James saw writing as a game to be played with/on 
readers is evident from the Preface to the New York Edition of ~ 
Turn of the Screw. "The merit of the tale," James writes, "as it 
stands, is accordingly, I judge, that it has struggled successfully 
with its dangers. It is an excursion into chaos while remaining, 
like Blue-Beard and Cinderella, but an anecdote--though an anecdote 
amplified .and highly emphasised and returning upon itself; as, for 
that matter, Cinderella and Blue-Beard return. I need scarcely add 
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that through his questioning of the powers of representation 

and narrative authority, James himself has earned the title 

of Master. It is a brilliant disguise. 

after this that it is a piece of ingenuity pure and simple, of cold 
artistic calculation, an amusette to catch those not easily caught 
(the 'fun' of the capture of the merely witless being ever but 
small), the 'jaded, the disillusioned, the fastidious" (The Turn of 
the Screw, ad. Robert Kimbrough, New York: Norton, 1966, p. 120. 
The value of writing as game, according to James, is "the 
intellectual echos it may again, long after, set in motion" (p. 
120). 
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CHAPTER THREE 

FOOLS, ROGUES, AND FOLLOWERS: UNSTABLE :IRONY AND THB ANARCHY 

OF LANGUAGE :IN THE SECRET AGENT 

I am an anarchist, 
don't know what I want but I know how to qet it. 

--The Sex Pistols, "Anarchy in the UK" 

Terror is a passion which always produces delight 
when it does not press too close. 

--Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Inquirv into the 
Oriain of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful 

Hang ideas! They are tramps, vagabonds, knocking 
at the back-door of your mind, each taking a little of your 
substance, each carrying away some crumb of that belief in a 
few simple notions you must cling to if you wan't to live 
decently and would like to die easy! 

--Conrad, Lord Jim 
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i. The Preface of Prefaces 

LOOK-IN' FAWR A NEEDLE IN A HAAAAY-STACKI 
Sssss-searchinfrasomethin' fulla moon-beams ••• 

--Thomas Pynchon, Gravity's Rainbow 

In either case, the preface is a fiction •• ~outside 
of any'mimetologism, fiction affirms itself as a simulacrum 
and, through the work of this textual feint, disorganizes all 
the opposi tions to which the teleology of the book ought 
violently to have subordinated it. 

--Derrida, Dissemination 

with the sublime, the question of death enters the 
aesthetic question. 

--Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition 

While James inflates the power of the imagination, the 

medium through which the imagination is represented, words, 

is shown by him to be insufficient. Language's failure to 

reveal the underground world of anarchy and terror, and by 

doing so, master it, makes us ask the question, what, 

exactly, is the relationship between words and darkness, 

language and terror? According to the early J. Hillis 

Miller, "one way to define the darkness is to say that it is 

incompatible with lanc;JUage ... 1 If truth is an originary 

f iction cre~ted out of the concept of mu1 tip1ici ty rather 

than unity, what truths can language offer, especially truths 

about the nature of the non-representational? Another way 

Western culture has sought to represent non-representational 

1 J. Hillis Miller, Poets of Reality: six Twentieth Century 
Writers (Cambridge: Harvard Univ. Press, 1965), p. 36. 
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concepts such as black holes and secret undergrounds has been 

to define them as instances of the sublime. 

Unlike James, Kant felt the imagination had a limit on 

its ability to comprehend; this' point of breakdown, where the 

imagination fails to produce comprehension of what the senses 

have observed, is Kant's definition of the sublime. Where 

the imagination recognizes its inadequacy, and reason, with 

its ideas of totality, finality, and infinity, comes to the 

rescue. Reason's salvation of comprehension, via the 

breakdown point of the sublime, is where the mind recognizes 

its Bestimmung, or final destiny. For Kant, the pleasure of 

the sublime is not fear or terror, but the pleasure of 

offering reason a moment of self-recognition. The sublime is 

not a representational concept, but a moment of apocalypse, 

transformation: "Hence the sublime is apocalyptic in the 

strict sense that it reveals final things, and the defeat of 

the sensible imagination accomplishes subjectively the end of 

the natural order.,,2 Terror, then, is merely the imagined 

terror of the failed imagination before the intervention or 

self-recognition of reason. 

without the authority of reason, imagination would 

tremble with fear at the boundaries of comprehension, in an 

2 Thomas Weiskel, The Romantic Sublime: Studies in the 
Structure and Psychology of Transcendence (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins, 1976), p. 42. 
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unstable state of .threatened breakdown, collapse, or anarchy. 

Reason, for Kant, of course, functions as God, logos, Master, 

the origin and guarantor of understanding and knowledge; it 

is a transcendental signifier assuring unity, totality, and 

meaning, a final destiny pitted against and. defeating the 

imagined terror of disorder, multiplicity, chaos. 

According to Edmund Burke, however, the sublime is a 

response to terror, the strongest emotion the mind is capable 

of feeling. Whatever excites the ideas of pain and danger is 

a source of the sublime, "a sort of delightful horror, a sort 

of tranquility tinged with terror. ,,3 Terror is a kind of 

cleansing of the self, "a sense of awe, in a sort of 

tranquility shadowed with horror," (p. 34) through which we 

escape from pain and, ultimately, from death. The power of 

any sublime thing is contained in its potential power to 

hurt: 

That power derives all its sublimity from the 

terror with which it is generally accompanied, 

will appear evidently from its effect in the very 

few cases, in which it may be possible to strip a 

considerable degree of strength of its ability to 

hurt. When you do this, you spoil it of 

3 Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Inquiry Into Our Ideas of the 
Sublime and Beautiful, ed. J. T. Boulton (New York: Columbia Univ. 
Press, 1958), p. 136. All subsequent parenthetical references to 
this work are to this edition. 
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everything sublime, and it immediately becomes 

contemptible. (p. 65) 

All sources of power, including (and especially) political 

power, are based upon this "sublime" concept of terror, as 

Burke states explicity: "The power which arises from 

insti tutions in kings and commanders, has the same connection 

with terror"(p. 67). Despotic governments, especially, are 

"founded on the passions of men, and principally upon the 

passion of fear" (p. 59). The only way for individuals to 

overcome their fear and affect the world of power is to 

engage in the same uses of terror as the state: "Indeed so 

natural is this timidity with regard to power, and so 

strongly does it inhere in our constitution, that very few 

are able to conquer it, but by mixing much in the business of 

the great world, or by using no small violence to their 

natural dispositions" (p. 67). For B~rke, power· and terror 

are "inseparable" companions. 

The sublime· moment, of course, is another non-

representational concept, one based upon darkness, terror, 

and uncertainty.4 So how does language represent that which 

is not representable? How does it deal with darkness and 

4 See, for example, Shelley's imagining in Mont Blanc of "The 
still and solemn power of many sights, lAnd many sounds, and much of 
life and death. lIn the calm darkness of the moonless nights" (~ 
Complete Poetical Works of Percy Bysshe Shelley, p. 59). The 
"secret Strength of things" remains unnamable. 
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terror, concepts that cannot be mastered? J. Hillis Miller 

feels that language functions in two ways: 

Words are a sign of man's imprisonment within 

illusions, but the language of fiction is the 

substance of a story which has no existence 

outside words. This detachment of words from 

their utilitarian function as signs puts language 

in touch with the unworded darkness. It brings to 

light the fact that words have always been 

detached from the everyday world. Language ~s 

that which is most intimate to man and therefore 

flows from the profound dark rather than from the 

daylight of rationality.s 

Miller describes a double descent that language can make into 

its "source" of darkness, a descent that is destructive to 

the "surrogate" that a writer (in this case, and in this 

chapter, Conrad) must create in order tO'make this descent, 

but one which, ultimately, is capable of naming the 

darkness: 6 

5 Poets of Reality, p. 37. 
references are to this text. 

All subsequent parenthetical 

6 This double descent is a reworking of Conrad's notion, 
expressed in the "Preface" to The Nigger of the "Narcissus", that 
"the artist descends within himself, and in that lonely region of 
stress and strife, if he be deserving and fortunate, he finds the 
terms of his appeal" (Joseph Conrad, The Niager of the "Narcissus", 
New York: Penguin, 1988, p. xlvii). For more on Conrad and the 
function of prefaces, see below. 



Writing gives a form to the indefinable. By a 

return, through language, to the heart of 

darkness, the writer affirms himself as the power 

which breaks down the frontiers between man and 

the darkness, and makes the darkness enter for a 

moment the daylight world. Writing is a dangerous 

hovering between two 

incompatible. (p. 37). 

realms which are 
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Miller's concept, in this statement, is Platonic in 

nature. By being represented in the detached narrative of 

"someone who has been swallowed up in the darkness" (p. 37), 

the darkness itself becomes represented through this 

surrogate as a "fragile web" which reveals the truth of 

darkness and yet does not allow us to be swallowed up by it. 

Through the imagination of the writer, the unnamable becomes 

nameable. Or does it? As Roland Barthes comments: 

the fact is, (or it follows) that writing c'an no 

longer designate an operation of recording, 

notation, representation, 'depiction' (as the 

Classics would. say); rather it designates exactly 

what linguists, referring to Oxford philosophy, 

call a performative, a rare verbal form 

(exclusively given in the first person and in the 

present tense) in which the enunciation has no 



other content (contains no other proposition) than 

the act by which it is uttered •••• 7 

140 

In this performative sense, the "fragile web" cannot 

represent the darkness. It becomes a veil; or worse (or even 

better), a fiction. Its content' is not the "truth" of 

darkness; rather, it is the very act by which it attempts to 

represent that which it cannot represent. 

Rather than represent the darkness, words, ironically, 

serve as a veil, preventing us from perceiving its truth. 

The black hole of the heart of darkness can only swallow up 

the light of words. Any attempt at representation, at 

control, at mastery, is an illusion because the act itself 

alters and distances the very thing we attempt to represent. 

There is no signifier/ signified relationship as far as 

darkness is concerned. Words are not representational but 

self-referential. It is our very perception of the darkness 

that changes the darkness into not-darkness, into something 

other. When we step into the void, it is no longer empty.8 

It is no longer the void. 

william Bysshe stein argues that Conrad's use of 

language is closer to Barthes than to Miller: 

7 Roland Barthes, Image--Music--Text, trans. Stephen Heath, 
Fontana: Collins, 1977, p. 145. 

8 My thanks to J. R. Nardoni for this insight. 



OBVIOUSLY, CONRAD DISCLAIMS ANY CONNECTION OF 

LANGUAGE WITH REALITY (IN LIFE OR FICTION). AS 

HIS CONSTANT ADDICTION TO ANALOGY AND 

PERSONIFICATION DISCLOSES, THE VERISIMILITUDE OF 

THINGS CONSTITUTES NO MORE THAN AN EMPTY PHRASE. 

THE NAMES OF THE NAMES (OR QUALITIES) OF OBJECTS, 

HOWEVER FANCIFUL OR NATURALISTIC, OPERATE TO VEIL 

THE PERCEPTION OF THE ENTITY IN QUESTION. WORDS 

DESCRIBE ONLY WORDS, ALL THE CREATION OF ARBITRARY 

CEREBRAL ACTIVITy.9 
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According to Jacques Darras, this approach to language is 

anarchistic: "[Conrad] is planting his anarchistic disorder 

where reality and fiction meet ••• ,,10 Where reality and 

fiction meet is the zone (or grid) of infinite possibilities 

that exists between the binary thinking of one and zero. 11 

And how can language, as a supposedly stable system of order, 

function in the zone of disorder and chaos? It cannot; at 

9 William Bysshe Stein, "The Secret Agent: The Agon(ie)s of 
the Word," in Critical Essays on Joseph Conrad, ed. Ted Billy 
(Boston: G. K. Ha~l, 1987), p. 172. Capitalization his. 

10 Jacques Darras, Joseph Conrad and the West: Signs of 
Empire, Trans. Anne Luyat and Jacques Darras (London: Macmillan, 
1982), p. 5. All subsequent parenthetical references are to this 
edition. 

11 According to Barthes, "we know now that a text is not a 
line of words releasing a single 'theological' meaning (the 
'message' of the Author-God) but a multi-dimensional space in which 
a variety of writings, none of them original, blend and clash" 
(Image--Music--Text, p. 145?). 
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least not as a representational system. Darras links 

Conrad's use of language together with economics in much the 

same way we have seen Deleuze and Guattari' discuss the 

arbitrary function of the sign in the capitalistic socius: 

Language is a two sided coin for him, a currency 

that can no longer be exchanged in the markets of 

the world ,like the solid sterling pound had been 

until then. Taken out of circulation and no 

longer convertible, language devalues the reality 

that it had been given the task of valorizing and 

manipulates all the transactions for its own 

benefit. (p. 4) 

Rather than naming the unnamable, language functions as a 

protean other, a system of arbitrary signs and significations 

whose value and meaning always shift and slide away from any 

attempt to claim transcendental'authority or meaning. "We 

are constantly presented with the temptation of 'otherness' 

with which to complicate the simplicity of the apparent 

signification; the shadow or the double denies the evidence 

of the light'" (p. 5). Instead of naming the void, language 

changes the void into not-void. 

Yet conrad, in what Darras has called "the Preface of 

Prefaces" (p. 2), the "Preface" to The Nigaer of the 

"Narcissus", claims that "art itself may be defined as a 

single-minded attempt to render the highest kind of justice 
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to the visible universe, by bringing to light the truth, 

manifold and one, underlying its every aspect.,,12 The 

artist/writer, like Lessing's God, is apparently a seeker of 

truth13 , using "the old, old words, worn thin, defaced by 

ages of careless usage" (p. xlix). Does a lifelong seeker of 

truth every really find the truth, and if so, does he reveal 

it to others? Conrad states a supposedly noble purpose in 

this Preface, that the truth "shall awaken in the hearts of 

the beholders that feeling of unavoidable solidarity; of the 

solidarity in mysterious origin, in toil, in joy, in hope, in 

uncertain fate, which binds men to each other and all mankind 

to the visible world" (p. 1). A truth defined as mysterious 

in origin, uncertain in fate, is thus capable of arresting 

toil itself. Conrad's use of "arrest" conjures up the image 

of a totalitarian truth arresting (if only for a moment) the 

hands as if they were criminals, viol~tors of the law: 

To arrest, for the space of a breath, the hands 

busy about the work of the earth, and compel men 

entranced by the sight of distant goals to glance 

12 Conrad, "Preface" to The Nigger of the "Narcissus", p. 
xl vii. All subsequent parenthetical references are to this 
edition. 

13 According to Kierkegaard, "LESSING HAS SAID THAT, IF GOD 
HELD ALL TRUTH IN HIS RIGHT HAND, AND IN HIS LEFT HAND HELD THE 
LIFELONG PURSUIT OF IT, HE WOULD CHOOSE THE LEFT HAND" (Robert 
Bretall, ed.,. A Kierkegaard Anthology, Princeton: Princeton Univ. 
Press, 1973, p. 195). Capitalization is Kierkegaard's. 



for a moment at the surroundinq vision of form and 

colour, of sunshine and shadows; to make them 

pause for a look, for a siqh, for a smile--such is 

the aim, difficult and evanescent, and reserved 

only for a very few to achieve. But sometimes, by 

the deservinq and the fortunate, even that task is 

accomplished. And when it is accomplished-

behold!--all the truth of life is there; a moment 

of vision, a siqh, a smile--and the return to an 

eternal rest. (p. Ii) 
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To have this moment of vision is to be forced, arrested, made 

to see it; we are reclaimed by a police action that offers 

only a qlimpse into the darkness before darkness and death. 

Truth for Conrad is not really revelatory, but close to a 

death-promoting function of the elite. We can see that beinq 

in solidarity with the truth is akin to being imprisoned by 

it, to be common criminals arrested and forced to qlimpse a 

revelation of the source of power itself: darkness. Rather 

than represent truth, Conrad's preface contains a 

contradiction. We should not find this surprisinq, because 

this kind of contradiction is exactly what a preface reveals 

by the very nature of its function. 

For is not a Preface written supposedly to unveil a 

work's fundamental truth? As I have discussed in Chapter 

One, since Plato systems of safety have been founded upon the 
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belief in an origin or abs'olute truth. According to Susan 

Sontag, "the fact is, all western consciousness of and 

reflection upon art have remained within the confines staked 

out by the Greek theory of art as mimesis or 

representation,,14; it is from this foundation that we 

inherit the "odd visicm" separating form and content. This 

emphasis on content leads to the "perennial, never-consumated 

project of interpretation" (p. 96), the illusion that there 

is such a thing as a core truth that can be revealed through 

the act of displacement, or translation: 

Interpretation presupposes a discrepancy between 

the clear meaning of the text and the demands of 

(later) readers ••• the interpreter, without 

actually erasing or rewriting the text, ~ 

altering it. But he can't admit to doing this. 

He' claims to be only making it intelligible, by 

disclosing its true meaning. (pp. 97-98) 

And it is in this imposed gap between form and meaning, a gap 

which is irreconcilable, that the Preface (which seeks to 

reconcile this gap) exists. Yet according to Derrida, a 

Preface, which is written after the fact, is a 

"dissemination" of a text, an . unmasking of its 

14 Susan Sontag, "Against Interpretation," in A Susan Sontag 
Reader (New York: Farrar/strauss/Giroux, 1982), p. 96. All 
subsequent parenthetical references are to this edition. 
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cC?ntradictions, rather than a summary of its unity and truth. 

Although the traditional function of a Preface is to 

classify and label meaning, 15 for Derrida difference 

functions in a Preface to inscribe, rather than to unify, 

contradictions: "one of the theses--there is more than one-- . 

inscribed within dissemination is precisely the impossibility 

of reducin~ a text as such to its effect of meaning, content, 

thesis, or theme. ,,16 Rather than viewing itself as the 

ul timate statement of an author's intent or meaning, the 

Preface, like Foucault's concept of the author function, 

should function to interrupt lithe circulation [in an act] 

that transforms into an origin what is actually an after

effect of meaning."l? 

Language is already constructed of distances and 

differences, not unity and totality of meaning, and the 

illusion of a truth is produced by the repression of 

differential structures. According to Derrida, "what opens 

up meaning and language is writing as the disappearance of 

natural presence" 18 i not the destruction of meaning but of 

15 See Derrida' s example of Mao's Chinese pharmacy in the 
"outwork" section of Dissemination, pp. 23-24. 

16 Jacques Derrida, Dissemination, p. 7. 

17 Derrida, p. 21. The economic metaphor we've been 
discussing is once again evident in this passage as well. 

18 Derrida, Of Grammatology, p. 159. 
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the "unequivocal domination of one mode of signifying over 

another. ,,19 This is the image Conrad leaves us with in the 

"Preface" to The Nisger of the "Narcissus": the contradiction 

of a revelation of truth that, however momentary, arrests us 

and. forces us to look back into a non-representational 

absolute: darkness. As we stated earlier, to be in 

solidarity (or solitary) with the truth is to be imprisoned 

by that concept of truth. critics have often relied too 

heavily upon Conrad's statements in his Preface for 

confirmation of exactly what Conrad, through his 

contradictions, negates: the presence of an absolute truth. 

By seeing a Preface as a dissemination, rather than a 

unification, as something which confirms the gaps in meaning 

rather than binding them together, we can move beyond 

representation with its stress upon the interpretation of a 

saving truth. But if Conrad is not performing the heroics 

that Miller ascribes to him, what is he attempting to 

accomplish with language? If language, as a system of 

safety, is incapable of taming the darkness, of saving us 

from the void, what can Conrad hope to reveal to us about the 

nature of terrorism in The Secret Agent? By using Darras' 

. concept of Conrad's use of language as anarchistic, we can 

see Conrad is showing us that the threat that anarchism 

19 Barbara Johnson, "Introduction" to Dissemination, p. xiv. 
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itself poses to the "saving illusion" of civilization is as 

much an illusion as that "sheltering conception of light and 

order which is our refuge.,,20 

In The Secret Agent, the bloodshot London sun has set 

upon the Empire, and as Hugh Kenner writes, "fugitives from 

the political police of every country in Europe consequently 

settled in England ••• in particular, the ci ty was full of 

Russian anarchists. Everyone who could read knew that ... 21 

But exactly how much of a threat to England did these Russian 

anarchists, and anarchy in general, pose? Was Conrad privvy 

to something the reading public, with its seemingly 

insatiable thirst for thrillers detailing the nefarious deeds 

of underground anarchists and revolutionaries, was not aware 

of? In 1907 they found out. 

20 Joseph Conrad, Lord Jim (Garden city, N. Y.: Doubleday, 
1925), p. 313. 

21 Hugh Kenner, A sinking Island (London: Barrie and Jenkins, 
1988), p. 10. 
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ii. The Russians Are coming ••• the Russians Are Bere. 

In our eyes, individual terrorism is inadmissible 
precisely because i t belittles the role of the masses in 
their own consciousness, reconciles them to their 
powerlessness, and turns their eyes and hopes toward a great 
avenger and liberator who some day will come and accomplish 
his mission. 

--Leon Trotsky, Against Individual Terrorism 

This is not murder--it is war, war. My spirit 
shall go on warring in some Russian body till all falsehood 
is swept out of the world. The modern civilization is false, 
but a new revelation shall come out of Russia. 

--Joseph conrad, Under western Eyes 

In A Sinking Island, Kenner describes the literary 

function of Russian anarchists for the English reading 

public: 

Russian nihilists were a formula for the 

unspeakable; in the dens they frequented, 'stifled 

curses' always rose 'thickly o~ the air.'· The 

tale James Joyce sent to Tid-Bits pertained, so 

his brother remembered, to Russian nihilists in 

London ••• Later, in The Secret Agent (1907), Joseph 

Conrad would reimagine the nihilist ambience. But 

in Russian nihilists as in all else, the public 

had its standards, and Conrad's presentation of 

seedy indolents was not approved of. 'Indecent,' 

said Country Life, and the Edinburgh Review 
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detected neither 'art' nor 'service to 

society. ,22 

Portraying Russian nihilists as cliched embodiments of evil 

provided a "service to society"; satirizing them as bungling 

comic caricatures was "indecent." Which sense of ,narrative 

mirrored the reality of a potential anarchist threat to the 

Empire? 

While in Russia the years following the failed 

Revolution of 1905 constituted a veritable guerilla war 

between the terrorist-oriented socialist Revolutionary Party 

and the Okhrana, the Russian secret police,23 "the only 

victim of anarchist violence in England was a Frenchman named 

Marcel Bourdin, who in 1894 accidentally blew himself up in 

Greenwich Park with a homemade bomb intended for use 

abroad,,24 (this is the incident, of course, upon which 

Conrad based The Secret Agent). After all, the turn of the 

22 Kenner, p. 28. 

23 According to Gaucher, "the years 1906 and 1907 were packed 
with violence. Assassination alternated with armed robbery. 
Oppression raged ~n the countryside. Severe sentences were meted 
out and convoys of prisoners wound toward Siberia. And it was not 
only Russian territory that was affected; the whole empire had been 
shaken by the Revolution" (The Terr.orists: From Tsarist Russia to 
the O.A.S., p. 53). 

24 George Woodcock, Anarchism (Hammondsworth, 1962), p. 414. 
As Melchiori comments, "reading the novels of the 1880s and 1890s 
we get the impression of a whole network of anarchist activity in 
England and particularly in London, but Bourdin, as Woodcock points 
out, was the only casualty in fact as distinguished from fiction" 
(Terrorism in the Late Victorian Novel, p. 74). 
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century saw a great deal of industrial expansion, especially 

in Russia, where western European capitalists saw an 

opportunity for profit. According to Albert Parry: 

Under its lid the nation was stirring after a long 

stupor ••• Thus, capital, domestic and foreign, was 

changing and energizing the old semifeudal 

economic scene. The new rising classes felt they 

were deserving of political rights that had not 

been granted them. The new century opened in 

turmoil: in the cities, demonstrating students and 

striking workers filled the' streets; in the 

countryside, peasants were trying to shake off the 

remaining grip by the deteriorating nobles through 

both land purchase and sporadic rebellions. 25 

While London might have housed emigre anarchists and social 

revolutionaries, the boundaries of contemporary terrorism 

were being defined in Russia. If the threat of terrorism and 

anarchy in London was mainly fictional, thriller material for 

the reading public, in Russia it was a treacherous nightmare. 

The fight against the Tsarist regime had split Russian 

revolutionaries into two major groups The first, the Social 

Revolutionary Party advocated violence and terrorism as a 

means toward successful Revolution. Its Fighting section 

25 Albert Parry, Terrorism: From Robespierre to Arafat (New 
York: Vanguard, 1976), p. 121. 
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followed through on this idea by assassinating not only a 

number of minor government and police officials, but 

the Minister of the Interior, Plehve,26 in 1904, and the 

Grand Duke Sergei in 1905 as well. 27 The second was the 

Social Democratic Party, which embraced Marxism and saw the 

working class as the mass means to overthrowing the Tsarist 

socius. The Social Revolutionary Party consisted of 

non-Marxist socialists, heirs of the Narodniki 

[Narodnaya Volya], full of the same strong faith 

in the revolutionary potential of Russia's peasant 

masses, with their allegedly communal instincts. 

As the Narodniki before them, so these new Social 

Revolutionaries believed in the efficacy of the 

bomb and the bullet as the means to bring about an 

26 Conrad recreates the assassination of Plehve, "the fearsome 
Minister of the Interior who had supreme control over the Okhrana, 
the most dreaded political police in Europe" (The Terrorists: From 
Tsarist Russia to the O.A.S., p. 30) by the student Sazonov in 
remarkable detail as the assassination of Mr de P--, "the President 
of the notorious, Repressive Commission of some years ago, the 
Minister of State invested with extraordinary powers" by the 
student Victor Haldin in Under Western Eyes (p. 58). Haldin, who 
embodies "what's divine in the Russian soul" (Under Western Eves, 
p. 70), the resignation to action, can also be seen as a 
representative of the Social Revolutionary Party, while Razumov, 
the thinker who is in "everlasting revolt," can be seen as a 
representative of the Social Democratic Party, with its stress on 
ideology rather than action. 

27 See Albert Camus' Les Justes, which is based upon this act 
of terrorism. 
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all other humble subjects of the Tsar. 28 
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To the Marxist Social Democratic Party, terrorism did not 

lead to revolution but to repression; "Terrorism is the 

violence of the intelligentsia, not of the proletariat. It 

is a form of 'single combat' that reflects' the 

individualistic world-view of the small trader, student, or 

professional person--a view hostile to mass-based workers 

revolution. ,,29 Political violence becomes necessary only 

as a mass action resulting in mass liberation. The enemy is 

the socius itself, not the individuals who serve it. As Leon 

Trotsky wrote, "we Marxists consider the tactic of. individual 

terror inexpedient in the struggle to liberate the 

proletariat as well as the oppressed nationalities. A single 

isolated hero cannot replace the masses. ,,30 

The Social Revolutionary party's program of individual 

acts of terrorism--undertaken with the belief that "when the 

state apparatus had been sufficiently weakened by terrorist 

attacks, workers and peasants would complete the job, convene 

28 Parry, Terrorism: From Robespierre to Arafat, p. 121. 

29 Rubenstein, Alchemists of Revolution: Terrorism in the 
Modern World, p. 43. 

30 Leon Trotsky, Against Individual Terrorism (New York: 
Pathfinder, 1974), p. 22. 
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a constituent assembly, and establish socialismH31_-came to 

a halt when it was revealed that Yevno Azev, the head of the 

Fighting Section, who had successfully plotted the deaths of 

Plehve and ,Sergei (and who was in the process of plotting the 

death of Nicholas II) was a double agent for the Okhrana. 

Azev, who the police never suspected as being the head of the 

terrorists, and who the terrorists never suspected as being 

in league with the police, was the ultimate agent 

provacateur, playing both sides of the game not only to his 

advantage, but to theirs as well. 32 

comments: 

As Richard Falk 

To discredit domestic street politics there is a 

steady tradition among states to infiltrate police 

agents, who act as provocateurs, to encourage 

revolutionaries to adopt ultraviolent tactics. In 

effect, the government relies upon a sort of 

nihilistic violence from below as a pretext for 

dis~rediting peaceful mass movements or of causing 

divisions within the ranks. 33 

31 Rubens~ein, p. 171. 

32 Adolph Verloc, the corpulent and inert agent provacateur of 
The Secret Agent is, of course, a pale imitation of Azev. 

33 Richard Falk, Revolutionaries and Functionaries: The Dual 
Face of Terrorism (New York: Dutton, 1988), p. 45. 
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The Social Revolutionary Party never recovered from this 

scandal, and the revolution fell into the hands of the Social 

Democratic Party, with its emphasis on worker organization 

and trade unionism. As its leader, Lenin, wrote: 

No verbal assurances and vows can disprove the 

unquestionable fact that present-day terrorism, as 

practiced and advocated by the Socialist 

Revolutionaries, is not connected in any way with 

work among the masses, for the masses, or together 

with the masses; that the organization of 

terroristic acts by the party distracts our very 

scanty organizational forces from their difficult 

and by no means completed task of organizing a 

revolutionary workers' party; that in practice the 

terrorism of the Socialist Revolutionaries is 

nothing else than single combat, ~ method that has 

been wholly condemned by the experience of 

history. 34 

The experience of history, especially in regards to the 

French Revolution, as well as many other revolutions that 

have occurred throughout the twentieth century, has shown 

tha~ mass terror can often become the ultimate outcome of 

34 V.I. Lenin, "Why the Social Democrats Must Declare War on 
the SR's" in The Terrorism Reader, pp. 209-210. 
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mass liberation. 35 Yet individual acts of terrorism as 

well as the mass terror of the state define the political 

landscape of the twentieth century. Whether motivated by 

individual belief, ideology, or the state itself, terrorism 

is a powerful political weapon, one that .tin ~ siecle 

Edwardians had everyo reason to fear, even if only in the 

fictional abstract of the unspeakable. While Lenin regarded 

the terrorists of the Social Revolutionary party with only 

contempt for distracting from the mass liberation of the 

people, Conrad, in Under Western Eyes, leaves us with more of 

an insight into the psychological, utopian motivation for 

these kind of individual acts of terrorism. It is not so 

much the opportunity to achieve indi vidual greatness, as 

Burke would see it, but a moment of hope for reconciliation 

between revolutionary thought and the desire for 

revolutionary action. victor Haldin says as much to Razumov, 

whom he wants to help him so that he canoescape, disappear 

into the oblivion of exile: 

35 In a discussion of Thomas Thornton's five stages of 
revolution, Donald J. Hanle comments, "one thing that Thornton has 
overlooked in his depiction of the stages of the revolutionary 
process is that during the consolidation phase there is often--as 
occurred in France, Russia, China, cuba, Vietnam, Kampuchea, and 
Nicaraqua--a return to terrorism in order to consolidate the 
revolutionary's hold on the reins of power" (Donald J. Hanle, 
Terrorism: The Newest Face of Warfare, Washington: Pergamon
Br~ssey's, 1989, p. 134). 



Yes, Razumov. Yes, brother. Some day you shall 

help to build. You suppose I am a terrorist, now 

--a destructor of what is. But consider that the 

true destroyers are they who destroy the spirit of 

progress and truth, not the avengers who merely 

kill the bodies of the persecutors of human 

dignity. Men like me are necessary to make room 

for self-contained, thinking men like you ••• Men 

like me are rare. And besides, an example like 

this is more awful to oppressors when the 

perpretrator vanishes without a'trace. They sit 

in their offices and palaces and quake. 36 
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Perhaps they quake in Russia; but on the homefront, in the 

safe heart of the Empire, Conrad presents a much different 

picture of "Russian" nihilists at their nefarious work than 

he offers in Under western Eyes. Conrad's "revelation" to 

his contemporary reading public is that while 'terrorism 

constitutes a very real threat to the Russian czarist regime, 

its threat to the English monarchy ,has been misrepresented in 

the popular fiction of the time. In the world of The Secret 

Agent, the Assistant Commissioner and the Chief Inspector 

have more reason to quake with laughter than with fear at the 

anarchist threat of Verloc and Company. The concepts of 

36 Conrad" Un~er'Western Eyes, pp. 67-68. 
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anarchy and terror may have immigrated to England along with 

a number of political refugees, but as Conrad goes on to show 

us, words, lithe great foes of reality,u37 are even greater 

foes of those wishing to translate them into action. 

) . 

37 Conrad, p. 55. 
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iii. -273 K: Beat Death 

When the world is running down, 
You make the best of what's still around. 

--The Police, "When the World is Running Down" 

Anarchists, I suppose, have no families--not, at 
any rate, as we understand that social relation. 
Organization into families may answer to a need of human 
nature, but in the last instance it is based on law, and 
therefore must be something odious and impossible to an 
anarchist. 

--Conrad, "The Informer" 

Nothing is funnier than unhappiness. 
--Beckett, Endgame 

Conrad, like James before him, saw the intimate links 

between those in power and those excluded from power. 

According to Norman Sherry, Conrad shows "that much of the 

support for the anarchist movement comes from the very class 

the anarchists are out to destroy. ,,38 In Conrad's short 

story "The Informer," Mr. X, the "mysterious, unknown Number 

One of (iesperate conspiracies suspected and unsuspected, 

matured or baffled,,,39 observes: 

"Don't . you know," he said, "that an idle and 

selfish class loves to see mischief being made, 

even if it is made at its own expense? Its own 

38 Norman Sherry, Conrad's western World (Cambridge: Cambridge 
univ. Press, 1971), p. 216. 

39 Joseph Conrad, "The Informer," in A Set of Six (London: J. 
M. Dent, 1961), p. 74. 
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life being all a matter of pose and gesture, it is 

unable to realize the power and danger of a real 

movement and of words that have no sham 

meaning. 40 

160 

The narrator of the story may be "utterly unable to discover 

where in all this the joke comes in, .. 41 but Conrad's punch 

line is that there is no "real movement" and that all words 

have "sham" meanings. Or, as the Professor, in The Secret 

Agent. specifically points out: 

You revolutionists ••• are the slaves of the social 

convention, which is afraid of you; slaves of it 

as much as the very police that stand'up in the 

defence of that convention. Clearly you are, 

since you want to revolutionize it •••• The 

terrorist and the policeman both come from the 

same basket. Revolution, legality--counter moves 

in the same game; forms of idleness at bottom 

identical. 42 

Or as Miller explains it, "Conrad sees all society as rotten 

to the core, 'as a vast half-deliberate conspiracy of police, 

thieves, anarchists, tradesmen, aristocratic blue-stockings, 

40 d Conra , p. 78. 

41 d Conra , p. 102. 

42 Conrad, The Secret Agent (New York: Penguin, 1986), pp. 93-
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ministers of state, and ambassadors of foreign powers. "43 

As noted in Chapter Two, the "rotten core" of the 

capitalist machine is the body of capital itself, where 

language functions as point-signs, floating signifiers 

without stable meaning: Baudrillard's terroristic mode of 

signification. Deleuze and Guattari identify a basic formula 

for this self-referential concept of signification: 

There is a simple general formula for the 

signifying regime of the sign (the signifying 

sign): every sign refers to another sign, and only 

to another sign, ad infinitum ••• the question is 

not yet what a given sign signifies but to which 

other sign it refers, or which signs add 

themselves to it to form a network without 

beginning or end that projects its shadow onto an 

amorphous atmospheric continuum. It is the 

amorphous continuum that for the moment plays the 

role of.the "signified," but it continually glides 

beneath the signifier, for which it serves only as 

a mediUm or wall: the specific forms of all 

contents dissolve in it. 44 

43 Miller, Poets of Reality: six Twentieth-century Writers, p. 

44 Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, p. 112. 
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As I noted earlier in my reading of Conrad's "Preface" to ~ 

Nigger of the Narcissus, words (using Conrad's term) have 

"sham" p,eanings, referring only to themselves, to a 

momentary, amorphous continuum construct,ed of signs 

themselves, rather than to any stable meaning in both the 

world of objects and the world outside the text. Language is 

incapable of representation in the classical sense; rather 

"there is a whole regime of roving, floating statements, 

suspended names, signs lying in wait to return and be 

propelled by the chain. The signifier as the self-redundancy 

of the deterritorialized sign, a funereal world of 

terror. ,,45 

It is this "funereal world of terror" that Conrad 

portrays in The Secret Agent. It is a world where signs have 

lost their referents, are deterritorialized from the 

traditional signifier/signified relationship. 46 When 

Adolph Verloc goes for his morning walk 'to the "foreign" 

embassy, where he has been summoned at the uncivilized hour 

of eleven o'clock in the morning to account for his continued 

45 Deleuze and Guattari, p. 113. 

46 As Derrida points out, the relationship between signifier 
and signified is formed of difference, discontinuity, what he terms 
the brisure of language. liThe hinge [brisure] marks the 
impossibility that a sign, the unity of a signifier and a 
signified, be produced within the plenitude of a present and an 
absolute presence. That is why there is no full speech ••• " (.Qf. 
Grammatology, p. 69). 
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usefulness as an agent ~ocateur, he does not encounter a 

world where signs are, according to Miller, "misleading," but 

the regime of floating signifiers that Deleuze and Guattari 

describe as the primary function of language in the 

terroristic world of capitalism: 

Mr. Verloc pursued his way along a narrow street 

by the side of a yellow wall which, for some 

inscrutable reason, had No. 1 Chesham Square 

written on it in black letters. Chesham Square 

was at least sixty yards away, and Mr. Verloc, 

cosmopolitan enough not to be deceived by London's 

topographical mysteries, held on steadily, without 

a sign of surprise or indignation. At last, with 

business-like persistency, he reached the Square, 

and made diagonally for the number 10. This 

belonged to an imposing carriage gate in a high, 

clean wall between two houses of which' one 

rationally enough bore the number 9 and the other 

was numbered 37; but the fact that this last 

belonged to Porthill Street, a street well known 

in the neighborhood, was proclaimed by an 

inscription placed above the ground-floor windows 

by whatever highly efficient authority is charged 

with the duty of keeping track of London's strayed 

houses. Why powers are not asked of Parliament (a 



short act would do) for compellinq those edifices 

to return where they belonq is one of the 

mysteries of municipal administration. 47 
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Both the house numbers and the street siqns are 

deterritorialized, self-referential, not tied to the proper 

houses and streets themselves. While the ironic voice of the 

narrator appeals to an act of Parliament (a quarantor of 

authority) to restore these strayinq houses to their riqhtful 

place, Conrad's purpose is to describe this deterritorialized 

functioninq of lanquaqe riqht from the openinq chapter of the 

novel. The fact that Verloc gives no "sign" of noticinq this 

state of affairs, "his mission in life beinq the protection 

of the social mechanism, not its perfectionment or even its 

criticism" (pp. 53-54), serves to underscore the distance of 

the narrative voice from the ignorance of "his" characters. 

The ironic tone of the narrator in The Secret Agent is 

a well-documented critical commonplace; Jakob Lothe has 

described the narrator's voice as one of "omniscience and 

flexibility combined with distance and irony, a certain 

attitudinal riqidity connected with a tendency to qeneralize, 

a predilection for rather unpleasant imaqery related to qrim 

47 Conrad, The Secret Agent, p. 53. 
parenthetical references are to this edition. 

All subsequent 
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and quirky humour.,,48 The narrator's words do not reflect 

any truth about the darkness at the heart of the empire, the 

sort that critics generally claim to find in such texts as 

the Preface to The Nigger of the Narcissus. According to 

Anthony Winner, "words seem to lead an existence of their 

own, toying with and mocking" 49 any stable concept of 

truth. The deterritorialized signs of Conrad deflect, 

disrupt, decenter meaning. For Marlow, words may "belong to 

the sheltering conception of light ,and order which is our 

refuge, ,,50 but this shelter is another illusion. The 

unstable irony of language, of deterritorialized point-signs, 

is that they are incapable of representing exactly what they 

claim to. For Conrad, first there is this unstable irony and 

then there are the words which don't reflect' it and instead 

reflect the illusion of truth and seriousness. In Nostromo, 

for example, words, truth, in the form of a newspaper, are 

thought to be the remedy for revolutionary activity. This 

premise, however, is disrupted by Decoud, the very man who is 

supposed to edit the truth of the newspaper: 

48 Jakob Lothe, Conrad's Narrative Method (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1989), p. 229. 

49 Anthony Winner, cuI ture and Ironv: Studies in Joseph 
Conrad's Major Novels (Charlottesville: Univ. Press of Virginia, 
1988), p. 110. 

50 Conrad, Lord Jim, p. 313. 



The clamour of this 'Negro Liberalism' frightened 

Senor Avellanos. A newspaper was the only remedy. 

And now that the right man had been found in 

Decoud, great black letters appeared painted 

between the windows above the arcaded ground floor 

of a house on the Plaza ••• The big black letters 

formed the words, 'Offices of the Porvenir,.51 
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The newspaper office supposedly embodies a seriousness of 

purpose, Decoud's seriousness, his patriotism; yet behind 

this serious intent of language is Decoud' s "mere barren 

indifferentism posing as intellectual superiority" CP. 152). 

Decoud himself, the "right man," finds the politics of his. 

country "screamingly funny" Cp. 152). The big black letters 

of the newspaper office merely reflect the illusion of truth 

and seriousness and not just the disrupting irony of Decoud' s 

lack of patriotism. 

This unstable, disrupting, deterritorialized concept of 

language, what we will term Uentropic irony," is especially 

evident in the narrative of The Secret Agent. Using Jerry A. 

Flieger's definition of postmodernism as "dethroning the 

serious, undermining the legitimate, and ••• exposing the 

profoundly parodic nature of those 'centrisms' (logo-phallo

ethnocentrism) upon which the Western philosophical and 

51 Joseph Conrad, Nostromo (New York: Penguin, 1983), p. 157. 
All subsequent parenthetical references are to this edition. 
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social order has been constructed, ,,52 we can see that one 

of the aims of this novel--to demonstrate that the threat of 

anarchism is as much of an illusion as the sheltering concept 

of civilization--is carried out through a strikingly 

postmodern, rather than strictly modernist, methodology. 

Conrad's entropic irony undercuts the authority of the 

terrorists, the police, the government, civilization, 

language, even time itself, "the arbitrariness of the 

Greenwich Meridian where nothing (zero) controls everything 

in the punctilio of human time.,,53 For if anything, the 

characters in this novel are obsessed with time in a land 

where time has come to a metaphorical standstill. Verloc's 

attempt to blow up the Greenwich Observatory, the "source" or 

"origin" of time itself (based, of course, upon zero, or 

nothingness), becomes ironic in the sense that Conrad's 

London is already caught in the lethargic throes of entropy, 

or what he calls in Nostromo "the intimate impressions of 

universal dissolution" (p. 417). London, the heart of the 

empire, is portrayed by Conrad as a gigantic black hole, a 

retracting universe, where everything is running down, and 

being sucked in, as the ultimate end of the second law of 

theJ;'lDodynamics, -237 K, "heat death," approaches; such is the 

52 The Purloined Punch Line: Freud's comic Theory and the. 
Postmodern Text (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins, 1991), p. 3. 

53 . Stein, p. t 71. 
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case even with the innocent Stevie, who is pulled to earth by 

qravity and reduced to nothinqness by the bomb qiven to him 

by his "protector," Verloc. 

As Charles Russell has pointed out, "there appears to be 

a natural law of history, as of all systems, that of a 

diabolic entropy. All systems tend toward decay and 

death ... 54 Entropy, Rudolph Clausius's famed second law of 

thermodynamics, is tradi tionally seen as an irreversibly 

traqic process. The observation that all bodies must 

eventually reach a state in which all motion ceases was first 

put forth by Jean Sylvain Bailly (1736-1793). In 1824, Sadi 

Carnot, the son of Napolean's war minister, theorized in 

Reflections on the Moti ve Power of Fire that heat flows 

irreversibly from hot to cold bodies, eventually equalizinq 

any difference in temperature between these two extremes. 

Carnot, who discussed this tendency as it applied to the 

steam engine, also theorized that this ten'dency applied to 

the rest of nature as well. He came to this conclusion from 

the mistaken notion that heat was a weightless fluid that 

flowed between bodies of matter (a notion he later privately 

disowned). In 1852, however, Lord Kelvin further confirmed 

this tendency toward the dissipation of mechanical enerqy, 

54 Charles Russell, "pynchon's Lanquaqe: Siqns, Systems, and 
Subversion,," in Approaches to "Gravity's Rainbow", ed. Charles 
Clerc (Columbus: Ohio state Univ. Press, 1983), p. 271. 
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and in 1865, it was Clausius himself who coined the term 

"entropy," after the Greek root word for "transformation." 

According to his second law, all enerqy, like heat enerqy, 

has a tendency to cool off into uniformity; eventually, the 

universe itself, in its present form, will cease to exist 

through this heat death. 

According to Jeremy Campbell, the idea of entropy was 

"an enormously appealing idea for nonscientists in the 

nineteenth century and afterwards, suggesting as it did that 

chaos is the ultimate destiny of all things •••• [hence] this 

'law' of physics, announcing that the universe is running 

down into a state of complet~ disorder, had a visible impact 

on intellectual fashions. ,,55 Rather than seeing this 

situation as tragic, Conrad, like later twentieth century 

postmodern writers such as Pynchon, Gaddis, Delillo and 

Coover, ·saw this situation as diabolically and absurdly 

funny. It's no coincidence that the Chief Inspector is named 

Chief Inspector Heat. 

It's also no accident, seen from this perspective, that 

the corpulent, indolent, bourgeouis family man Verloc, who as 

double agent is a pale imitation of Yevno Azev, turns out to 

be "the famous and trusty secret agent, so secret that he was 

never designated otherwise but by the symbol [delta] in. the 

55 Jeremy Campbell, Grammatical Man: InfOrmation. Entropy. 
Language and Life (New York: Simon and Shuster, 1982), p. 18. 
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late Baron stott-Wartenheim's official, semi-official, and 

confidential correspondence; the celebrated agent (delta] 

whose warnings had the power to change the schemes and dates 

of royal, imperial, grandducal journeys, and sometimes cause 

them to be put off altogether! ,,56 The concept of delta .t 

in calculus represents changes or transformations in time. 

For Pynchon, who popularized this concept in his writings, 

delta ~ is a metaphor representing approaching revelation. 

However, since delta ~ is a non-zero entity that can never 

actually reach zero, Pynchon' s use of this metphor is ironic: 

there is no ultimate revelation or truth. Conrad is just as 

ironic. As we find out from state Councillor Wurmt, Verloc 

is hardly the repository of truth about anarchism in England. 

"Your reports for the last twelve months ••• have been read by 

me. I failed to discover why you wrote them at all" (p. 56). 

Verloc, becoming fatter and lazier as London creeps toward 

entropic inactivity, becomes a metaphor for Conrad's 

deconstruction of the saving illusion of absolute truth. It 

is of course ironic that Verloc, who is afflicted with a 

"fanatical inertness," which makes even winking to himself 

too much of an effort, should be symbolically referred to as 

the mathematica'l equivalent of transformation. 

56 Conrad, The Secret Agent, p. 63. 
parenthetical references are to this edition. 

All subsequent 
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Conrad's methodology makes lanquage function as 

caricature, in order to accomodate the mechanistic view of 

the universe that traditional physics promotes (and that the 

concept of entropy needs in order to be valid). Conrad is 

interested in demonstrating the insecurity that occurs when 

a source of stability such as language suddenly fails to 

function as it is supposed to. His detached signifiers and 

arbi trary meanings never quite connect in a representational, 

narrative authority that allows language to properly mirror 

the plot line or the supposed historical event that is the 

novel's "origin." Everything in The Secret Agent is 

disconnected, from the almost human furniture in a second 

hand store., to the almost inanimate constable "surging 

apparently out of a lamppost" in a privc:ate street (p. 53), 

through Conrad's very concept of the meaninglessness of sham 

language. The mixing or confusing of the animate with the 

inanimate, "the majesty of inorganic nature" (p. 14), of 

which Stevie and the bomb are an example, (as is the 

Professor, who as a parody of'Stevie is a living, walking, 

"human" bomb) becomes the signature of Conrad's ironic use of 

language in this novel, 57 an approach to language that 

57 This pattern of the blending together of the animate and 
the inanimate results in language's inability to continue its 
naming function. When stevie and the bomb "blend" together, "the 
shattering violence of destruction ••• made of that body a heap of 
nameless fragments ..... (Conrad, The Secret Agent, p. 107). 
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demonstrates the centrality of the disruptive to the very 

systems we have created to control and repress it. 

Conrad's critique of the mechanistic, scientific view of 

the universe is well-established. George Levine has said it 

well: 

Absorbing scientific ideas, Conrad writes 

narratives filled with the pain of living in a 

world governed by the assumptions of the 

scientific enterprise and the traditions by which 

science has come to exert its Huxleyan imperialism 

in relation to all knowledge. Conrad explores the 

difficulties of seeing the human within the 

context of the nature science was describing. 58 

Levine, much like Miller, sees a noble,purpose in Conrad's 

exploration of the blurring of the animate and the inanimate, 

but for Conrad this process becomes more ironic than Levine 

admi ts and is, in that way, diabolically humorous. There is, 

for example, Conrad's much quoted letter to R. B. CUnninghame 

Graham in which he describes the mechanistic idea of life as 

the product 'of a mechanical machine, which has not only 

created itself "out of a chaos of scraps of iron," but has 

"knitted time, space, pain, death, corruption, despair and 

58 "The Novel as Scientific Discourse: The Example of Conrad," 
in Why the Novel Matters: A Postmodern Perplex, ed. Mark Spilka and 
Caroline McCracken-Flesher (Bloomington: Indiana Univ. Press, 
1990), p. 245. 
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If life is 

merely the product of a self-creating mechanical knitting 

machine, then life becomes subject to the mechanistic laws of 

thermodynamics. Entropy thus enters the picture, displacing 

the traditional catagories of animate and inanimate in a 

blurring or dehumanizing that contains comic potential. 

witness the reduction of Winnie's head to an inanimate object 

through Conrad's ironic use of the laws of physics: 

The veiled sound [of Verloc] filled the small room 

with its moderate volume, well adapted to the 

modest nature of the wish. The waves of air of 

the proper length, propagated in accordance with 

correct mathematical formula, flowed around all 

the inanimate things in the room, lapped against 

Mrs. Verloc's head as if it had been a head of 

stone. (p. 232). 

This ironic detachment, or what Mark A. Wollaeger terms "the 

comedy of skepticism," becomes the narrative stance of an 

author who seeks to dismantle virtually all forms of supposed 

authority through parody.50 

59 Joseph Conrad, Letters to R. B. cunninghame Graham, ed. C. 
T. Watts, (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1969) pp. 56-57. 

60 As Wollaeger comments, "skepticism dominates the 
relationship between character and author in The Secret Agent, 
where the withdrawal of a moral attitude dehumanizes characters, 
and the resulting black comedy pushes to an extreme the comic 
potential of the reduction of the human to the mechanically 
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Unlike James, who in The PrincessCasamassima souqht to 

expose the underqround threat to a civilization based upon 

the qreat treasures of the past, Conrad ridicules both the 

notion of security that civilizatiop supposedly provides and 

the threat of supposed darkness (anarchy) to that security. 

While for James, civilization is based upon "the monuments 

and treasures of art, the qreat palaces and properties, the 

conquests of learninq and taste," Conrad sees civilization as 

based upon the false security of materialistic acquisition 

(private property) and the "sancrosanct fetish" of science. 

In Nostromo, the idealist Charles Gould, whose wish to brinq 

order and security to costaquana is a cover for the 

exploitation of its silver resources and its people, remarks: 

What is wanted here is law, qood faith, order, 

security. Anyone can declaim about these thinqs, 

but I pin my faith to material interests. only 

let the material interests once 'qet . a firm 

footinq, and they are bound to impose the 

condi tions on which alone they can continue to 

exist. That's how your money-makinq is justified 

here in the face of lawlessness and disorder. It 

repetitive" (Joseph Conrad and the Fictions of Skepticism, 
Stanford: Stanford Univ. Press, 1990), p. 122. 



is justified because the security which it demands 

must be shared with an oppressed people. 61 
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In The Secret Agent, Verloc's "mission in life" is the 

preservation of this social order. He is merely posing as 

one of the anarchists whose aim is "to make a clean sweep of 

the whole social creation" (p. 66). And he is also charged 

wi th the protection of stevie, one of the reasons Winnie 

married him in the first place. As Wollaeger points out, her 

first suitor was a butcher who refused to care for stevie; 

but it is Verloc who becomes stevie's butcher, reducing him 

to "what may be called the by-products of a butcher's shop 

with a view to an inexpensive Sunday dinner" (p. 107). 

Conrad's entropic irony even undercuts the accepted bedrock 

of security and morality: the family. Verloc, then, is 

neither a. symbol of civilized security nor of any threat to 

that supposed source of security, except on the level of what 

Conrad in the novel calls a "domestic drama." 

Just who is responsible for the preservation of a 

crumbling social order and the repression of those who 

supposedly threaten its existence? The ultimate joke in ~ 

Secret Agent is that the artist, the preserver of tradition 

and beauty, is the ultimate anarchist. Conrad does not 

finally believe in the power of art to descend into the 

61 Conrad, Nostromo, p. 100. 
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darkness and momentarily represent it for us ordinary folks. 

Under the conditions he d~picts in this novel, language can 

only function to distort, to caricature, to deconstruct,' to 

dehumanize, and ultimately to promote entropy. Conrad is 

well aware that the kind of heroics that the early Miller 

ascribes to language are impossible. Ironically, stevie, a 

"degenerate" according to the Lombrosian Alexander 

ossipon,62 becomes the symbol of Conrad's critique of what 

he calls the "mad art" of revelation: 

Mr. Verloc, getting off the sofa with ponderous 

reluctance, opened the door leading into the 

kitchen to get more air, and thus disclosed the 

innocent stevie, seated very good and quiet at a 

deal table, drawing circles, circles; innumerable 

circles, concentric, eccentric; a coruscating 

whirl of circles that by their tangled multitude 

of repeated curves, uniformity of form, and 

confusion of intersecting lines suggested a 

rendering of cosmfc chaos, the symbolism of a mad 

art attempting the inconceivable. (p. 76) 

Representation becomes inconcei vable, and the artist who 

attempts to represent cosmic chaos is an idiot incapable of· 

62 Comrade Ossipon, with his "bush of crinkly yellow hair, 
topp[ingl his red, freckled face, with a' flattened nose and 
prominant mouth cast in the rough mold of the Negro type," (p. 75) 
is himself a Lombrosian degenerate. 
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constructing rational lanquage. He can only produce a series 

of tangled circles, zeros, naught, nothing, nothingness, 

haphazardly linked fiqure eights that mock the saving notion 

of knowing and controlling the infinite. There is no saving 

idea, such as Kant's concept of reason, to defeat the 

imagined terror of disorder, multiplicity and chaos. There is 

no final destiny or Bestimmunq. As the narrator comments, 

"true wisdom ••• is not certain of anything in this world of 

contradictions" (p. 105).63 

It is this unrepresentable and uncontrollable cosmic 

chaos (the "order" that Conrad's knitting machine imposes 

aside) that Verloc's act of terrorism comes to embody. 

Undertaken with the certain intent of satisfying Mr. 

Vladimir's desire to demonstrate a terrorist threat (where 

one in fact does not exist) in order to bring about the 

predictable, repressive police state advocated by the 

Conference in Milan of 1898, Verloc's undertaking of action 

results in some very unpredictable consequences, including 

63 Ironically, Deleuze and Guattari identify this circular 
activity as a major organizational aspect of the signifying regime: 
"the signifying regime is not simply faced with the task of 
organizing into circles signs emitted from every direction; it must 
constantly assure the expansion of the circles or spiral, it must 
provide the center with more signifier to overcome the entropy 
inherent in the system and to make new circles blossom or replenish 
the old" (A Thousand Plateaus, p. 114). Conrad, via stevie, 
satirizes this attempt to overcome entropy and continually add new 
meaning to the representational circles of significance as the work 
of an idiot. 
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his own death. But the most uncertain and subversive 

consequence is that the blowinq up of stevie in the process 

becomes a comic episode of parody, the ultimate blendinq of 

man and machine, of animate and inanimate. The narrator's 

comedy is particularly black when it comes to describinq 

stevie's remains,· transforminq th~ morque slab into a table 

for' the hunqry Inspector Heat, "an accumulation of raw 

material for a cannibal feast" (p. 106). Indeed, these two 

deaths are intimately connected throuqh Conrad's use of 

stevie. The events of his destruction cUlminate in winnie's 

posess ion by stevie's "spirit, II an ironic blendinq of the 

inanimate dead with the animate living, when she murders her 

husband with, of course, a butcher knife: 

She started forward at once, as if she was still a 

loyal woman bound to that man by an unbroken 

contract. Her riqht had skimmed sliqhtly the end 

of the table, and when she had passed on towards 

the sofa the carving knife had vanished without 

the sliqhtest sound from the side of the dish. 

Mr. Verloc heard the creaky plank in the floor, 

and was content. He waited. Mrs. Verloc was 

cominq. As if the homeless soul of stevie had 

flown for shelter straight to the breas~ of his 

sister, quardian and protector, the resemblance of 

her face with that of her brother qrew at every 



step, even to the droop of the lower lip, even to 

the slight divergence of the eyes. But'Mr. Verloc 

did not see that. He was lying on his back and 

staring upwards. (p. 234) 
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stevie's seeking in Winnie shelter and protection, things 

denied him by his "patriarchal" protector Verloc, results in 

both Verloc's murder and Winnie's suicide. Thus, Verloc's 

staging of a terrorist act and its unintended consequences 

not only undercut the public-minded seriousness of the 

anarchist enterprise, 64 but become another example of the 

impossibility of ordering chaos or controlling the entropic 

decline of a mechanistic universe. 65 As Winnie's killing 

of both Verloc and herself show, death and dissolution are 

the only conclusion. This minor family apocalypse does not 

lead to revelation: "no longer charged with the mysterious 

promise of total knowledge, the inside ~s less a sanctum than 

an emptiness guarded by repression, a kind of fold or pocket 

64 As does Chief Inspector Heat, who "thought but little of 
anarchism. He did not attach undue importance to it, and could 
never bring himse~f to consider it seriously. It had more the 
character of disorderly conduct; disorderly without the human 
excuse of drunkeness, which at any ra~e implies good feeling and an 
amiable leaning towards festivity. As criminals, anarchists were 
distinctly no class - no class at all" (p. 114). 

65 As the Assistant commissioner of Police recogniz~s: "'Here 
I am stuck in a litter of paper,' he reflected, with unreasonable 
resentment, 'supposed to hold all the threads in my hands and yet 
I can but hold what is put in my hand, and nothing else. And they 
can fasten the other ends of the threads where they please'" (p. 
127). . 
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in the social fabric. H66 For Conrad, this emptiness at the 

heart of darkness does not reveal any saving truth such as 

the security civilization supposedly brings, but serves only 

to reveal the black comedy of human existence. 

The narrative of The Secret Agent itself becomes a great 

knitting machine of narrative irony, undercutting the 

supposed seriousness of purpose of its characters. Karl 

Yundt, the old 'terrorist, dreams of "a band of men absolute 

in their resolve to discard all scruples in the choice of 

means, [and] strong enough to give themselves frankly the 

name of destroyers ••• [who can enlist] death ••• for good and 

all in the service of humanity" (p. 74); yet he has "never in 

his life raised personally as much as his little finger 

against the social edifice" (p. 78). Michaelis, imprisoned 

for fifteen years, was "in truth ••• a humanitarian 

sentimentalist, a little mad, but upon the whole incapable of 

hurting a fly intentionally" (p. 123). And'Comrade Ossipon, 

who writes pamphlets such as The corroding Vices of the 

Middle Classes, indulges in these very vices--and it is his 

betrayal of Winnie, the only act that any of these so-called 

terrorists actually commits, that leads to her suicide. 

Conrad is in accordance with the opinions of Lenin and 

Trotsky on the value of individual acts of terrorism: the 

66 Wollaeger, p. 144. 
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terrorist as great avenger and liberat~r is a failure. At 

the end of the novel, the Professor, as if recognizing the 

effects of entropy that the narrator has been describing, 

remarks: 

All passion is lost now. The world is mediocre, 

limp, without force. And madness and despair are 

a force. And force is a crime in the eyes of the 

fools, the weak, and the silly who rule the roost. 

You [Ossipon] are mediocre. Verloc, whose affair 

the police has managed to smother so nicely, was 

mediocre. And the police murdered him. He was 

mediocre. Everybody is mediocre. Madness and 

despair! Give me that for a lever, and I'll move 

the world. (p. 268) 

Even in the last sentence of the novel there is an entropic 

irony. ·Winnie's suicide is described by the newspaper as 

"this act of madness or despair" (p. 266) but it doesn't move 

anything or anyone, especially the Professor or the world, 

for that matter. The novel ends with the impotent image of 

the machine/man Professor removed from and yet part of lithe 

odious multitude of mankind" (p. 269), still believing 

himself to be ari individual force in a world where 

indi viduali ty , contrary to Burke's concept of individual 

greatness, has run down into mass uniformity. Ironically, 

Verloc's single combat, his individual act of terrorism, was 
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not meant to free the masses, in the way that the Social 

Revolutionary Party believed their acts of terrorism would, 

but to bring about a more repressive police state, in the 

mistaken belief that man has the ability to protect and offer 

security in the face of overwhelming chaos. In reality, all 

he has done is promote the overwhelming chaos: the 

mechanization and coming heat death of the universe (and 

himself): "Mr. Verloc obeyed woodenly, stony-eyed, and like 

an automaton whose face had been painted red. And this 

resemblance to a mechanical figure went so far that he had an 

automaton's absurd air of being aware of the machinery inside 

of him" (p. 186). His transformation into the inanimate 

world of death is completed while his blood drips "fast and 

furious like the'pulse of an insane clock" (p. 236) in an 

ironic parallel to his attempt to destroy time itself. Time 

is not on his side. Neither is it on the side of anarchy, 

with its absurd notions that death, madness, and despair can 

be enlisted for the good of mankind. 
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Graft (II) 

HI have it all figured out. Once this collapses. Once 
the entire career goes down the tubes. I know exactly what 
I'll do for the rest of my life. I've been planning it since 
the very beginning. Because I've always known. I've known 
since the beginning, I've been planning since the 
beginning ••• I'll open a same-day dry-cleaning service. with 
the money I haven't pissed away on exploring the world for 
subjects. I'll go to a quiet place somewhere, one of those 
well-planned communities with crescent streets and 
picturesque lampposts, a series of town-house developments 
although there's no town, they've forgotten the town. A 
modest place. Elderly couples. Divorced women with anxious 
kids. Unassuming. My same-day dry-cleaning store will be in 
the shopping mall along with the boutique, the supermarket, 
the radio and TV repair, the three-in-one movie theater, the 
fast-food places, the travel agent, all of it. It's a 
community where no one knows the names of film directors. 
People just go to the movies, you know? That's where I'll 
hide out for the rest of my life. Frank's Same Day Dry 
Cleaning. The fucking clothes' 11 come whipping along on 
these huge fucking conveyors, a thousand pairs of tartan 
slacks, a thousand tennis dresses, all wrapped in shimmering 
plastic. You want your tartan slacks, all I do is press a 
button behind the counter and these serpentine conveyors go 
into a motion, shooting the garment toward the desk in twisty 
looping figures. pink sales slips flutter from the moving 
garments. The plastic rustles, it clings. It clings to 
everything--clothes, car seats, metal, human flesh. I'm 
behind the counter, happy to be there. People call me Frank, 
I call them Mr. Mitchell, Mrs. Green. 'Hi, Mr. Mitchell, 
think we got that pina colada stain off your tartan slacks.' 
I have a h9tplate, a li ttle Sony TV, my pornographic 
magazines, my wheat germ and honey shampoo, the one luxury in 
my life, because I fear baldness more than death. But there 
is one person who knows my identity, who has managed to find 
out. An ex-New Yorker, what else? A film society pervert 
who recognizes me from old photos in his collection of film 
journals. Word gets around. People start saying, 'He was 
famous fpr ten minutes in the seventies. ' 'Who was he?' 'An 
actor, ~'gangster, I forget.' . They forget. In the end they 
forget even the erroneous things they've been told about me. 
How beautiful. It's' why I'm there, after all." 

--Don DeLillo, The Names 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

"COMPLEX SYSTEMS, ENDLESS CONNECTIONS": PATTERN, PLOT, AND 

THB SURPRXSB OF ROUTXNB XN THE NAMES 

Premeditated, politically motivated violence 
perpetrated against noncombatant targets by subnational 
groups or clandestine state agents, normally intended to 
influence an audience. . 

--u.s. state Dept. definition of terrorism 

Terrorism means the use of violence for political 
ends, and includes any use of violence for the purpose of 
putting the public or any section of the public in fear. 

--Official u. K. government definition of terrorism 

"There's a curious knot that binds novelists and 
terrorists. In the West we become famous effigies as our 
books lose the power to shape and influence. Do you ask 
writers how they feel about this? Years ago, I used to think 
it was possible for a novelist to alter the inner life of the 
culture. ~ow bomb-makers and gunmen have . taken that 
territory. They make raids on human consciousness. What 
writers used to do before we were all incorporated." 

--Don DeLillo, Mao II 
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i. Terror for Terror's Sake 

We have to use violence and deception, to save 
others from violence and deception. 

--Arthur Koestler, Thi~ves of the Night 

It requires a primitive passion about human nature 
to believe that individual acts of violence are always to be 
preferred to the collective violence of the state. 

--Norman Mailer, "The White Negro" 

As Walter Laqueur has commented, "fiction holds some 

promise for the understanding of the terrorist phenomenon ••• 

literature as a source for the study of terrorism is still 

virtually terra incognita."l As we have previously 

established, the overcoated, bomb-throwing anarchist of the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was mainly a 

fictional terror for the reading public: 

Anarchism was a riddle as far as Western European 

public opinion at the time was concerned. The 

newspapers reported the existence of a mysterious 

society of ruthless men, who had as their 

watchword the murder of monarchs and the overthrow 

of governments. 2 

In The Princess Casamassima, James attempts to uncover the 

mysteries of anarchist societies, revealing in the process an 

1 The Age of Terrorism (Boston: Little, "Brown, 1987), p. 174. 

2 Laqueur, p. 176. 
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intimate link between those in power and those seeking to 

destroy those in power. In The Secret Agent, Conrad, in a 

postmodern sense, deconstructs the notion that anarchist 

radicals should be taken seriously, by demonstrating a 

profoundly comic capacity for inaction on the part of Verloc 

and Company. Verloc's blowing up of his wife's brother, 

Stevie, sets off domestic terrorism, but hardly a ripple is 

felt in the political arena. Thus there are two major points 

to be learned so far from our investigation of terrorism in 

literature: contrary to popular opinion, terrorists operate 

not from the margins of power but from inside the ruling 

system itself, and these terrorists, no matter what their 

expressed aims, are bungling caricatures of figures of 

action, not to be taken seriously in the end. The intimate 

connection between terrorism and ideological politics that 

o I Sullivan identified previously--the desire to refashion the 

socius and human nature itself--has been shown by both James 

and Conrad to be, in comparison with the non-representational 

darkness and entropy of the underworld, what Sanguinetti 

called "arti~icial terrorism." 

The idea of terrorism we have been investigating so far 

has vanished, however, in the wake of two major revolutions 

and two world wars. The idea of contemporary, international 

terrorism came about in the late 1960's and deveioped into 

its present state of technological warfare not so much in 
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western Europe (save Ireland) as in the Middle East. 

According to Robert Kupperman and Jeff Kamen: 

Palestinians evicted from their ancestral homes by 

a series of conflicts culminating in the 1967 

Middle East War gave birth to international 

terrorism in 1968, more than a half century after 

World War I ended the previous outbreak of 

terror. 3 

The Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) initiated several 

new twists in the terrorist repertoire; instead of hand-

thrown bombs and pistol shots, the PLO pioneered the use of 

airline hijackings, altimeter-controlled airline bombings 

(Swissair Flight 330 was the first such attack, and Pan Am 

Flight 103 the latest), hostage takings (the 1972 Munich 

Olympics and the 1975 Vienna OPEC Ministers Meeting are but 

two standouts), embassy seizures·, and airport massacres, as 

well as the usual political and industrial assassinations. 

A PLO splinter faction, the ANO, lead by Sabri al-Banna 

(a.k.a. Abu Nidal), is responsible for the concept of state-

sponsored terrorism. 4 Nidal's group, which espouses no 

3 Final Warning: Averting Disaster in the New Age of Terrorism 
(New York: Doubleday, 1989), p. 41. 

4 state-sponsored terrorism is an interesting twist on 
Sanguinetti's concept of "artificial terrorism." The 
identification and suppression of an.outgroup, through which the 
state disguises its own uses of terrorism, becomes the use of an 
outgroup as a "hired gun." Uote that terrorism is still perceived 
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clear political grievances or agendas, has been hired as 

mercenaries by such countries as Iraq, syria,' and Libya. "If 

any established group should be expected to innovate and 

escalate its violence, it is ANO, which has the distinction 

of being regarded by the u.s. Department of Defense as 'the 

most dangerous terrorist organization in existence.,ns 

Herein lies the major difference between the bomb

throwing Narodniki and the state-supported techno-terrorists 

of today. As Kupperman and Kamen explain: 

Only a short time ago, we thought of terrorists as 

the disaffected children of Europe, the displaced 

refugees of the Middle East, or the disillusioned 

peasants of the developing world with frustrated 

rising expectations. Once we comforted ourselves 

with the reassuring notion that they had 

legitimate grievances that could ~e addressed with 

societal remedies. 6 

While the Nal:'odniki' and the Bolsheviks both sought the end of 

the czarist regime and its exploitation of the peasant class, 

as necessary to justify the existence of the state itself. Only in 
this instance, the state is able to distance itself from acts of 
violence,that it does not directly commit, and can go sO.far as to 
condemn these kind of terrorist acts in general, even though it is 
the state itself that sponsors them. 

5 Kupperman and Kamen, p. 45. 

6 Kupperman and Kamen, p. 90. 
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Lenin and Trotsky, as we have seen in Chapter II~, denounced 

individual acts of terrorism as counterproductive to mass 

movements of social change. No matter what the espoused 

political aims, by contrast, contemporary international 

terrorism embraces individual acts of violence because it is 

really concerned with one thing: terror. Whether attacks are 

carried out by the PLO, the Red Army Faction (Germany), the 

Red Brigade (Italy), the PIRA (Ireland), the New People's 

Army (Philippines), the Japanese Red Army (Japan), the ETA 

(Spain), the Sendero Luminoso (Peru), or the ELN (Columbia), 

modern terrorism amounts to professional, often state-trained 

mercenary armies which allow smaller communities to wage war 

against larger communi ties, and in some instances, the 

reverse. 

Two of my epigraphs to this chapter are official 

government definitions of modern terrorism. Both of these 

stress the use of violence for political ends--and yet is not 

official state warfare violence also used' for political ends? 

As Edward W. Said has written: 

As a word and a concept, 'terrorism' has acquired 

an extraordinary status in American public 

discourse •• '. it has spawned uses of language, 

rhetoric and argument that are frightening in 

their capacity for mobilizing opinion, gaining 
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murderous action.' 

190 

Often modern commentary on terrorism becomes cauqht up in the 

quest for an adequate definition of the word. Richard E. 

Rubenstein, as we have seen, distinquishes between political 

acts of violence by small qroups as terrorism and those by 

larqe qroups as war or revolution; but, as Said pooints out 

in his use of "murderous action," where do we really draw the 

line between a small and a larqe qroup, especially since the 

state itself often sponsors or employs terrorist 

orqanizations to achieve its political ends? Accordinq 

to Robert Phillips, terrorism should be defined as "the 

direct attack upon innocent people wi th the intention of 

radically alterinq some political or social situation ••• never 

mind that no democratic qovernment has been destabilized by 

these tactics"s. Yet how do we define innocent people? And 

if no democratic qovernment has been destabilized by 

terrorist activity, how can we be sure that destabilization 

is the intent of terrorism? The problem of aqreeinq on a 

7 Edward W. Said, "The Essential Terrorist," in The Nation, 
June 14, 1986, p. 828. Said believes that the '~full-scale 
ideoloqical and cultural battle aqainst terrorism" (p. 830) is a 
fiction, in that "we" are never defined as terrorists, while "they" 
always are. See our Conclusion for more on what Said calls in this 
article the "terrorist scam." 

S Robert Phillips, "Terrorism: Historical Roots and Moral 
Justifications" in Terrorism. Protest and Power, ed. Martin Warner 
and Roqer crisp (Brookfield, vt.: Edward Elqar, 1990), p. 68. 
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definition satisfactory to everyone shows that definitions 

are, of course, another system of safety, fictions of origin 

and stability holding forth the promise of understanding and 

solutions to a problem if we can only define, codify, and 

order exactly what "it" is. 9 Modern terrorism continues to 

defy definition because it is an unstable phenomenon, one 

that avoids this kind of systematization. Terror itself, 

like a giant black hole at the heart of concepts of political 

order, is, as we have previously shown, nonrepresentational, 

and is thus often undefinable, and hence uncontrollable. 

Systems of safety are constructed in order to repress 

the darkness, the void, the chaos, the terror that threatens 

to overwhelm our structures of order and control. Postmodern 

thought has sought to understand and, ultimately, to 

dismantle these systems as repressive fictions, and in doing 

so has brought terror to the forefront. The major aim of 

terrorism is the promotion of terror itself, and terror, as 

Burke understood, is intimately equated wi th pain. 10 No 

9 Said is not impressed with the scholarly attempt to define 
terrorism. "Most writing about terrorism is brief, pithy, totally 
devoid of the scholarly armature of evidence, proof, argument" 
("The Essential Terrorist," p. 828). 

10 "Whatever is fitted in any sort to excite the ideas of pain 
and danger, that is to say, whatever is· in any sort terrible, or is 
conversant about terrible objects, or operates in a manner 
analogous to terror, is a source of the sublime; that is, it is 
productive of the strongest emotion which the mind is capable of 
feeling" (Burke, p. 39). 
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matter what its stated political or religio~s aims, terrorism 

desires to create only pain and death: 

Whether it is Iran's global death warrant for 

author Salman Rushdie and anyone who protects him 

and his novel The satanic Verses, or the bombing 

of Flight 103, all terrorism is extortion. All 

terrorism is psychological warfare. All terrorism 

is played out on the international media stage. 

And all terrorists are the same in' at least one 

way--they seek to capture their audience by fear 

and violence and then reshape their universe. In 

terms of their impact on the rest of humanity, it 

really does not matter much if their motivation is 

primarily religious or political: the pain they 

bring is the same. But beyond the suffering 

associated with their acts, terrorists have 

actually accomplished few of their goals. 11 

Whether practiced by members of the Narodniki or the 

PLO, the Sun and Moon or the PIRA, terrorism seeks the 

promotion of" pain and death in a "psychological warfare" 

whose goal is the restructuring of its captives' universe. 

Judged by this definition, fiction does hold much promise for 

the understanding of contemporary terrorism. And the major 

11 Kupperman and Kamen, Final Warning, p. 56. 
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novelist of our generation who understands this and has 

devoted his fiction to the role terror plays in contemporary 

society is Don DeLillo. As Frank Lentricchia has recently 

written: 

What is characteristic about DeLillo's books, 

aside from their contemporary subjects, is their 

irredeemably heterogeneous texture; they are 

montages of tones, styles, and voices that have 

the effect of yoking together terror and wild 

humor as the essential tone of contemporary 

America ••• it is the sort of mode that marks 

writers who conceive their vocation as an act of 

cultural criticism; who invent in order to 

intervene; whose work is a kind of anatomy, an 

effort to represent their culture in its totality; 

and who desire to move readers to the view that 

the shape and fate of their culture dictates the 

shape and fate of the self. 12 

As a postmodernist novelist, DeLillo intervenes into a 

world of passive readers whose interests lie more with visual 

images of that world than any linguistic presentation of it. 

As "an act of cultural criticism" DeLillo relates this desire 

12 Frank Lentricchia, "The American writer as Bad Citizen," in 
Introducing Don DeLillo, ed. Frank Lentricchia (Durham: Duke Univ. 
Press, 1991), pp. 1-2. 
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for passivity to the terrorist's ability to capture an 

audience through manipulation of the media. DeLillo's most 

recent nove.l, Mao II, pointedly explores this usurpation by 

the terrorist of the novelist's territory (capturing an 

audience and reshaping 'their universe). It tells the story 

of Bill Gray, a reclusive novelist (like Salinger or 

pynchon), who becomes involved in a radical Lebanese 

terrorist organization's attempt at gaining recognition and 

power through the taking of a minor French poet as a hostage. 

In a conversation with his contact, George Haddad (whose name 

mirrors that of' Dr. George Hassad, the inventor of the 

altimeter-controlled bomb), Gray comments: 

"What terrorists gain, novelists lose. The 

degree to which they influence mass consciousness 

is the extent of our decline as shapers of 

sensibility and thought. The danger they 

represent equals our own failure to be dangerous." 

. "And the more clearly we see terror, the less 

impact we feel from art." 

"I think the relationship is intimate and 

precise insofar as such things can be 

measured. ,,13 

13 Don DeLillo, Mao II (New York: Viking, 1991), p. 157. 
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In Mao II, DeLillo explores narrative's loss of influence in 

a society where language's representational ability has been 

severely undercut by non-representational concepts such as 

terror. This idea is a synthesis of DeLillo's earlier 

opinions about terror and terrorism's place in the global 

community. However, DeLillo's major contribution to the 

novel as cultural critique is The Names. Here he dismantles 

the scientific impulse for pure pattern and order, especially 

as embodied in the concepts of language and mathematics. In 

doing so, he questions our hope 'for controlling the 

fundamental terror of the universe in ways James and Conrad 

could not even dream of. 
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ii. Fermat's Last Theorem 

No def ini tion of science is complete wi thout a 
reference to terror. 

--Don DeLillo, Ratner's star 

1 

In the margin of a copy of Diophantus' Aritbmetica is 

scribbled Fermat's last theorem. This bit of marginalia, 

which asserts that a specific mathematical equation can never 

really be satisfied, has haunted mathematicians for three 

centuries. No one has been able to reconstruct Fermat's 

proof for this assertion; but no one has been able to counter 

. the assertion ei ther. It is a precursor of Heisenberg's 

Uncertainty Principle and Godel's Theorum14 created even as 

Newton was just formulating his dynamic theories of a 

clockwork universe, " laws" premised upon the constants of 

position, velocity and mass and verified through clock-time 

(concepts that Conrad employed so successfully as subjects 

for satire in The Secret Agent). 

14 Heisenberg's Uncertainty Principal states that the 
"constants" of position and velocity are really uncertainties, in 
that we cannot know both the position and the veloci ty of a 
particle simultaneously. According to Godel's Theorum, a true 
statement that cannot be called true by the definitions of the 
system it is formulated within negates the old system and creates 
a new one in which its truth value can be verified, or as Douglas 
R. Hofstadter summarized, "all consistent axiomatic formulations of 
number theory include undecidable propositions" (Gadel. Escher. 
Bach: An Eternal Golden Braid, New York: Basic Books, 1979, p. 37). 
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Even systems as logical and constant as mathematics 

'tremble upon the void. For the system Qf real numbers, the 

symbols that constitute the language of mathematics, were 

chosen for their utility and not for their correspondence 

with reality. Mathematics is pure language, pure pattern, 

pure abstraction, pure routine--a collection of s~ols that 

refer only to themselves. According to Roger Penrose; 

real numbers refer to a mathematical idealization 

rather than to any actual physically objective 

quanti ty • The system of real numbers has the 

property, for example, that between .any two of 

them, no matter how close, there lies a third. It 

is not at all clear that physical distances or 

times can realistically be said to have this 

property. 15 

This is the concept of delta ~, as discussed in Chapter III, 

or the infinite number of slivers of time that exist in the 

movement toward absolute zero, a movement or goal that can 

never be completed or reached. 

According to DeLillo mathematics is "what the world is 

when we subtract our own perceptions ••• the press to measure 

and del ve ••• in annotated ivory tools, lengths of notched. 

wood, in the waveguide manipulation of light and our nosings 

15 Roger Penrose, The Rmperor's New Mind, p. 86. 
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into the choreography of protons 11.16 Through mathematics 

"we implicate ourselves in endless uncertainty" (p. 432). 

References to mathematics occur in most of DeLillo's novels, 

but his most cutting criticism of this scientific impulse to 

codify and control is Ratner's star, a novel whose very 

structure, as Tom LeClair has shown, is' lithe history of 

mathematics ••• moving in its 2,500 years away from its 

foundations in concrete experience toward increasing 

abstraction, and then, in the twentieth century, moving 

backward through its achievements to investigate those 

found~tions. 1117 Ratner's star traces Billy Twillig' s (and 

other) attempts to decode a mysterious message supposedly 

sent by an intelligent race (IlRatnerians ll ) living in the 

vicinity of Ratner's star. Billy, who believes that there is 

nothing scary about mathematics, eventually decodes the 

message, proving that it originated from Earth rather than 

Ratner's star (which turns out to be a black hole--the 

ul timate nonrepresentable terror of the universe, as we 

discussed in Chapter I). At the same time, he learns about 

16 Don DeLillo, Ratner's star (New York: Vintage, 1980), p. 
432. All subsequent parenthetical references to Ratner's star are 
from this edition. 

17 Tom LeClair, In the Loop, p. 116. In an interview with 
LeClair (one of only two major interviews he's given) DeLillo says 
of Ratner's star: "I wanted the book to become what it. was about. 
Abstract structures and connective patterns. A piece of 
mathematics in short" ("An Interview With Don DeLillo," 
Contemporary Literature 23 [1982], p. 27). 
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the true terror at the· heart of mathematics, a terror 

unleashed by mathematicians' attempts to investigate (or 

deconstruct) the very foundations of mathematics itself. The 

inhabitants of Field Experiment Number One attempt to create 

a metamathematics, "Logicon," which "is needed in order to 

insure the coherence of the mathematical solutions that will 

be developed and to control all possible communication with 

extraterrestrials. ,,18 Of course, any attempt to create a 

complete system only proves the incompleteness of anyone 

system (Godel's Theorum once again) , revealing the 

uncertainty and terror that our systematizing attempts to 

repress and control. Even Billy eventually succumbs to the 

terror at the heart of mathematical abstraction, following 

his mentor, Rob Softly, into a (symbolically black) hole at 

the end of the novel. 

DeLillo's metaphor for this fundamental uncertainty 'at 

the heart of all systems is a mathematical equivalent and 

fictionalization of the concept of black holes, the "mohole," 

named after Orang Mohole, one of the eccentric mathematicians 

in Ratner's Star. Mohole has come up with "a unique system 

of relativity," at whose core is the "mohole totality" or 

"valUe-dark dimension" (p. 180). The essence of Moholean 

relativity, "that in a mohole the laws of physics vary from 

18 Charles Molesworth, "Don DeLillo's Perfect Starry Night," 
in Introducing Don DeLillo, p. 147. 
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one observer to another" (p. 185), is complete uncertainty 

and, consequently, terror. A mohole is like a mirror that 

reflects light and sound to other parts of the universe, 
'. 

except that it is not a mirror. 19 "It's part of a 

theoretical dimension lacking spatial extent and devoid of 

time value. Value-dark in othe~ words" (p. 181). Moholes 

can't exist in Einstein's space-time continuum: "'wherever 

there are. moholes' implies that a mohole occupies space, 

which it doesn't. I suppose it could be said that a mohole 

is space-time raised to a higher electrovalent power, or 

sylphed" (p. 181). What is certain about moholes is that 

they reveal "the inadequacies of human language in the face 

of the mohole phenomenon" (p. 181), the inadequacy of 

language to adequately represent and define exactly what a 

mohole is. The mere mention of moholes is enough to unleash 

fear and terror in Mohole's fellow sci~ntists (who, although 

they think he's crazy, have twice awarded him the Cheops 

Feely Award,. a mathematical alternative to the Nobel Prize, 

19 A mohole, like a black hole, is nonrepresentational. 
Mohole tells Billy: "Incidentally, its no good trying to visualize 
a moho Ie.. I've already tried and it can't be done. Nobody knows 
what it looks like because it doesn't look like anything" (p. 181). 
Of course, Billy would have no problem visualizing what Mohole 
looks like--but this confusion of names (and names that represent 
nonrepresentational concepts) and the objects they signify points 
to the poststructuralist concept of language as a set of arbitrary 
signifiers. 
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which ironically "recognizes" the madness content in 

mathematical theory): 

Just mention the value-dark dimension and people 

go glassy-eyed. All these fears about invisible 

mass. These morbid parties full of whimpering 

people. Missing matter is explained by Moholean 

relativity. The mass holding the galaxies 

together is trapped in moholes. This is why we 

can't find it ••• Oddly the people showing the 

greatest fear are often the same ones who support 

every step in my formulation, from the big bang to 

the n-bottomed hole. The explanation for the 

missing mass frightens them more than the fact 

that so much mass is missing (p. 183). 

So does the fact that Earth itself turns out to be in a 

moho Ie. As Tom LeClair comments, "the utterly abstract 

Mohole theory is transformed into a concrete truth that 

causes an almost religious terror in Billy and the other 

scientists ... 20 Ironically, as the efforts of the 

scientists and mathematicians in Ratner's Star show, it is 

our very attempts to systematize, to explain, that reveal the 

fundamental uncertainty and terror of the unknowable and 

nonsystematizable. 

20 In.. the Loop, p. 130. 
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DeLillo's interest in mathematics is directly related to 

his interest in how "the inadequacy" of language represses 

its own incompleteness through the logocentric operation of 

such constants as transcendental truth--and how this 

incompleteness is linked to the concept of terror discussed 

above. Although DeLillo has denied any interest in 

contemporary language theory, 21 he is in close agreement 

with Derrida in his belief that it is language itself that 

orders reality by creating systems of safety that 

paradoxically seek to conceal the fact that reality (world) . 
has no real connection with the symbols (word) that represent 

it. Like many postmodern linguistic philosophers, DeLillo 

feels we seek to create our sense of unity by locating a 

point (or constant) from which a routine, or system of 

safety, can be constructed. Yet, for Delillo, it is not only 

the representational failure of mathematics, but of language 

itself, that is the undoing of all systems based upon 

centralized, transcendental truths. 

21 In a recent interview, Anthony Decurtis asked DeLillo, "In 
The Names and some of your other books, 'language itself seems to be 
one of your sUbjects. That self-referential quality parallels alot 
of theoretical work being done in philosophy and literary criticism 
these days. Do you read much writing of that kind?" DeLillo 
replied, "No, I don't" (Undarstandinq Don DeLillo, p. 61). 
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It is in The Names that Delillo most directly 

investigates the need to "subdue and codify, "22 to order 

the random, chaotic void of the universe into a meaningful 

pattern of repetition and reinforcement. Here James Axton, 

an American expatriate risk analyst living in Athens, 

attempts to find out "how far men will go to satisfy a 

pattern, or find a pattern, or fit together the elements of 

a pattern" (p. 80) by himself trying to find meaning in the 

apparently random murders of a possible terrorist group. 

Terrorism becomes the hinge that breaks apart the system of 

safety called. "routine" in the novel, revealing the chaos, 

the disorder, inherent in the system, the element that cannot 

be signified or codified into 'order, but only suppressed. 

This is the "surprise" of routine. As we continue to 

construct more elaborate systems of mechanized routine in 

order to subdue and codify the void, to satisfy the pattern, 

to find a unifying light that is only (in twentieth century 

terms) a cinematic illusion, we only increase the ability for 

terror to influence and overwhelm us. 

Delillois central example of this process is the 

filmmaker Frank Volterra, who, defeated in his attempt to 

understand terrorism by trying to film one of the cult I s 

murders (and thus represent terror on film), contemplates the 

22 Don DeLillo, The Names (New York: Vintage, 1989), p. 80. 
All subsequent parenthetical references are to this edition. 
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solace offered by the mechanical routine of opening and 

operating Frank's Same Day Dry Cleaning (see Graft [II]). 

Volterra himself has been subdued and codified by his contact 

with chaos and seeks refuge in the ordinary, the repetitious, 

the predictable. Plots, whether as simple as Vol terra's 

scheme, or as complex as the marginalized CIA agents' 

assassination of President Kennedy in Libra, are attempts to 

order or control chaos. For DeLillo it is such attempts at 

systematization itself that empower terror and death in the 

first place. In attempting to suppress terror, to master it, 

Delillo's characters only succeed in unleashing it and in 

turn destroying their carefully plotted systems of safety. 

For Delillo, all plots, whether terrorist plots or fictional 

plots, end up promoting death,23 much in the same way they 

do in--but with more self-consciousness than--James and 

Conrad. 

23 DeLillo's Libra both supports and undercuts the paranoid 
notion that all plots are seamless structures, logical connections 
that add up to a" central interpretive truth. For DeLillo, the 
paranoid necessity to plot, to control the diverse multiplicity of 
the world through a carefully constructed system of safety, is a 
death promoting activity. Nicholas Branch, the CIA employee in 
Libra charged with writing an official "history" of the Kennedy 
assassination, believes "there is enough mystery in the facts as we 
know them, enough of conspiracy, coincidence, loose ends, dead 
ends, multiple interpretations. There is no need, he thinks, to 
invent the grand and masterful scheme, the plot that reaches 
flawlessly in a dozen directions" (Libra, New York: Viking, 1988, 
p. 58). 



205 

iii. A Disturbance or Memory 

Before her eyes was the violent blue'sky--nothing 
else. For an endless moment she looked.into it. Like a 
great overpowering sound it destroyed everything in her mind, 
paralyzed her. Someone had once ,said to her that the sky 
hides the night behind it, shelters the person beneath from 
the horror that lies above. Unblinking, she fixed the solid 
emptiness, and the anquish began to move in her. At any 
moment, the rip can occur, the edges fly back, ana the giant 
maw will be revealed. 

--Paul Bowles, The Sheltering Sky 

If DeLillo seems obsessed with the nature of lanquage 

and its relation to the world, DeLillo's relatively few 

interpreters are absolutely obsessed wi th the nature of 

lanquage in his novels. The Names, in which lanquage seems 

to be the central concern, has elicited particular attention 

to DeLillo's attitudes and uses of language. For example, 

Matthew J. Morris discusses how different kinds of lanquage 

motivate the action of the novel, focusing specifically on 

the sexual and colonial connotations of DeLillo's use of 

lanquage. 24 Tom LeClair reduces DeLillo's penchant for 

"composing t~xtual patterns" in The Names to "spatial form, 

a structure of correspondences, multiple subtexts, and 

narrative perspectivism.,,25 David Bosworth' writes: 

24 "Murdering Words: Language in Action in Don DeLillo's ~ 
Names," Contemporary Literature, Spring 30 (1), pp. 113-127. 

25 In the Loop, p. 178. 



The Names is about "naming," about language, about 

its irrational , emotive, almost mystical power; 

about how, beneath the pale skin of their meaning, 

words link up in a kind of geometric abstract art 

that soothes our deepest fears and satisfies our 

most urgent need to rescue order from the chaos of 

our lives ••• DeLillo impresses on us his view that 

what matters about language is its "pattern," its 

deeper rhythms and syntax, the design behind the 

signs rather than what they signify.26 
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This reading recalls Deleuze and Guattari's notion of the 

sign as referring to other signs which add up to a temporary, 

amorphous continuum, a postsignifying regime of signs, rather 

than a supposedly stable, "paranoid-interpretive ideal" 

system of signification. 27 It is the pattern that is 

26 David Bosworth, "The Fiction of Don DeLillo," Boston 
Review, April 1983, pp. 29-30. 

27 Deleuze and Guattari distinguish between the imperial 
signifying regime and the countersignifying regime "that turns back 
against the great,empires, cuts across them and destroys them, or 
else conquers them and integrates with them to form a mixed 
semiotic" (A Thousand Plateaus, p. 118). ,This revolutionary, 
countersignifying regime is similar to the linguistic effect that 
DeLillo proposes for moho lean totality, in that it "marks a mobile 
and plural distribution, which itself determines functions and 
relations, which arrives at arrangements rather than totals, 
distributions rather than collections, which operates more by 
breaks, transitions, migrations, and accumulation than by combining 
units --a sign of this kind would appear to belong to the semiotic 
of a nomad war machine directed against the state apparatus" (p. 
118) • 
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important, not what the pattern signifies, since signs refer 

only to other signs: "Significance is never without a white 

wall upon which it inscribes its signs and redundancies. 

Subjectification is never without a black hole in which it 

lodges its consciousness, passion, and redundancies ••• the 

white wall/black b.Q1& system. ,,28 An "accurate" 

interpretation of exactly what a pattern signifies is 

impossible. Significance is not represented from, but 

projected upon, the world, which becomes a white wall or 

blank screen upon which meaning is produced. communication, 

like any system whose foundation is a black hole, becomes a 

one-way system while pretending to be two-way at least. 

contrary to DeLillo's statements about a lack of 

interest in contemporary theory, his ideas on language often 

mirror those of such poststructuralist theorists as Derrida 

or Deleuze and Guattari. DeLillo, however, is also a 

novelist, and most of his critics, in their enthusiasm for 

DeLillo's critiques of language, have lost sight of the human 

element in his novels, most specifically characterization. 

While his characters are often criticized as being flat, his 

major achievement in The Names, beyond any metafictional 

musings on the role of language, is an investigation into 

what it means to be a character, what it means to be human, 

28 Deleuze and Guattari, p. 167. 
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in a world constructed of poststructuralist language. 29 

His,theme is intimacy: intimacy with place u with people, with 

the world, with the past, and with language itself, which 

becomes, not a barrier against, but a means for, the sharing 

of human experience. What James Axton discovers, as he 

finally ascends the Acropolis at the end of the novel, is the 

power of memory (ultimately, a linguistic construct) to 

redeem the past through the act of narrative. 

In The Names DeLillo refers to 'memory as lithe faculty of 

absolution" (p. 304). He is not, however, the first writer 

specifically to link memory and the Acropolis together; in 

one of his last writings, "A Disturbance of Memory on the 

Acropolis," Freud investigates the nature of "derealization," 

a defense mechanism by which we categorize a piece of reality 

as strange, something we are anxious to keep out of our egos. 

In this' "letter," Freud relates his increduli ty that, the 

Acropolis really exists: "Incredulity of this' kind is 

29 In Mao II, George Haddad, in a conversation with Bill Gray, 
defines reality as an invention intimately linked to language, an 
invention that disintegrates the cartesian duality between thought 
and action: "Only shallow people insist on disbelief. You and I 
know better. We understand how reality is invented. A person sits 
in a room and thinks a thought and it bleeds out into the world. 
Every thought is permi tted. And there's no longer a moral or 
spatial distinction between thinking and acting." Gray, a novelist 
who spends most of his time locked in a room, writing, replies, 
"Poor bastard, you're beginning to sound like me" (p. 132). 
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obviously an attempt to repudiate a piece of reality. "30 

He finds that through derealization he is trying to repudiate 

a reality he knows will bring joy and insight. The Acropolis 

becomes a metaphor for a displaced past doubt or memory of 

doubt. Freud's experience on the Acropolis "culminated in a 

disturbance of memory and a falsification of the pastH31 a 

derealization, through fear, that protects against, but 

ultimately prevents, insight. The Names opens similarly, 

with Axton commenting, "For a long time I stayed away from 

the Acropolis. It daunted me, that somber rock" (p. 3). 

Whether or not DeLillo was aware of Freud's experience, it 

helps us to understand why Axton, a man who has been in 

Athens for over a year, has avoided the Acropolis: "The 

weight and moment of those worked stones promised to make the 

business of seeing them a complicated one. So much converges 

there. It's what we've rescued from the madnesso Beauty, 

dignity, order, proportion. There are obligations attached 

to such a visit" (p. 3). Axton's derealization and its 

rescuing of order from madness are keeping him away from 

intimacy, intimacy with beauty, dignity, order, proportion: 

in other words, what makes us human. 

30 Sigmund Freud, "A Disturbance of Memory on the Acropolis," 
in The Standard Edition of the complete Psychological Works of 
Sigmund Freud, Vol. XXII, Trans. James Strachey (London: Hogarth 
Press, 1964), p. 242. . 

31 d Freu , p. 246. 
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The shattered stones of the Acropolis, as it turns out, 

contain cultural memory. According to DeLillo, it is memory 

as a repository of meaning that terrorism seeks to destroy 

through its attacks on innocent people: 

Maybe that was it. When you inflict punishment on 

someone who is not guilty, when you fill rooms 

wi th innocent victims, you begin to empty the 

world of meaning and erect a separate mental 

state, the mind consuming what's outside itself, 

replacing real things with plots and fictions. 

One fiction taking the world narrowly into itself, 

the other fiction pushing out toward' the social 

order, trying to unfold into it. 32 

The cinematic metaphor of projecting meaning out onto the 

blank screen of the world is once again evident here. And 

the use of language for creating sheer plots and fictions is 

the terror of the supposedly nameless cult in The Names. 

They employ names themselves, the repositories of safety, 

order, and meaning, as the instrument of terror, of death, 

and of chaos. The fiction, the plot, that they try to push 

out into the social order is that there is a special meaning 

in the correspondence of a particular person's initials with 

the ini tials of a particular place, enough to make that 

32 DeLillo, Mao II, p. 200. 
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signifier Isignified relationship is 
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A highly arbitrary 

presented as the 

establishment of a reality. This, relationship, which equates 

the need for order with terror itself, contradicts the very 

notion of a controlling order. As DeLillo's Owen Brademas, 

an archeologist who sp~cializes in studying the alphabet, 

remarks to Axton: 

These killings mock us. They mock our need to 

structure and classify, to build a system against 

the terror in our souls. They make the system 

equal to the terror. The means to contend with 

death has become death (p. 308). 

The making of meaning, the means of putting off or covering 

up the fundamental terror of the world, becomes, in the hands 

of the cult, another way of promoting death. Ironically, the 

cult, through their promotion of 'terror and death, is seeking 

a means of intimacy: their desire to kill is the very thing 

that keeps the individual members of the cult together as a 

group. They are people who have a common purpose. This is 

a perversion' of the intimacy that Axton himself has been 

unable to face in his own life and his involvement with the 

places and people around him. 

As a system of safety, as a barrier against having to 

deal with terror on a personal as well as a political level, 

Axton clings to the cliched notion of the Am~rican as tourist 
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in a multinational world. "I go everywhere twice. Once to 

get the wrong impression, once to strengthen it" (p. 255). 

For knowledge implies intimacy, and once intimacy is 

achieved, the category of tourist disappears. 33 Axton is 

well aware of this power of knowledge to bring intimacy: 

I began to think of myself as a perennial tourist. 

There was something agreeable about this. To be a 

tourist is to escape accountability. You're able 

to drift across continents and languages, 

suspending the operation of sound thought. 

Tourism is' the march of stupidity. You're 

expected to be stupid •••• being stupid, is the 

pattern, the level and the norm •••• l was happy not 

knowing. I wanted to preserve the surprise in an 

opaque medium. This happened many times in large 

and small ways. Athens was my ,legal home but I 

wasn't ready to give up tourism, even here (pp. 

43-44) •. 

Paradoxically, patterns such as "being stupid," repetitions 

that contain' the illusion of control, also contain what 

33 ~n The Sheltering Sky, Port Moresby confirms this concept 
of the tourist: "He did not think of himself as a tourist; he was 
a traveler. The difference is partly one of time, he would 
explain. Whereas the tourist generally hurries back home at the 
end of a few weeks or months, the traveler, belonging no more to 
one place than to the next, moves slowly, over periods of years, 
from one part.of the earth to another" (p. 6). 
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DeLillo calls the "surprise" of routine. For part of beinq 

a tourist, of not knowinq a place, is to be continually 

surprised by it: "My life was full of routine surprises. One 

day I was watchinq runners from Marathon dodqe taxis near the 

Athens Hilton, the next I was turninq a corner in Istanbul to 

see a qypsy leadinq a bear on a leash" (p. 43). without 

connection, without intimacy, and caught in a routine that 

only looks forward to the next surprise that itself violates 

(then becomes a part of) the routine, Axton's life is the 

life of the perennial tourist, "with nothinq to think about 

but the next shapeless event" (p. 44). 

The real surprise is that, in this disconnected world of 

pattern and repetition, terror itself has become commonplace: 

"There had been over five thousand terrorist incidents in the 

last decade. Kidnappings were routine business. Ransom 

requests for five million dollars were not unusual. In this 

decade a quarter of a billion dollars in "ransom money had 

been paid to terrorists" (p. 46). Making his livinq from 

this situation, Axton works as a risk analyst; his boss, 

Georqe Rowser, uses the information Axton qathers throuqh his 

travels to convince insurance companies to provide ransom 

insurance for executives who could be tarqets of kidnappinqs 

and extortion attempts. Ironically, having ransom insurance 

makes an executive an even more likely tarqet for terrorists, 

since they know the company will pay. For Axton, who has 
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always worked freelance, working for Rowser offers the safety 

of routine in a way that also seems to "manage" terror: "I'd 

have a steady job, an office, a secretary, a schedule and 

clear-cut responsibilities ••• " (p.49). Terror has become 

merely another cost to be factored in for Americans doing 

business overseas and ironically, the shaky foundation for 

Axton's supposedly stable employment. In the world of 

international corporations and cartels, terror has been 

subdued and codified. 

Patterns, routines, connections are the grids that 

human beings impose on chaos to provide the illusion of order 

and safety. Beneath the pattern, however, is the darkness of 

a non-codifiable terror. According to Owen Brademas, at 

night, "the things of the world are no longer discrete. All 

the day's layers and distinctions fade in the dark. Night is 

continuous" (p. 81). What violates the authority of pattern 

is that something always comes along that disrupts the 

pattern, that is not part of the pattern. This is God~l's 

Theorem once again. No matter how complete a pattern may 

seem to be, there is always a surprise growing out of the 

routine system, a violation of routine that points out the 

incompleteness of the pattern. So a new pattern is 

constructed that assimilates the surprise into a new routine. 

But ultimately, only night, terror, chaos are continuous, 
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always there to unravel the carefully constructed structures 

of daylight and safety. 

The cult's "random" killings point to a revelation of 

the power of chaos and ter~or in The Names, to be sure. But 

in AxtonRs world even terror itself can become routine, 

codifiable, part of the pattern. It is Owen, the master of 

languages, who suggests that there is sense, meaning, pattern 

behind the killings, and Axton, unable or unwilling to become 

intimate with the places and people in his own life, still is 

caught in a quest to discover what that meaning is. Somehow, 

it is intimately connected with the cult's interest in the 

alphabet. 

According to DeLillo, language is the medium we use to 

make the connections, to construct the patterns that give 

meaning to our lives. Yet language functions the way it does 

in Conrad: as a thin veneer to cover the fact that "night is 

continuous." It even functions as, what he metaphorically 

calls "one-sentence stories": 

All these places were one-sentence stories to us. 

Someone would turn up, utter a sentence about 

foot-long lizards in his hotel room in Niamey, and 

this became the solid matter of the place, the 

means we used to fix it· in our minds. The 

sentence was effective, overshadowing deeper 

fears, hesitancies, a rife disquiet. (p. 94) 
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But these one-sentence stories are not representative of the 

place, nor do they succeed in containing the terror of the 

unknown. Axton, for example, always lies to his concierge 

about where he is going: 

But the lies began to worry me ••• there was 

something metaphysically disturbing about them. A 

grave misplacement. They were not simple but 

complex. What was I tampering with, the human 

faith in naming, the lifelong system of images in 

Niko's brain? I was leaving behind in the person 

of the concierge an enormous discrepancy between 

my uttered journey and the actual movements I made 

in the external world, a four-thousand-mile 

fiction, a deep lie. (p. 103) 

By tampering with "the human faith in naming," Axton's lies 

reveal the arbitrary relationship between the world and the 

words with which we attempt to represent it. Our patterns, 

our routines are incapable of ordering chaos and terror 

because the very medium they are constructed of is unstable 

and arbitrary. For DeLillo, language, pattern, routine are, 

at best, fragmentary and incomplete structures of safety. 

But they are, at the same time, all we have to use in 

order to construct meaning in our lives. The meaning of .the 

present is built upon how we verbally arrange the fragments 

of the past. Through pattern, through connection, the past 
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can communicate to the present; only in that sense "one age 

speaks to another" (po 80). Interpretation, as repetition of 

meaning, plays a key role in DeLillo's notion 'of intimacy, 

intimacy with both the present and the past. According to 

Axton's estranged wife, Kathyrn: 

James says the air is full of words. Maybe its 

full of perceptions too, feelings, memories. Is 

it someone else's memories we sometimes have? The 

laws of physics don't distinguish between past and 

future. We are always in contact. There is 

random interaction. The patterns repeat. Words, 

star clusters, even memories, perhaps. (p. 113) 

Kathryn is an amateur archaeologist who spends most of her 

time in a five-foot trench, trying to decipher the past, 

connect it wi th repeti tions in the present, constructing 

meaning. Archaeology becomes' the "vast cataloging of 

fragments" employed specifically for this purpose (p. 148). 

without the fragments of the past there can be no intimacy 

with the present--and·the reverse as well. 

Kathryn' is intimately connected to the earth--unlike 

James, who spends most of his time flying over it. But she 

has li ttle connection wi th the present. She disregards 

Axton's attempts to reconstruct 'their marriage. She ignores 

the fact that the cult's murders, one of which takes place on 

the island where she is digging, may be a modern version of 
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the Minoan civilization's practice of 'human sacrifice. 

Unlike her husband, she is obsessed with 'her sense of a 

particular place, her five-foot point of view: 

She senses the completeness of the trench. It is 

her size, it fits. She rarely looks over the rim. 

The trench is enough. A five-foot block of time 

abstracted from the system. Sequence, order, 

information. All she needs of herself. Nothing 

more, nothing less. In its limits, the trench 

enables her to see what's really there. It's a 

test device for the senses. (p. 133) 

Kathyrn's problem is that she is connected with the cultural 

past, but not her own. She refuses to discuss a 

reconciliation with James and by the novel's end has moved on 

to British Columbia in an attempt to escape from him and the 

intimacy he hopes they can achieve on~e again. 

To recapture memory, to reconnect to what DeLillo 

previously, '. as we, have seen in connection' with Freud's 

concept of derealization, calls "the faculty of absolution" 

is the reason' Axton has pursued Kathryn all the way to Athens 

in the first place. But their time together is merely a 

fun'?tion of language, made up of talking and argumen1::s. They 

are separated, both literally and metaphorically, from each 

other, from their past, and from whatever present they may 
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have. Language allows them to refer to their past, but they 

no longer have the connective power of intimacy: 

The argument had resonance. It had levels, 

memories. It referred to other arguments, to 

ci ties, houses, rooms, those was'ted lessons, our 

history in words. In,a way, our special way, we 

were discussing matters close to the center of 

what it meant to be a couple, to share that risk 

and distance. (p. 1~3) 

To be a couple, to be centered, is to have intimacy, a 

collective memory, t~e connection of past and present. This 

is what is contained in the relationship between Volterra and 

Del Nearing: "I've never known a woman I could be so 

intimate with. It's our gift as a couple. Intimacy" (p. 

204). 

Volterra's whole focus is i~timacy. He feels there is 

an intimate connection between the cult and the place where 

they choose to commit murder: "the place intrigues me in a 

totally different way. It has to be linked to this homicidal 

calculation. These small figures in the landscape. Brademas 

says these people are stalkers. They pick a victim and they 

watch. They wait for something. There is a particular 

logic" (p. 140). Unable to recapture an intimacy wi th 

Kathryn, Axton gets caught up in this quest for understanding

that intimacy between place and name, between signified and 
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signifier. In the ancient Roman theater of Jebel Amman, he 

has a revelation: 

Something came to me. I didn't have to 

concentrate or direct my thoughts. As if I'd 

known al~ along. As if my interrupted sleep of 

the night before had been a mechanism of 

clarifying thought. Initials, names, places. In 

the emptiness of these moments, in the reason and 

ease of these sweeping curves,' I realized I'd been 

approaching this point all morning long •••• Jebel 

Amman/James Axton. (p. 158) 

Axton's "revelation" of the connection between place and 

name, the "reason" the cult kills a particular victim, 

becomes Axton's center, his focus, his target for intimacy, 

and he tries to explain away the terror of the cult and of 

life itself with this explanation of the cult's purpose. 

When he informs Owen that the reason the cult kills is 

because the initials between place and victim match, Owen 

tells him, "I wouldn't look for answers" (p. 169), which 

comes as a surprise, since Owen is the one who first became 

obsessed with the cult. Axton reminds him that "you once 

said you were trying to understand how their minds work. 

Pattern, order, some sort of unifying light. Is this what 

we're s~pposed to come away with?" (p. 169). DeLillo's 

answer, like Owen's, is no. According to DeLillo, all 
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patterns, all unifying truths are fictions that can be 

overwhelmed at any moment by the continuous terror of "a 

knowledge bounded by emptiness and fear" (p. 170). Only 

night is continuous. We never learn the cult's origin or its 

purpose , its center ,or its truth. It dissolves away into 

madness and death in the deserts of Indi'a. 

Axton, who thinks he has solved the puzzle and become 

intimate with the cult and its motives, finally becomes the 

way Owen once was as a younger man. Owen tells him: "I've 

always believed I could see things other people couldn't. 

Elements falling into place. A design. A shape in the chaos 

of things •••• I feel I'm safe from myself as long as there's 

an accidental pattern to observe in the physical world" (p. 

172). But by the novel's end, Owen has come face to face 

with the terror of the self, alone, disconnected, without 

. intimacy with the outside world. According to DeLillo, the 

terror of the self comes about from having to confront the 

emptiness, the fear, that inhabits empty space and trying to 

fill it with connections, purpose, intimacy. Owen's whole 

life has been a quest for order, for a pattern outside the 

self, because of the fundamental terror he experienced as a 

child. In those days he was unable to speak in tongues,. 

unable to understand the supposedly holy insights of 

glossolalia. He could only observe and'hear the random and 

meanir~less babble of tongues. 
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Glossolalia is a language without referent; Andahl, a 

defector from the cult, tells Axton that the reason the cult 

kills, by contrast, is to force meaning upon the accidental 

reference between place and name, language and reality. They 

kill because the letters match, and the intimacy of violence 

confirms the rightness of this connection: 

I believe you see it, how nothing else would 

suffice. It had to be this one thing, done with 

our hands, in direct contact. Nothing else, 

nothing less. You do see that it's correct. You 

see the rightness of it. You know it intuitively. 

The whole program leads up to this. Only death. 

(p. 209) 

Representation, pattern, order, truth, as we have shown 

throughout this study, are once again connected ultimately 

with death. The members of the cult, in their mania for the 

ultimate connection, the ultimate representation of an 

ultimate truth, only promote death and their own madness. To 

insist upon an exact correspondence between a sign and its 

referent is to kill the multiplicity of meaning that 

poststructuralism has identified as the result of the 

constant interplay of self-referring signs. According to 

DeLillo, paranoia and madness are obsessed with the concept 

of a one-to-one correspondence, of structure: "Madness has a 

structure. We might say madness is all structure. We might 
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say structure is inherent in madness. There is not the one 

without the other" (p. 210). 

What Axton comes away with is an understandinq that 

these "explanations" are meaninqless. He sees that fact in 

the way Andhal (whose name echos "and all") has defected from 

the cult and is seekinq to destroy its power and mystery by 

attemptinq to subdue and codify it. 

He'd introduced an element of motivation, of 

attitudes and needs. The cult's power, its 

psychic qrip, was based on an absence of such 

things. No sense, no content, no historic bond, 

no ritual siqnificance. Owen and I had spent 

several hours buildinq theories, surroundinq the 

bare act wi th desperate speculations, mainly to 

comfort ourselves. We knew in the end we'd be 

left with nothing. Nothinq siqnified, nothing 

meant. (p. 216) 

with the cult and whatever meaning it may have signified 

dissol ved into the emptiness of the Indian desert, Axton 

decides once'aqain to try to focus on a human, life-affirming 

concept of intimacy. He runs into Rowser in a Moghul tomb in 

India, where Rowser advises him to resiqn because the 

Northeast Group is in trouble. "'Take my advice,' he said. 

'Resiqn, find a job somewhere in the states, invest in real 

estate, start a retirement plan, qet a divorce'" (p. 272). 
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Rowser's system of safety, his advice on a safe routine 

is an illusion, as the overwhelming presence of death in the 

tomb symbolizes. Routine does not conquer emptiness, fear, 

or death. still, it is here, in the monument to death, that 

Axton begins to focus on what it is to be human, to become 

intimate with humanity: 

The white marble surface was inlaid with semi

precious stones in seamless floral designs and in 

chaste calligraphy, shaped stones, jeweled stones, 

delicate and free-figured. The surface ran cool 

and smooth.' Traceries of black Koranic letters 

covered the longer sides of the tomb with a 

smaller grouping on top. My hand moved slowly 

over the words, feeling for breaks between the 

inlay and marble, not to fault the craftsmen, of 

course, but only to find the ~uman labor, the 

indi vidual, in the wholeness and beauty of the 

tomb. ,. (p. 272) 

For the first time, Axton becomes interested in the human 

being who created the letters and not what possible meaning 

they might contain, as his hand moves erotically across the 

wor,ds, in a kind of intimate sexuality wi th an, artistic 

individuality that survives even death. 

Delillo's central question, then, is how do we become 

human, how do we become intimate with ourselves and each 
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other in a self-referential world where terror, emptiness, 

and fear are the only constants? As Owen, left alone in a 

tiny room in India comes to realize, the question is how to 

live in that kind of world: 

The world has become self-referring. You know 

this. This thing has seeped into the texture of 

the world. The world for thousands of years was 

our escape, was our refuge. Men hid from 

themselves in the world. We hid from God or 

death. The world was where we lived, the self was 

where we went mad and died. But now the world has 

made a self of its own. Why, how, never mind. 

What happens to us now that the world has a self? 

How do we say the simplest thing without falling 

into a trap? Where do we go, how do we live, and 

who do we believe? This is my vision, a self

referring world, a world in which' there is no 

escape. (p. 297) 

Owen's failure is to try and understand the self that is not 

the world, what it means to be human, through isolation from 

the outside world. The terrorist's failure, according to 

DeLillo, is that he seeks a sense of self, a filling of the 

emptiness of space, through an analytical kind of intimacy 

with terror itself: 



His crime, the largeness of it, furnishes endless 

material for speculation and self-knowledge. 

Everything he reads and learns is made to serve as 

a personal philosophy, an explanation, an 

enlargement of that brilliant single moment, a 

moment he has reworked, re-explained to himself, 

made use of. The murder has by this time become 

part of the dream pool of his self-analysis. The 

victim and the act are theory ·now. They form the 

philosophical base he relies on for his sense of 

self. They are what he uses to ·live. (p. 291) 
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The terrorist promotes death and terror because it gives him 

a philosophical base, or grounded sense of self, a way of 

filling and controlling the continuous, grounded emptiness 

and fear by becoming intimate with terror itself. It is the 

ultimate act of inhumanity. 

As Axton realizes, the key to being human and intimate 

is memory--specifically memory as a metaphorical book rather 

than a philosophical base. According to DeLillo, in memory 

we become cliaracters, fictions. And, as stated earlier, 

memory is the faculty of absolution: 

In his memory [Owen] was a character in a story, a 

colored light. The bin was perfect, containing 

that part of his existence, enclosing it whole. 

There was recompense in memories too. Recall the 
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that's out of reach, and you can begin to repair 

your present condition. Owen believed that memory 

was the faculty of absolution. Men developed 

memories to ease their disquiet over things they 

did as men. The deep past is the only innocence 

and therefore necessary to retain. (p. 304) 
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It is through memory, both personal and cultural, that human 

beings can connect together and retain a sense of being 

connected together in a common condition. Now that Kathryn 

is gone, Axton's life in Athens threatens to become 

overwhelmed by the continuous emptiness and terror at the 

edges of the world. He discovers that the Northeast Group 

has CIA ties and that he may have been an unwi tting CIA 

informant, almost a Canadian "secret agent. II His friend 

David Keller, a banker, is shot in the shoulder in an 

attempted terrorist assassination--and Axton starts to 

believe that .bg was the intended victim. liThe possibility is 

haunting, that there is'an exact correspondence at the center 

of all this confusion, this formlessness of motive and plan 

and execution. A harmony II (p. 327). 

But he does not finally succumb to the terror or this, 

earlier philosophy of universal pattern and plot. Instead, 

Axton comes to believe in the power of memory to connect the 
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past and the present, to give meaning to life. Looking back 

on what he's been through and the people he's known, he says: 

These are among the people I've tried to know 

twice, the second time in memory and language. 

Through them, myself. They are what I've become, 

in ways I don't understand but which I believe 

will accrue to a rounded truth, a second life for 

me as well as for them. (p. 329) 

This second life, or rounded truth, is the truth of fiction, 

formed through narrative reworking and connection. The 

pattern of memory and narrative becomes the truth, not what 

the pattern may signify outside itself. It is the act of 

fiction that DeLillo most strongly supports here, the 

narrative of a life reconstructed and reworked through memory 

and provisional, fictive patterns. 

No longer seeking to avoid insight through the process 

of derealization, Axton ascends the Acropolis with a mass of 

other tourists. Once again, as he had realized in the Moghul 

tomb, it is this connection with the mass of humanity, this 

intimacy with people and place, that defines what it means to 

be human: 

I walk to the east face of the temple, so much 

space and openness, lost walls, pediments, roof, a 

grief for what has escaped containment. And"this 

is what I mainly learned up there, that the 



Parthenon was not a thing to study but to feel. 

It wasn't aloof, rational, timeless, pure. I 

couldn't locate the serenity of the place, the 

logic and steady sense. It wasn't a relic species 

of dead Greece but part of the living city below 

it. This was a surprise. I'd thought it was a 

separate thing, the sacred height, intact in its 

Doric order. I hadn't expected a human feeling to 

emerge from the stones but this is what I found, 

deeper than the art and mathematics embodied in 

the structure, the optical exactitudes. I found a 

cry for pity. This is what remains to the mauled 

stones in their blue surround, this open cry, this 

voice we know as our own. (p. 330) 
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In the routine of being a tourist, Axton now finds a 

surprise, the connected intimacy of the dead past of the 

Acropolis with the living present of Athens. The art, the 

mathematics, the structure itself become meaningless by 

themselves, but the memory of the past, connected with the 

present, provides~Axton with intimacy, with pity for the rest 

of his fellow tourists, all seeking to fill the emptiness and 

fear of the self and the world. On this ancient foundation 

of Western civilization, Axton finds that he is no longer 

alone. "This is a place to enter in crowds, seek company and 

talk. Everyone is talking. I move past the scaffolding and 
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walk down the steps, hearing one language after another, 

rich, harsh, mysterious, strong. This is what we bring to 

the temple, not prayer or chant or slaughtered rams. Our 

offering is language" (p. 331). It is in this Babel of 

languages that Axton discovers how we seek to fill the 

void. 34 contrary to Plato, who valued living speech over 

the dead signs of writing, DeLillo finds both the essence and 

the salvation of humanity in the incompleteness of language, 

writing, fiction, "the fallen wonder of the world" (p. 339) 

that always needs an other. Male, female, self, other, life, 

death, word, world--all dichotomies connect together through 

an intimacy and ease with the concept of multiplicity. 

34 Derrida as well sees the text as "a Tower of Babel in which 
multiple' lanquages and forms of writing bump into each other, 
constantly being transformed and engendered through their most 
unreconcilable otherness to each other, an otherness which is 
strongly affirmed, too, for plurality here is bottomless and is not 
lived as negativity, with any nostalgia for lost unity" 
(Dissemination, p. 341). 
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CONCLUSION 

AT THB CROSSROADS 

As I journeyed I came to the place where, as you 
say, this king met with his death. Jocasta, I will tell you 
the whole truth. When I was near the branching of the 
crossroads ••• 

--Sophocles, Oedipus The King 

I went down to the crossroads, 
fell down on my knees ••• 

--Eric Clapton, "Crossroads" 

In order to begin to comprehend, "it was thus 
necessary to go back over all the points of the circuit, to 
pass through its net at once hidden and visible, and to try 
simultaneously to reignite one's memory l~ke that of a dying 
man reaching the turning moment ••• " 

--Derrida, "Dissemination" 
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i. Exile On Main street 

This is the West, sir. 
fact, print the legend. 

When the legend becomes 

--The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance 

In "The Essential Terrorist," Edward W. Said claims that 

international, state-sponsored terrorism is a hoax, behind 

which states can hide their own uses of terrorism and 

violence. He writes: 

The obvious case to be made against the ugly 

violence and disruptions caused' by desperate and 

misguided people has little sustainable power once 

it is extended to include gigantic terror networks, 

conspiracies of terrorist states or terrorism as 

metaphysical evil. For not only will common sense 

rise up at the paucity of evidence for these 

preposterous theories, but at some point (which is 

not quite yet near enough) the machinery for 

pushing the terrorist scare will stand exposed for 

the political and intellectual scandal that it is. 

The fact is that most, if not all, states use dirty 

tricks, from assassinations to blackmail. (p. 828) 

Said objects to the Western labeling of extremist groups such 

as the PLO as terrorist because the people doing the labelling 

are also engaging in violent acts. Rather than trying to 
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define the word "terrorism, n Said tries to show that it has no 

referent, and thus language, because it is incapable of 

accurately representing the world, is inadequate and 

misleading in naming something which really does not exist in 

anyone way. Said, of course, is Palestinian and the 

translator of the PLOIs Declaration of Independence, so no 

doubt he has a personal and cultural stake in showing, through 

language, that terrorism, defined by the usual American 

standard, does not exist. 

Said I s perspective is also a product of poststructuralist 

thinking, and he has absorbed the ideas about terrorism that 

literature itself, as described in this study, has given us. 

While in The Princess Casamassima Henry James failed to 

uncover a dark underworld of terrorist conspiracies, in ~ 

Secret Agent, Conrad demonstrated the ultimate terror residing 

in an entropic universe. In The Names, DeLillo shows that 

terror itself is the only constant in a random and chaotic 

universe. So what insights, what truths about terrorism does 

literature reveal? 

In the iiterature of the West, both death and the promise 

of revelatory truth await at the crossroads. The crossroads 

is also a compass, four points, four destinations, four 

answers. At its center lies the corpse of Laius, who cannot 

speak. At the center lies the "whole truth" (to quote 

Oedipus)--and yet we have shown both the center and the truth 
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to be both illusory and fictional conetr~cts. Thus a 

conclusion, which is supposed to be a looking back, a summary, 

a pinpointing of the central truth to be taken away by a 

reader, cannot function as such, but becomes just another 

thread to be woven in, another point on the grid of 

possibilities. 

Consider the case of Oedipus himself. In Sophocles I 

Oedipus the King, there are various levels of truth that 

Oedipus must sort through in order to bring to light the truth 

about a mystery without many clues. He claims he will not 

rely on others--"I thought it wrong, my children, to hear the 

truth/ from others, messengers. Here I am myself" (6-7) I--but 

on his own god-like ability to decipher the truth, as he once 

deciphered the riddle of the Sphinx. oedipus, like Plato, 

equates truth with presence; if he is present, the truth is 

knowable, and if he had been present at the scene of the crime 

there would be no mystery. And yet the narrative authority of 

this pose is immediately undercut by Sophocles. Oedipus is a 

"stranger to the story," an adopted son of Thebes, and, 

recognizing this, he calls on someone else to tell the truth 

to him, immediately contradicting his earlier belief. Right 

from the very start of the play, Sophocles shows the 

1 Sophocles, Oedipus the King in The Three Theban Plays, 
trans. Robert Fagles (New York: Penguin, 1982). All references are 
to the line numbers of the play in this edition. 
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unreliability of Oedipus as a foundation of truth and 

authority. 

Truth, then, is knowable only to the gods " and Oedipus' 

god-like stance is an assumed stance of a narrative authority 

he does not really possess. Immediately, there is a 

questioning of the concept of absolute truth, of narrative 

authori ty , of a center (even of power, the King) that 

guarantees a saving, healing truth. Silence is seen as a 

corruption, as the source of the plague that is destroying 

Thebes, and Oedipus appoints banishment from the city as the 

punishment for remaining silent. The man who remains silent, 

. "he is the plague, the heart of our corruption" (276). 

It is Oedipus' reliance on an other being to validate his 

god-like stance of narrative authority that leads to his 

downfall. He appeals to Tiresias, the blind prophet of 

Apollo, to reveal the truth about the death of Laius, but 

Tiresias refuses, equating truth with pain. Truth may be 

useless saving the city because it will only cause pain to 

both Oedipus and Tiresias. In response to Oedipus' rage, 

however, Tiresias responds, "you are the curse, the corruption 

of the land" (401)--a truth forced out of him by a 

demonstration of the State's control over violence the power 

oedipus commands. In contrast to Oedipus, Tiresias believes 

truth is silence, that the man who claims narrative authority 

is the corruption. He speaks in riddles, engages in word 
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play, teasing Oedipus, the solver of the Sphinx riddle and 

savior of Thebes. "And if you find I've lied/from this day 

onward call the prophet blind" (525-6). Which of course he 

is, in some senses and not others. 

Prophecy, the gift of the gods, is undercut as a source 

of truth by the very prophet of the gods himself. Tiresias' 

words are a source of terror to Oedipus because they are 

unclassifiable as truth or fiction. They exist only as 

possibilities, uncertainties, between the binary poles of past 

and future. As the Chorus comments: 

But whether a mere man can know the truth, 

whether a seer can fathom more than I-

there is no test, no certain proof. (563-5) 

Oedipus, of course, jumps to the wrong conclusion, accusing 

his brother-in-law, Creon, of getting Tiresias to spread lies, 

of plotting to usurp his power as ki~g. Creon calls for a 

rational look at the evidence, for not jumping to random 

conclusions,_ and the Leader of the Chorus "prophetically" says 

"those who jump to conclusions may go wrong" (692). 

Ironically, this secular prophecy, as we shall see, turns out 

to be correct. 

Oedipus, much like Oedipa in Pynchon's The Crying of Lot 

49, weaves together a paranoid plot, making connections and 

conclusions that lead to visions of conspiracy. And it is the 

imaga of the crossroads, the place of silence where truth 
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resides but cannot speak, forever silent, that leads Oedipus 

to conclude that ~ is the murderer of Laius. It is at the 

crossroads that Oedipus begins to connect the story Jocasta 

tells him with his own experience, and concludes, noh no, no/I 

think I've just called down a dreadful curse/upon myself--I 

simply didn't know!" (819-21). The damning piece of 

"evidence"--that he is not the son of Polybus--comes from a 

drunken guest. Like the previous clues presented in the play, 

the authority of this one is undercut by Sophocles as well. 

Everything on the part of Oedipus, even his conclusion of his 

own guilt, is an interpretation, an attempt to pin down an 

absolute truth that does not exist. When he says "and all 

these curses I--no one but I/brought down piling curses on 

myself!" (906-7), it's the only time in the play he comes to 

the right conclusion. 

The Chorus, however, reinforces the party line, the 

source of the State's power: that it is destiny, divine law 

that has brought about the downfall of Oedipus. The State is 

anchored in the belief that the gods are the holders of 

absolute truth. And if this is so, claims the Chorus, the 

prophecies must be made to come true, or the worship of Apollo 

will be rejected and divine law revealed as chance, chaos. 

Oedipus' pride threatens these foundations of the State. As 

does Jocasta's belief in chance, indeterminacy, randomness: 

"What should a man fear? It's all chance,/chance rules our 
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lives" (1069-70). So the State's control of violence, 

internalized or not, must be brought to bear against both of 

them in order to validate the power of the State. The State 

needs to enact the terror of god's prophecies, laws, destiny, 

in order to maintain power, even if that power must be used 

against the head of State himself. 

Oedipus' search for his origin, for the truth, source of 

his identity, becomes the central focus of the play, and yet 

Sophocles undercuts all clues to a central truth through a 

continual series of displacements. A messenger arrives and 

claims that Polybus is not Oedipus' . father. The messenger 

knows that because he gave Oedipus to the king of corinth. 

And yet the messenger does not know Oedipus' true identity 

because he received him from someone else; each person holds 

forth the promise of a revelatory truth, a truth that remains 

just out reach, veiled, hidden, displaced. It is therefore 

his desire to discover his origin, the originary fiction upon 

which absolutes are constructed, that dooms Oedipus. "I must 

know it all, /must see the truth at last" (1168-9). As we have 

shown in Chapter One, this absolute knowledge is impossible. 

Truth, as Sophocles verifies in the play, is not based upon an 

absolute foundation but on silence, randomness, chance, 

hastily interpreted on incomplete evidence and is thus 

classified as a source of fear and terror. Forcing an origin, 

an absolute truth, into place only succeeds in unleashing the 



239 

violent terror that such efforts work to displace. As the 

Leader of the Chorus comments, "lim afraid that from this 

silence/somethinq monstrous may come burstinq forth" (1181-2). 

Oedipus finally qets the "truth" out of another, a 

shepherd who claims to be the only eyewitness to the murder of 

Laius, by employinq state violence, terror, in the form of 

torture. The shepherd ane;wers, speaks, no lonqer remains 

silent, out of the desire to avoid the use of terror by the 

state. As in the case of Tiresias, truth and pain are once 

aqain equated by Sophocles. The paradox at work here is that 

while the State fears terror, chance, randomness, the unknown, 

it employs these very fears in order to validate its power. 

The prophecy about Oedipus must be validated in order to 

reinforce the foundations of State power. The "truth" is 

revealed as such throuqh the use of those very thinqs which 

are a threat to the concept of "truth." Sophocles, as the 

other writers we have studied here, is showinq us that this is 

where the power of the State resides. Ironically, Oedipus 

himself, the head of the State, becomes the qreatest example 

of the state I s vision of man as locked into an absolute 

destiny that denies the concept of free will and the rule of 

chance. Oedipus saves the State from the outside threat of 

the plaque, whose terror disinteqrates now that its oriqin is 

fixed. Stripped of his power, Oedipus now becomes the plaque, 

the horror, the terror, in one beinq that must be exiled 
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outside the system, classified as darkness, in an act of 

scapegoating. He has become the embodiment of the terror and 

darkness that he has succeeded in eliminating as a threat to 

the state, departing "to the depths of terror, too dark to 

hear, to see" (1449). The "facts" of Oedipus' life become the 

legend of an absolute truth which validates the power of the 

state, as Creon, the rational man, assumes power, and the 

plague fades away as quickly as it came. 

Why the truth does not "allow itself to be deciphered in 

its exact, premeditated architecture ••• is a question posed on 

the crossing of paths, a question of bifurcation or of 

bifurcation squared, a question of the crossroads, where each 

way marked with a stone becomes double, triple, quadruple.,,2 

Why? Because meaning will always become multiple. 

Conclusions will always be fictions. And writing will, 

according to Derrida, become grafting. "To write means to 

graft. It's the same word. 

restored to its being-grafted. 

The saying of the thing is 

The graft is not something 

that happens to the properness of the thing. There is no more 

any thing than there is any original text" (p. 360). Concepts 

of origin remain fictions because there is no "original" 

writing, all writing is grafting in the sense that, as we saw 

with DeLillo's concept of intimacy, it is connected to the 

2 Derrida, Dissemination, p. 360. 
parenthetical references are to this edition. 

All subsequent 
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past. In conclusion, then, I would like to graft Dostoevsky, 

who wrote in his preface to The Brothers Karamozoy, "being at 

a loss to resolve these questions, I am resolved 'to leave them 

without any resolution. ,,3 This, ultimately, remains the 

challenge of theoretical criticism: how to deal with the 

paradox of forever attempting to resolve that which remains 

unresolvable. 

3 The Brothers Karamozov, trans. Richard Pevear and Larissa 
Volokhonsky (San Francisco: North Point Press, 1990), p. 9. 
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