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ABSTRACT 

The present work explicates the concept of ―the messianic‖ as it figures in the 

work of Jacques Derrida and Walter Benjamin in order to establish the foundation of a 

useful (and, one hopes, potentially innovative) critical approach to the works of Mary 

Shelley, Joseph Conrad, John Fowles, as well as to novelistic fiction generally. This 

foundation rests on a common quality of the messianic as it figures in Derrida and 

Benjamin‘s respective corpora. In their conception the messianic refers not to some 

individual of divine, semi-divine, or even mortal origin who is charged with functioning 

as the world-historical agent by whose deeds history itself comes to an end, and a new 

holy, paradisiacal order is thereby founded, but to the aspirational tenor to humankind‘s 

orientation to futurity. The messianic finds expression in the myriad instantiations of 

human beings‘ future-oriented activity. As such, it achieves a sort of spectrality—or, to 

borrow the term Marx applies to the commodity, a phantom-like objectivity—having a 

somewhat intuitive apprehensibility, if in fact not form or substance. 

Novelistic fiction, which exploits its own spectrality in a bid for arranging 

impossible arrangements, realizing impossible realities, ordering impossible orders, 

attempts to occupy an impossible-to-occupy space between on one hand, the catastrophic 

present and the messianic future, and on the other hand, the future to come and the future 

as it is wished to be. Wracked by the tension created by its allegiance to chance, the 

contingent, and the aleatory on one side, and to the deterministic, the necessary, and the 

climactic or teleological on the other side, novelistic fiction achieves its particular 

character precisely through pursuit of its abortive program, just as humanity achieves its 
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character, to the extent that such a notion is legitimate, precisely through its abortive 

program, which is nothing more no less than survival, than living on. 
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JETZTZEIT AND A-VENIR: LITERARY–CRITICAL POTENTIALS OF DERRIDEAN 

AND BENJAMINIAN CONCEPTIONS OF THE MESSIANIC 

In the act of reading, readers attempt to contact the dearly departed. They pore 

over the writings of authors who, as is well known, were pronounced dead on or around 

1967.
1
 Artifacts, relics are these writings, carrying in them impressions of events, 

fictional or factual (if indeed, such qualifications even apply) forever beyond any one 

reader‘s ken. These writing reach the reader beyond the author‘s mortality, reach over the 

horizon in which time falls into forever, reach through the reader and past her. The text 

captures and releases her to move on in search of another, future reader whom it will 

likewise capture and release. One is a text‘s reader now, another its future reader now, 

while the first becomes its past reader now, its present reader then. Do these dead authors 

in their interminable and profound slumber ever dream of the mass of people who would 

become their readers? Could they have envisaged any one or any handful among the 

innumerable many? The hermetic mystery of texts unite now with then, and in doing so 

find a sort of eternal life—for themselves, if never for their authors. 

 Jacques Derrida, a figure famously drawn to the hermetic mystery of texts, 

envisages someone—that is to say: some-one, some individual—claiming to be interested 

                                                 
     1.  The attending physician making this pronouncement was French literary critic Roland Barthes. ―The 

Author, when we believe in him, is always conceived as the past of his own book: the book and the author 

take their places of their own accord on the same line, cast as a before and an after: the Author is supposed 

to feed the book—that is, he pre-exists it, thinks, suffers, lives for it; he maintains with his work the same 

relation of antecedence a father maintains with his child,‖ Barthes writes. ―Quite the contrary, the modern 

writer (scriptor) is born simultaneously with his text; he is in no way supplied with a being which precedes 

or transcends his writing, he is in no way the subject of which his book is the predicate; there is no other 

time than that of the utterance, and every text is eternally written here and now.‖ Roland Barthes, ―The 

Death of the Author,‖ trans. Robert Howard, Aspen (No. 5+6): 1967. 
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in ―the idiom of painting.‖
2
 This imagined speaker, ―motionless for the duration of his 

sentence, careful to refrain from any gesture,‖
3
 presents Derrida with a pure speech 

phenomenon, that is, an act of speech not supplemented by gestures that would help 

cement the resultant utterance‘s meaning. Unadorned by ―double-horns of quotation 

marks‖ or some other ―depic[tion] of a form of writing with his fingers in the air,‖
4
 this 

someone responsible for the locution, ―I am interested in the idiom of painting,‖ recedes 

while the locution itself, absent a rebus of gestures that would help anchor it in a context, 

simply hovers, a revenant cleaved from material habiliment by the moment of it 

emittance, then cleaved again by the moment after the moment of its emittance. The 

indeterminacy attending ―I am interested in the idiom of painting‖ emerges almost 

immediately, pushing ―the edges of any context open […] wide.‖
5
 Yet, though it leaves 

one asking, ―[W]hat exactly does he mean?,‖ it does not leave one ―entirely in the dark.‖
6
 

One has the sense of some more or less definite intention behind the unembellished, 

unelaborated statement. One can, however, make no account of it; its potential meanings 

remain irreducibly manifold. An attempt at an exhaustive construal only promises 

exhaustion without consummation, without a perfect coincidence of utterance and 

meaning taken. 

 A perfect instance of the fate of language après Babel, this situation presents one 

with the event of words simply begetting more words. Commentary, made in time and in 

language, pursues its subject endlessly, seeking to establish the context of the initial 

                                                 
     2.  Jacques Derrida, The Truth in Painting (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1985), 1. 

     3.  Ibid. 

     4.  Ibid. 

     5.  Ibid. 

     6.  Ibid. 
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utterance, all the while the inaugural occasion of the latter races from each present 

moment of speech into the past. Commentary moreover stands doubly cursed, constituted 

as it is by further utterances whose occasions no sooner appear than they themselves race 

into the past. Commentary, according to Derrida, forces one ―to renew, reproduce, and 

reintroduce […] the very indecision which [one‘s interpretation of the above statement] 

was trying to reduce.‖
7
 Establishing neither the sense of the words ―I am interested in the 

idiom of painting‖ nor a context through which the proper sense of these words may 

emerge, commentary, despite its best efforts, despite the best intentions behind it, is, to 

borrow terms from painting, neither ―subject‖ nor ―frame.‖ It resembles, rather, a passe-

partout, a blank mediating space between painting and frame. It does little else but stands 

between the two, somehow ―spac[ing] itself without letting itself be framed.‖
8
 Yet it 

―does not stand outside the frame.‖
9
 Rather, ―[i]t works the frame, makes it work, lets it 

work, gives it work to do‖ while also ―let[ting] the work [of art itself] appear.‖
10

 The 

passe-partout, in other words, ―does not form a frame in the strict sense, rather a frame 

within a frame.‖ 
11

 It repeats or mimics the function of the frame—the frame that frames 

it along with the painting—just as commentary, which pursues a sense of an utterance‘s 

context in order to index the utterance to potential meanings, becomes a sort of displaced 

repetition of the context, rather than the context itself. 

Hence the fate, according to Derrida, of the attempt to situate the statement ―I am 

interested in the idiom of painting‖ in a meaningful context, which represents the fate of 

                                                 
7  Ibid., 2. 

8  Ibid., 11 

9  Ibid. 

10  Ibid., 12. 

11  Ibid. 
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all interpretive commentary: ―At the end of the line it would be just as I have just said, ‗I 

am interested in the idiom of painting.‘‖
12

 The best interpretation, if possible, would be 

characterized not by labored parsing, divagations, or the drawing of fine distinctions, but 

by reiteration, by repetition: the same words in the same syntactical arrangement, but in a 

new mouth and thus in a new speech context. And yet statement and interpretation stand 

divided by the purest and most intractable of differences, that of time. This difference 

makes all the difference in a profound sense; it prevents full coincidence of the locution‘s 

signifiers and signifieds, a state of affairs which represents the desiderata of all speech or 

writing, and which depends crucially on presence—some immutable transcendental or 

metaphysical principle attending a moment of language as a sort of guarantor of the 

latter‘s intelligibility.
13

 Absent the mediating intervention of ―presence‖ each appearance 

in writing or speech of a locution like the present example, ―I am interested in the idiom 

of painting,‖ falls victim to diachrony‘s efflux, which by sweeping away every speech 

phenomenon‘s Augenblicksstätte—a term coined by Martin Heidegger to denote the 

                                                 
     12.  Ibid., 2 

     13.  In his essay ―Différance‖ Derrida elaborates his concept of ―presence.‖ He defines it as ―no longer 

[…] the absolutely matrical form of being but as a ‗determination‘ and an ‗effect‘‖ of some ineffable a 

priori alterity that is suppressed in conventional phenomenological explications of moments of 

consciousness. These conventional explications depend crucially on principles of identity, but even the 

most fundamental, seemingly unassailable principle of identity, the identity of an entity to itself, dissolves 

under Derrida‘s deconstructive scrutiny: ―The one is only the other deferred, the one differing from the 

other. […] Every apparently rigorous and irreducible opposition […] is thus said to be, at one time or 

another, a ‗theoretical fiction.‘‖ ―Différance,‖ Speech and Phenomena, and Other Essays on Husserl‘s 

Theory of Signs, trans. David B. Allison (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1973), 129-60.  

            Alterity precedes ipseity. It constitutes it, particularly when diachronicity is revived as a critical 

dimension of such considerations; because the historicity of an utterance on this radically minute a level 

can dispel ―the ether of metaphysics,‖ which in its aim at synthesis suppresses and elides the cleavages and 

disjunctions at work both conceptually and linguistically at precisely this level—suppressions and elisions 

productive of the very ―theoretical fictions‖ of which Derrida writes. Though Derrida in ―Différance‖ levels 

his sites on the phenomenology of Husserl, the problematic he invokes—the one and the many—extends 

back to Plato (Parmenides), through Kant (the challenge posed by synthetic a priori judgments) and Hegel 

(the primordial dialectical movement of a singular Weltgeist into its speculative Other) before reaching 

Husserl. 
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spatiotemporal and contextual particulars attending an event or a being‘s manifestation 

(that event or being‘ situatedness)—denies its retrieval, thus leaving every speech 

phenomenon an irreducibly singular event. Miguel de Beistegui defines the Heideggerian 

Augenblicksstätte as a ―gaping […] where a manifold of events and possibilities come to 

be inscribed, thus constituting the general landscape and the contours of the world.‖
14

 In 

Heidegger‘s own argot, Augenblicksstätte are the primordial involutions of the ―worlding 

of the world,‖ the a priori of Ereignis, or, the event of there being events, of events‘ there-

being: cosmogony through cosmosis; the lemma of the general case into its many 

ablatives. Commentary or interpretation in this regard functions very much like a passe-

partout in that it frames the utterance without actually being its frame. It is extrinsic to 

both utterance‘s sense and its context, but nonetheless purports to mediate each to each. 

Its position, in short, is an im-position. 

The imposition of the passe-partout, and the violence that this imposition entails, 

appears to present a critical impasse. Between utterance and context stands interpretation. 

Interpretation presumes to facilitate both utterance and context, yet finds no intrinsic 

motivation in either. It is, Derrida writes, fated simply to ―begin and end with a ‗that‘s 

enough‘ which would have nothing to do with sufficing or self-sufficing of sufficiency, 

nothing to do with satisfaction.‖
15

 It remains excessive, not necessarily in the sense that it 

represents an egregious superfluity—though this connotation Derrida might indeed have 

in mind (satis: ―‗that‘s enough‘‖)—but in the sense that it owes its existence to those 

                                                 
     14.  Miguel de Beistegui, Truth and Genesis: Philosophy as Differential Ontology (Bloomington, IN: 

University of Indiana Press, 2004), 147.  

     15.  Ibid., 17 (emphasis in the original). 
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things upon which it has imposed itself (i.e., the utterance and its context) without truly 

being either of them. Framed and framing, imposing without deposing, the passe-partout 

as metaphor for the function and fate of interpretation stands as an example of a parergon. 

―[N]either work (ergon) nor outside the work [hors d‘oeuvre],‖ Derrida continues, 

―neither inside nor outside, neither above nor below, it [the parergon] disconcerts any 

opposition but does not remain indeterminate and it gives rise to the work.‖
16

 The 

parergon is necessarily excessive, is functionally excessive. It is, however, not so 

compliant as simply to perform it mediatory work anonymously or invisibly. Rather, its 

im-position vis-à-vis utterance and context conjures its own order. Interpretation as 

discourse conjures a logic that draws from both its subjects and its subject‘s context 

without completely enfolding either into itself. 

Conversely, interpretive discourse as parergon achieves a logic that, since it is 

parasitic on the subject and context it seeks to elucidate, remains impure, infected and 

excited as it is by these elements: ―That which it puts into place […] does not stop 

disturbing the internal order of discourse.‖
17

 If interpretation does indeed represent a 

discursive parergon in relation to subject and its subject‘s context, it seems that Derrida 

brings to light a profound crisis of signification. Interpretive commentary, infected and 

excited by its subject, in turn infects and excites its subject. This reciprocal contamination 

is, however, marked not by reduction, the one, contaminated by the other, eventually 

succumbing to other, collapsing into the other in a manner which brings about the full 

coincidence of commentary and subject (i.e., exhaustive analysis in its fullest sense), but 

                                                 
     16.  Ibid., 9. 

     17.  Ibid. 
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by proliferation as utterances become topoi for other utterances. ―Language,‖ Derrida 

writes, ―is spoken, it speaks to itself.‖
18

 Any speech first and foremost posits itself as a 

phenomenon of language use; whatever its content in terms of topos or subject results 

from speech‘s im-posing itself on them, and thus speech effectively de-posits itself as a 

passe-partout. In this sense, then, its im-position is equally and at the same time a de-

position, speech testifying to ―presence.‖ 

The validity of this testimony remains to Derrida‘s mind uncertain as a result of a 

constitutive split in the fundamental nature of language use. Interpretation or commentary 

purports the aorist tense. It purports to be constative, denoting a recently past event.
19

 But 

it is precisely this constative solidity in a verificationist sense of reporting the fact of the 

event that arouses Derrida‘s suspicion. Any language use is at the same time also 

performative. It creates as much as it reports by obscuring, shaping, trimming, 

embellishing the event it purports transparently and faithfully to report, and in so doing, 

introduces a degree of incommensurability between the event and its report. All of these 

embellishments effectively place the former under erasure, becoming in effect a second 

event, perhaps related to the event preceding it in some way, but ultimately undecidable, 

without, of course, the supplementation provided by transcendental synthesis, by 

metaphysics, by presence. Interpretative commentary‘s imposition involves a critical 

                                                 
     18.  Jacques Derrida, Memoirs of the Blind: The Self-Portrait and Other Ruins (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1993), 4. 

     19.  The term constative as Derrida typically uses it and its usage in the present writing conform the 

usage of this term by its originator, J. L. Austin. Austin applies the term constative to those utterances 

which profess no performative connotation: ―[T]o issue a constative utterance (i. e., to utter it with a 

historical reference) is to make a statement.‖ How to Do Things with Words, 2nd Ed., eds. J.O. Urmson and 

Marina Sbisà (Cambridge, MA: Belknap, 1962), 6n2. 
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supposition: that its status as a speech act is simply constative.
20

 Every statement is 

therefore double. It has a purported aim to represent the event but also achieves becoming 

a second event itself. In other words, a statement‘s supposed constativity has around it the 

fumes of metaphysics as a necessary supplement, which when exposed, reveals the 

aporetic nature of any such statement. 

Yet this ―theoretical fiction‖ of constativity is in Derrida‘s estimation critical to 

language inasmuch as language indicates an economy of signs in which significations are 

conserved in order to establish meaning.
21

 Without this theoretical fiction, statements as 

events in their own right set in motion a proliferating, unstable aneconomy in which a 

statement does not end with exhaustion of the statement‘s subject, but with the exhaustion 

of the speaker, writer, or perhaps, the hearer or reader: Satis! ―Enough!‖
22

 

 Presence enough, that is, presence that forestalls the unstable aneconomy of 

proliferating significations which leads to the cry of exhaustion, ―Enough!‖ is for Derrida 

                                                 
     20.  For exhaustive discussions of speech acts see: Jacques Derrida, ―Signature Event Context‖ in 

Margins of Philosophy, trans. Alan Bass (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982); and Limited Inc 

(Evanston, IL: Northwestern UP, 1998). Both texts represent Derrida‘s position in a print debate between 

Derrida and John Searle. 

     21.  This conservation somehow manages to persist despite Ferdinand de Saussure‘s innovation in 

linguistics. Saussure posits language as a system of differences. Each sign achieves signification courtesy 

of it pure difference to all other signs of a language‘s lexicon. Saussurean linguistics is Derrida‘s point of 

departure for many of his writings, and his deconstructive method hinges crucially on Saussure‘s discovery 

of structural difference in language, amplifying this difference and pushing it to its extreme application. An 

outspoken critic of deconstruction, John M. Ellis accuses Derrida of abusing Saussurean linguistics for his 

tendentious program. Specifically, Ellis sees Derrida as truncating the Saussurean triad, sign-signifier-

signified, into the dyad, sign-signifier, thus excluding from consideration an important part of Saussure‘s 

linguistic theory. John M. Ellis, Against Deconstruction (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1989). 

     22.  In Great Expectations, Pip learns from Miss Havisham that Manor House, the moniker of the 

residence to which he is newly arrived, is but ―[o]ne of its names.‖ It has one more than one; it has two to 

be exact. ―Its other name was Satis,‖ Miss Havisham informs Pip, ―which is Greek, or Latin or Hebrew, or 

all three—or all one to me—for enough.‖ One house with one more than one name, and whose one more 

name is of one two or three languages, which to this one house‘s one owner is ―all one to her.‖ Charles 

Dickens, Great Expectations, ed. Edgar Rosenberg (New York: Norton, 1999), 49.Only in the face of 

multiple designation does a house enough named become a house named Enough. The multiple retreats 

before the one, the one before the multiple, in a name game Miss Havisham and Pip play  
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―impossible presence.‖
23

 But, though impossible, ―presence‖ in this strict sense 

nonetheless is typically invoked or posited (Derrida might say ―imposed‖) as a sort of 

theoretical fiction, offering itself as what Derrida calls the supplement. Derrida writes, 

―The verb ‗to supplant‘ or ‗to compensate for‘ [suppléer] defines the act of writing 

adequately.‖
24

 Derrida only just prefaces his discussion of the supplement when already 

one detects an ambiguity arising from his phrasing. One can construe Derrida‘s text to 

mean that the verb ―to supplant‖ is adequate to define the act of writing, or, equally valid, 

that the verb ―to supplant‖ defines not the act of writing simpliciter, but the act of writing 

adequately. This ambiguity characterizing Derrida‘s text signifies in two registers: the 

descriptive and the evaluative. In the second sense, an element of judgment emerges, 

suggesting that Derrida distinguishes writing adequately as a qualitatively different act 

from that of simply writing, and presents the former as that which the verb ―to supplant‖ 

defines, while in the first sense Derrida simply indicates that ―to supplant‖ offers an 

adequate definition of the act of writing, which in this first instance has not been 

endowed with any evaluative distinctions. Whether Derrida intends his text (his French 

original rendered in English, that is) as having an evaluative thrust, or simply a 

descriptive, remains a consideration that an appeal to the text under discussion cannot 

resolve. It lingers on the page, frozen in its tantalizing ambiguity. One can only appeal to 

the text that follows this syntagma—more words set in train, more significations 

cascading one into the other. Already the reader finds herself poised above a site of 

                                                 
     23.  Derrida, Speech and Phenomena, 399. 

     24  Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, Corrected Ed., trans. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (Baltimore: 

Johns Hopkins University Press, 1974), 281. 



18 

 

profusion, proliferation, herself set circulating in an aneconomy whose abundance leads 

not to gain but to exhaustion. She reads further in Derrida‘s text: ―If supplementarity is a 

necessarily indefinite process, writing is the supplement par excellence since it marks the 

point where the supplement proposes itself as supplement of supplement, sign of sign.‖ 

Only that which supplements language with the stabilizing factor of ―presence,‖ 

providing the former with force of signification, can only accomplish this by a certain 

self-effacement that naturalizes signs in language by at once insisting on its naturalness 

and at the same time disavowing the force it lends these signs. 

 In Western metaphysics this supplement comes courtesy of the ―theoretical 

fiction‖ of universal predication—the logos—which, interposed between statement and 

context, represents a sort of passe-partout.
25

 This interposition, however, in no way 

betokens any entelechy of language; deconstruction exposes the logos as a ―theoretical 

fiction,‖ a revelation that compels one to grapple with the unceasing play in language 

obscured by the latter. Denied the enabling power of universal predication, statements 

exponentially proliferate into a mass of particularized events of language use whose 

contexts are ephemeral and therefore stand as unreliable mediators of meaning. Only 

writing fetches speech from unintelligibility. Understood as the fixing of phonetic values 

into graphic inscriptions, writing claims a power denied speech—a power to break with 

fleeting contexts and to signify beyond them. This power sets in motion a scriptural 

economy in which every piece of writing bears in it traces of what Derrida‘s terms 

―arche-writing,‖ a precept of Derridean deconstruction that holds the necessity of 

                                                 
     25.  Derrida‘s trope of the passe partout is so richly apposite because its two senses (a frame within a 

frame, and a master key) apply to the matter under discussion. 
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inscription, the necessity of leaving or making marks, as an indispensible prerequisite of 

all possible experience. As Jürgen Habermas writes in criticism of Derrida‘s ideas and 

method, Derrida‘s reversal of order between speech and writing (the latter conventionally 

considered as following the former) endows the written text with ―a stony autonomy in 

relation to all living contexts.‖
26

 Capable of signifying beyond the context occasioning it, 

a text decoupled from its Augenblicksstätte alights in new context after new context, 

grafting itself to each and contaminating each with the residua of earlier contextual 

entanglements, though with no diminishment of that text‘s significations.
27

 The integral, 

coherent particularity of any one text Derrida considers strictly formal; graphemes in 

their peculiar arrangement surrounded by margins represent a text‘s singular status, and 

consequently also show meaning, denotation, or semantic values as extrinsic or exterior 

to the text. In Derrida‘s famous formulation: ―Il n‘y a pas de hors texte.‖
28

 

The declared inexistence of an outside-the-text does not simply suggest a nullity, 

however. It means, rather, that the reading of any text involves an adequation of a 

(de)limited range of significations to the textual graphemes, to the exclusion of any 

number of potential significations. The nothingness of the outside-the-text is not a void 

but an undifferentiated—a not-yet-differentiated—pleroma of significative potentialities 

that the text forecloses in its inaugural moment of deployment. The act of speaking or 

writing, then, selects, subtracts, excludes, introducing the perturbation in this pleroma 

that becomes the movement of différance, at once the spatialization of time and the 

                                                 
     26.  Jürgen Habermas, The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity: Twelve Lectures, trans. Frederick 

Lawrence (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1987), 166. 

     27.  See Derrida, Margins of Philosophy, trans. Alan Bass (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982), 

307-330. 

     28.  Derrida, Of Grammatology, 158. 
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temporalization of space. When considered in light of Derridean deconstructive logic, the 

most banal constative proposition has an irremediably performative dimension purely as 

effect of the inexorable kinesis of différance. This performative dimension for Derrida 

carries more deconstructive import that the proposition‘s (putatively) constative value: in 

J. L. Austin‘s terms, the perlocutionary force of a discourse that serves as 

deconstruction‘s entry point into a text. The a priori temporalization–temporization 

involved in speaking or writing, which arrives from an aprioristic ―arche-writing,‖ ipso 

facto suggests other significative possibilities repressed, bracketed or elided in the 

utterance or text‘s composition. Deconstruction assays, if not exactly to recover and 

articulate these repressed significative potentialities, to orient a reader‘s awareness to 

other significative potentialities surrounding the text under discussion—or, more 

precisely, the potentialities, always already abiding, of other significative potentialities.
29

 

Deconstruction gestures towards these repressed potentialities, without necessarily 

insisting on their trumping power of counter-signification. 

Derrida‘s many deconstructions of seminal texts on philosophy, aesthetics, and 

politics painstakingly and exhaustively elaborate the problematic of signification, but 

they also often tend to leave one pained and exhausted from the sense of having been left 

amidst the rubble of once elaborate discursive edifices. Deconstruction admittedly lacks 

explicit systematicity and does seem an ad hoc, guerrilla mode of critique, but to regard it 

as existing solely to destabilize received readings of key texts or to attach itself to a 

                                                 
     29.  Deconstruction abjures granting these potentialities positive content by articulating them because to 

do so would be to abet the illusion of logocentrism a text attempts to conjure. It would assimilate the 

alterity of these potentialities to the text‘s discursive project. By leaving these potentialities unarticulated, 

deconstruction observes its own exegetical scruples. This ethical dimension will be discussed in much 

greater detail below. 
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canonical ―host‖ discourse as food for its own is to miss its ethical import. 

Deconstruction, Derrida insists, requires a ―political vigilance that […] consists in 

organizing a critical examination of all the mechanisms that hold out the appearance of 

saying the event they are in fact making it, interpreting and producing it.‖
30

 As the 

implacable foe of the constative, deconstruction remains dedicated to mobilizing against 

it in order to retrieve the performative, perlocutionary force from the oblivion of 

adequation of signifier and signified, dedicated to reorienting attention toward the 

instantiative potentialities that envelop every locution yet lie well beyond any pragmatic 

consideration of the possibilities of being-otherwise. These instantiative potentialities, 

elusive, lying just beyond reach, intimate a dazzling future which does not simply fulfill 

present expectations, but points to a thoroughly unanticipated—a thoroughly 

unanticipatable—future. The constative carries with it a sense of foreclosure; the play of 

traces symptomatic of différance slips into occlusion as a result of an insistence implicit 

in the constative that signifier and signified fully coincide without excess, without 

remainder. 

For Derrida, this perlocutionary foreclosure unfailingly visits violence upon 

events‘ radical becoming; the violence of adequation isolates concepts from their pure 

potentiality and thus stands as the first step toward a concept‘s reification, and reification 

in turn vitiates freedom. Far from operating from an a-historical point of view, 

deconstruction may be said to engage in a micro-history of the utterance, foregrounding 

the temporality of utterances and traversing the gaps that divide and divide again into 

                                                 
     30.  Jacques Derrida, ―A Certain Impossible Possibility of Saying the Event,‖ trans. Gila Walker, 

Critical Inquiry (Winter 2007), 447. 
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traces of a never-present coincidence of signified and referent. Deconstruction‘s 

highlighting the bivalent non-coincidence of différance (differing and deferring) that 

subtends utterances in turn ramifies in the ethico-political register. Deconstruction frees 

events from the reificatory drift of conceptualization. By denying an utterance a scaffold 

of stable concepts upon which to rest, différance‘s temporalizing–temporizing tendencies 

serve the greater good of respecting becoming‘s intrinsic freedom from reducibility to 

concepts and, by implication, of respecting freedom tout court. 

This freeing of language from reduction to concepts does not, however, betray an 

incendiary nihilism lurking behind Derrida‘s deconstructive engagements, a charge which 

has been frequently leveled against them. Rather, deconstruction returns language to 

temporality in its fullest sense. The diachronicity of any text or utterance, its moment of 

inscription or articulation, from a Derridean perspective stands as the supreme 

consideration with respect to the text or utterance under discussion, conditioning as it 

does the impossibility of isolating or recuperating this moment in order to restore it to the 

text or utterance. Not at all a cause for pessimism, however, as it is for Western 

metaphysics, which moves to compensate with totalizing conceptualizations the 

inevitable loss of present moments past and inexorably passing, this constitutive 

impossibility brought to light by deconstruction turns considerations of the text or 

utterance from an instance of emission of signs to be parsed to this emission as a 

performance, as an act or gesture, rich with ethical import.
31

 For the shift of focus from 

                                                 
     31.  Emphasizing as deconstruction does the diachronic performative dimension of language at the 

(relative) expense of the so-called literal dimension invites the criticism that deconstruction brings the latter 

to a point of crisis or ―undecidability‖ while at the same time parasitizing it in order to signify through its 

performance the ethics implicit in the performance. Anticipating just this criticism, Simon Critchley finds 
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the constative to the performative dimension of an instance of language use effects a 

larger perceptual change from regarding language as a transcendental unity consecrated 

by the logos to regarding it as a singular rhetorical event immanent to its moment of 

utterance, to its kairós, that is, the conditions peculiar to a particular utterance‘s 

seasonability or timeliness, despite the fact that a rhetorical event militates against 

restoring such immanent unity.
32

 

Yet rather than arriving at a pessimistic conclusion that an utterance‘s impossible 

unity demolishes the ability to achieve meaning (to arrive at this would be to fall into a 

trap of nihilism), deconstruction draws the more optimistic conclusion that this 

foundational impossibility points to that quality of the world, itself ineffable in the strong 

sense that it forever defies linguistic expression and thus forever escapes totalizing 

conceptualizations. ―The ethical moment that motivates deconstruction is this yes–saying 

to the unnameable,‖ Simon Critchley writes, ―a moment of unconditional affirmation that 

is addressed to an alterity that can neither be excluded from nor included within 

                                                                                                                                                 
Derrida answering what Critchley calls ―the deconstructive duty of scholarship,‖ which seeks ―the 

dominant interpretation‖ of a given text as a sort of consensual baseline reception of it. The Ethics of 

Deconstruction: Derrida and Levinas (Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1992), 24. This dominant 

interpretation, whose undermining remains a deconstructive critique‘s ultimate object, also serves as its 

point of departure. 

     32.  In his comparative study of the political thought of Derrida and Alain Badiou, Antonio Calcagno 

summarizes Monique Trédé‘s study of the kairós as an element of classical rhetoric. In the political context, 

kairós was typically associated with conditions of extreme urgency, typically those which led to war, 

essentially denoting a sense of adequation between the devising of a certain strategy and the moment of its 

implementation. ―The kairós was the sign that signalled the strategic time to act,‖ writes Calcagno, 

summarizing Trédé. Badiou and Derrida: Politics, Events and Their Time (New York: Continuum, 2007). 

Calcagno‘s wording opens up the interesting implication that an instance of language use, understood as an 

emission of signs, are themselves motivated by signs: namely, those signaling the strategic time to act. 

Conceiving language and the world as two mutually influencing orders of signs lends force to the 

assumptions behind deconstruction, which within such a conception take on more an ontological than 

epistemological cast. Indeed, if ever there were a strong sense to Derrida‘s famous proclamation that there 

exists no outside-the-text, Calcagno in his remarks on Trédé fairly captures it. 
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logocentric conceptuality‖
33

 ―Alterity‖ as Critchley uses it denotes the domain of that 

which eludes capture in language, but which nonetheless essentially enables language‘s 

production of meaning effects. The problem one frequently encounters, however, comes 

when accounts of language, such as those Derrida identifies in his readings of 

foundational Western philosophical texts, stand guilty of conveniently forgetting the 

constitutive impossibility of such capture.
34

 Rather, Charybdis-like, the logos of Western 

metaphysics draws every entity in the phenomenal realm into the synthesis of universal 

predication, placing every entity under its regime, which for Derrida amounts to placing 

under erasure the pre-conceptual or a-conceptual reality of persons and entities. The 

wholly other—the other in her otherness, in her alterity—is substituted by a 

conceptualized other that takes the place of the other qua other in a conceptualized 

encounter. The other qua other consequently enjoys a vexed relationship to the 

conceptualized encounter. Critical to the conceptualized encounter in the sense that it 

serves as the original for its simulacrum the conceptualized other, the wholly other 

nonetheless finds itself supplanted by this simulacrum of the conceptualized other. The 

conceptualized other ―haunts‖ the conceptualized encounter as a revenant whose haunting 

ground is the aporia instanced by the radical non-coincidence of différance. 

An enduring figure in Derrida‘s late work, the specter or revenant represents a sort 

of vector of traversal in relation to the terms of a particular conceptualization without 

                                                 
     33  Ibid., 41. 

     34  The ethical and political implications of totalizing conceptual tendencies should at this point be quite 

clear. Perceived ―natural‖ coincidences of signifiers and signifieds attending such words as ―Jew,‖ 

―Communist,‖ and more recently ―evildoer‖ and ―enemy of freedom,‖ are simply a few of many such other 

terms in a legacy of brutality as old as history itself. Deconstruction thus intervenes precisely where such 

totalizing concepts coalesce, namely, in language. 
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itself being reducible to an element of that conceptualization.
35

 It constitutes a third 

element in a putatively face-to-face encounter—between signifier and referent, for 

instance, or between self and other. ―The Third,‖ Derrida writes, ―is always already there 

in the dual relation, in the face-to-face.‖
36

 The ―Third‖ in this context means the pre-

conceptualized other in the exact yet already past, yet having already past, moment of a 

conceptual genesis. As wholly other, it eludes conceptualization, but nonetheless 

influences a particular conceptualization in some manner, imparting to the 

conceptualization a more or less definite form but withholding essence, thus figuring as a 

specter, as a revenant. Ipseity requires shared essences, something denied 

conceptualizations. Conceptualizations thus proceed strictly according to differences.
37

 

Deconstructive ethics, then, upholds a standard of conception of 

conceptualizations that proceed strictly according to differences, without the intervention 

of Husserlian protention, in a bid to obviate metaphysical synthesis.
38

 Yet an a-conceptual 

                                                 
     35.  ―[T]he specter is a paradoxical incorporation.‖ Derrida writes. ―It is something that one does not 

know, precisely, and one does not know if precisely it is, if it exists, if it responds to a name and 

corresponds to an essence. One does not know: not out of ignorance, but because this non-object, this non-

present present, this being-there of an absent or departed one no longer belongs to knowledge. At least no 

longer to that which one thinks one knows by the name of knowledge [emphases in the original]‖ Specters 

of Marx, trans. Peggy Kamuf (New York: Routledge, 1994], 6. The domain of language is the specter‘s 

haunt. It is there where, if one will allow a paradox, the specter realizes its spectrality. The ethical task of 

deconstruction, then, is to bring to light the specters haunting any instance of language use.  

     36.  Derrida, ―Impossible Possibility,‖ 444. 

     37.  Critchley sees the enabling assumptions behind deconstruction as proceeding from ―Derrida‘s 

radicalization of Saussure.‖ Ferdinand de Saussure famously found that the signs in a given sign system 

achieve semantic value purely as a result of its difference to all other signs of that system. Derrida pushes 

this assertion to its logical limit, elaborating the importance of achieving value in this manner by applying 

the mechanism responsible for it to the level of signified, which for Saussure were bound to signifiers. ―The 

signified concept,‖ Critchley continues, ―is never present in and of itself; it signifies only in so far as it is in 

a chain or systematic play of difference‖ (Critchley, The Ethics of Deconstruction, 37-38). Derrida 

concludes that signifieds, established as they are by their signs, must be subject to the same differential 

mechanism that grants each sign its peculiar semantic value. That the play of differences at the level of 

signs ipso facto extends to their signifieds.  

     38.  Pioneering phenomenologist Edmund Husserl held to a theory in which human consciousness was 
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approach to alterity seems impossible, leaving one to choose between imposing a 

conception on an-other, and consequently force one either to violate deconstruction‘s 

ethical imperative by invoking a metaphysics of presence, or to retreat into a cloud of 

unknowing—the choice, in other words, between either a sort of Heideggerian 

―resoluteness‖ (Entschlossenheit)
39

 or a paralysis resembling what Nietzsche terms 

―epistemological pessimism.‖
40

 Though perhaps not showing a way out of this problem 

altogether, the ethics of deconstruction offers an exemplary resoluteness of its own. It 

aims to temper the inevitable sublation of the other‘s alterity with a metacritical 

awareness that sublation go on, and thus to always insist on the aporetic, provisional, 

                                                                                                                                                 
unbounded by the present temporal instant, the ―now,‖ but in fact extended into the immediate future, as 

well as into the immediate past. The former extension, that of consciousness into the immediate future, 

Husserl gave the name ―protention.‖ According to Husserl, the future entered consciousness slightly ahead 

of its entering the present, becoming a ―primary expectation.‖ On the Phenomenology of the Consciousness 

of Internal Time, trans. John Barnett Brough (Boston: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1991), 37–40. Derrida 

takes exception with Husserl on this point for reason of its implication that the future, even an immediately 

proximal future, avails itself to consciousness prior to the play of différance instancing its trace. 

     39.  For Nietzsche‘s exemplars of ―epistemological pessimism‖ see §82 of The Will to Power, trans. 

Walter Kauffman and R. J. Hollingdale (New York: Random House, 1968), 51. 

     40.  As if anticipating the ethical concerns that guide Derrida‘s deconstructions, Heidegger writes that 

―[r]esoluteness, by its ontological essence, is always the resoluteness of some factical Dasein at a particular 

time.‖ This observation leads to the twofold implication that ―the essence of Dasein as an entity is its 

existence‖ and that ―[r]esoluteness ‗exists‘ only as a resolution […] which understandingly projects itself.‖ 

Heidegger‘s Dasein, a particular existing, spatiotemporally delimited, conscious being, exists and acts 

against a background of an a-conceptual world, and her ―resoluteness,‖ her taking on a particular character 

associated with having made a resolution to act, bootstraps Dasein out of this primordial a-conceptual 

world, where she is simply one existing being among a multitude of beings, into one in which her existence 

has special significance for her and in which meaningful action is possible. Where Heideggerian 

―resoluteness‖ diverges from Derrida‘s ethics is in the significance of this effect. Whereas for Derrida such 

resoluteness occasions ethical and philosophical reservations, because it is the first move of suppression of 

alterity, for Heidegger it is a transition required for Dasein‘s authentic being: ―The resolution is precisely 

the disclosive projection and determination of what is factically possible at the time.‖ Resoluteness, in other 

words, cannot proceed without conceptualization, which remains in any case an inevitability if Dasein is to 

do other than hover indefinitely in a-conceptual being, for ―[o]nly in resolution is resoluteness sure of 

itself.‖ Such ethics as can be inferred from this suggest an ethic of decisive action, of coming to grips with 

the world in its ―disclosive‖ character, rather than remaining mired in a peculiar sort of vegetative state as a 

quantum in some ineffable, inconceivable world—such ethics as would license fascism, say. Being and 

Time, trans. John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson (New York: Harper, 1962), 345. 
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contingent—indeed, violent—nature of the assertions being made in the critique. 

A deconstructive performance implies an awareness that that to which the 

performance addresses itself proceeds from the alterity of pure difference. The ethics of 

deconstruction, in other words, encourages sensitivity to the singularity of entities and 

events, to their spatial, temporal and constitutional particularities, as the nearest, most 

faithful conceptual approximation of the event as a-conceptual and wholly other. 

Deconstruction reminds one that any predication violently imposes itself on the 

singularity of entities and events, trammeling them into sameness by subsuming them 

under metaphysical and linguistic categories. Rather than in a telos inherent to an event, 

any imposed predication finds impetus in ―a moment of economy,‖ Derrida writes, that 

puts in order the grand conceptual edifice of Western logocentric metaphysics by 

collapsing and hierarchizing the undifferentiated plenum of a-conceptual, significative 

potentialities into a sign system devoted to facilitating productive communication.
41

 Yet 

this system appears content as it were to burn the village to save the village; signs pressed 

into service to articulate the singularities of events can only do so by referring them 

according to the systemic rules governing their use, which precipitate the radical 

discontiguity between language and the world it purports to describe. Entities and events 

impress their spectral forms on language without conferring upon it any of their essence. 

As Ernesto Laclau‘s observes in his analysis of Derrida‘s deconstructive practice, 

ontology as discourse concerning the being of beings becomes transformed by 

                                                 
     41.  Derrida, Of Grammatology, 7. 
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deconstruction into ―hauntology.‖
42 

Derridean hauntology stands starkly contrasted to traditional ontology. Whereas 

the latter ―thinks being in terms of self-identical presence,‖
43

 Derrida‘s expositor Martin 

Hägglund writes, the former considers this fundamental position untenable, given the fact 

that time, as the site of beings‘ unfolding being, itself lacks self-identity, since it itself 

constantly divides. The present is nothing more than the abyssal divide ―mark[ing] a 

relation to what is no longer or not yet.‖
44

 Presence, then, as the being-present of beings, 

remains an ontological and theoretical impossibility. The Derridean trace, the first 

approximation of that which Derrida would later come to call ―arche-writing‖ and ―the 

specter,‖ thus becomes the figure of abyssal, impossible presence. In fact, the trace 

achieves a sort of superior ontological status over beings themselves; though simply 

notional, the trace nonetheless lends coherence, if not legitimacy, to the very idea of 

presence. Explicating this fundamental element of Derrida‘s deconstructive practice, 

Hägglund writes, ―Every now passes away as soon as it comes to be a must therefore be 

inscribed as a trace in order to be at all.‖
45

 There occurs a substitution—inasmuch as that 

which is really nothing, is not a being, can allow for substitution—in which the 

inscription, the figure, effectively attains ontological primacy over beings themselves, 

occluding their always already receding nature, and standing as its equivalent. This 

substitution, or, perhaps better expressed, this ongoing, never-ending substituting, of the 

trace for the present being achieves the character of what Derrida terms the supplement.  

                                                 
     42.  Emancipation(s) (London and New York: Verso, 1996), 67. 

     43.  Martin Hägglund, Radical Atheism: Derrida and the Time of Life (Stanford, CA: Stanford 

University Press, 2008), 82. 

     44.  Ibid. 

     45.  Ibid. 
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As is demanded by the very concept, Derrida can offer a sense of the supplement 

only through a sort of via negativa. He situates his idea of the supplement under the 

category of what he terms―undecidables,‖ which he defines as ―unities of simulacrum,‖ 

or, alternately, ―‗false‘ verbal properties (nominal or semantic) that can no longer be 

included within philosophical (binary) opposition.‖
46

 Undecidables instead are dedicated 

to ―resisting and disorganizing‖ philosophical or binary opposition without themselves 

―ever constituting a third term, without ever leaving room for a solution in the form of 

speculative dialectics.‖
47

 As an undecidable, then, the supplement represents ―neither a 

plus nor a minus, neither the inside nor the complement of an inside, neither accident nor 

essence‖ in comparison to the being-present of beings for which it comes to stand. The 

supplement, in other words, marks ―a precarious temporality,‖ as Hägglund characterizes 

it.
48

 

The precarious nature of this temporality arrives from a rather rigorous inversion 

of the central observation of the paradox of the arrow attributed to the classical 

philosopher Zeno of Elea: A shot arrow covers a particular span whose original point 

consists of where the archer stands and whose terminal point consists of the target toward 

which the arrow flies. Diogenes Laertius, biographer of eminent ancient philosophers, 

presents Zeno‘s view (no writings of Zeno‘s own survive) as an attempt ―to put an end to 

the doctrine of motion.‖
49

 According to Diogenes Laertius, who records a purported quote 

to this effect, Zeno‘s refutation of the doctrine of motion rests on the objection that 

                                                 
     46.  Jacques Derrida, Positions, trans. Alan Bass (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982), 43. 

     47.  Ibid. 

     48.  Hägglund, Radical Atheism, 50. 

     49.  Diogenes Laertius, The Lives and Opinions of Eminent Philosophers, trans. C. D. Yonge (London: 

Henry G. Bohn, 1853), 406. 
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―‗[t]he object moved does not move either in the place which it is, or that in which it is 

not.‘‖
50

 On this claim of Zeno‘s in support of his refutation of the doctrine of motion, 

Nick Huggett writes that ―[t]his argument against motion explicitly turns on a particular 

kind of assumption of plurality: that time is composed of moments (or ‗nows‘) and 

nothing else.‖
51

 For his part, Derrida refutes this observation which serves as the crux of 

Zeno‘s refutation on the basis that present moments, ―nows,‖ have no theoretical validity. 

The present moment, or the ―now,‖ represents the movement of division that is times true 

character. Rather than a concatenation, time for Derrida is more one massive, ongoing 

divisive, disseminative event. Not to put too fine a point on it, whereas Zeno considers 

time as a composed of ―nows,‖ Derrida considers it as composed of ―thens‖ and ―not 

yets.‖ Derrida would therefore consider not the arrow of Zeno‘s paradox, but the arc of 

flight it describes. To Derrida, the arc of flight rather than the arrow offers the image that 

best captures the massive, ongoing event of time‘s dividing. ―For Derrida, time—it‘s 

incessant movement, its constant dividing of past from future—stands as the only 

absolute,‖ Hägglund writes, ―the ‗ultratranscendental‘ condition from which nothing is 

exempt.‖
52

 

The trace, an inscription, becomes the mark in and on space of the conditions of 

the ultratranscendental condition of time‘s incessant movement. The trace marks a 

movement forward from this moment into the moments subsequent to it. No act, not even 

the act of inscribing the trace, can arrest time. Every act takes time, in Derrida‘s very 

                                                 
     50.  Ibid. 

     51.  Nick Huggett, ―Zeno‘s Paradoxes,‖ The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Fall 2008 Edition), 

Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2008/entries/paradox-zeno/> 

     52.  Hägglund, Radical Atheism, 25. 
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precise sense, and for this very reason, the principle of identity fundamental to beings (a 

being is identical to itself) becomes impossible to establish, strictly speaking. ―[T]he 

thing itself [...] requires [...] ‗time,‘ ‗term,‘ ‗delay,‘ ‗interval‘ of temporalization, the 

becoming–temporization of temporalization, the animation of a neutral and homogenous 

time,‖ writes Derrida: ―Differance, which (is) nothing, is (in) the thing itself. It is (given) 

in the thing itself. It (is) the thing itself. It, differance, the thing (itself). It, without 

anything other, Itself, nothing.‖
53

 The thing itself occurs in time, borne by the event of 

time‘s incessant dividing (the action of differance), which denies coherence to the very 

idea of the thing itself as denoting immutable qualia of the thing not subject to 

contingency or accident. Yet, as Derrida insists, nothing which stands outside time can be 

an object of experience—and radically so, being in fact beholden to death, the condition 

of non-experience. Derrida thus emphasizes that Western metaphysics, which ―strive[s] 

toward the reduction of the trace‖ functions in service to ―an onto-theology determining 

the archaeological and eschatological meaning of being as presence, as parousia, as life 

without difference.‖
54

 Life without the temporization—temporalization of difference, 

without the latitude, play, and kinesis which différance denotes—fundamentally lacks 

life, properly speaking. The valorization of presence at the expense of the trace, of 

différance, which Derrida characterizes as ―the subordination of the trace to full presence 

summed up in the logos,‖ describes a single consequence: namely, ―death‖ or ―historical 

metonymy where God‘s name holds death in check.‖
55

 Derrida continues: ―since time—

                                                 
     53.  Jacques Derrida, Given Time I: Counterfeit Money, trans. Peggy Kamuf (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1992), 40. 

     54.  Derrida, Of Grammatology, 71 

     55.  Ibid. 
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the disjointure between past and future—is a condition even for the slightest moment, 

spectrality is at work in everything that happens. An identity [...] can never fail to 

engender ghosts, since it must demarcate itself against a past that cannot be encompassed 

and a future that cannot be anticipated.‖
56

 

 The spectral alterity haunting discourse does not, however, mean that a critique 

becomes more otherworldly than worldly. Rather, it encourages vigilance with regard to 

practical political and ethical matters and has thus won admiration from key figures of the 

New Left. Laclau, for instance, finds Derrida‘s deconstructive tours de force, with their 

attentiveness to ineffable singularities, not unlike Laclau‘s own concept of ―hegemonic 

relation.‖
57

 A hegemonic relation, Laclau writes, is born when ―a certain particular 

content overflows its own particularity and becomes the incarnation of the absent fullness 

of society.‖
58

 Despite being an incarnation of such an absent fullness, a hegemonic 

relation is deployed in such a manner that every identifiable absence of, say, order, 

democracy, or community bespeaks of a prior wholeness from which current states of 

affairs have deviated. The collective desire mobilized by a hegemonic relation to restore 

this absent fullness results in an imposed univocality of its object, history, and a 

necessary repression of history‘s fundamental becoming. Becoming becomes Being 

through a violent transmutation of the present progressive of history into the future 

perfect (which is also, as it happens, a mythological past perfect) promised by a 

                                                 
     56.  Ibid. 

     57.  Slavoj Žižek identifies in Laclau‘s work, particularly Hegemony and Socialist Strategy (written with 

Chantal Mouffe) a programatic tendency not unlike Derrida‘s. Laclau, writes Žižek, effects ―a kind of 

‗postmodernist‘ or ‗deconstructionist‘ displacement of the Althusserian edifice.‖ The Ticklish Subject: The 

Absent Centre of Political Ontology (New York: Verso, 1999), 128. If affinities signify, then comparing 

Laclau‘s hegemonic relation to Derridean deconstruction is not without some justification. 

     58.  Ernesto Laclau, Emancipation(s) (New York: Verso, 1996), 72. 
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hegemonic relation, which substitutes a version of history where the essential vitality of 

becoming, instead of remaining immanent to events, is attenuated into metonymies 

constituent of that fullness.
59

 

Such violence, however, ultimately belies the fiction of a hegemonic relation of 

metonymies suspended in harmonious synchrony and purged of fugitive diachrony, its 

inconvenient other. As a consequence, there lurks in the perceived synchrony of the 

hegemonic fullness an indomitable diachrony only partially repressed: a part maudite; an 

indivisible, ghostly remainder that is in fact comprised of those potentialities that remain 

other to the written or spoken. This remainder remains beyond the reach of 

deconstruction, yet remains essential to it a condition of its possibility. ―[W]hat remains 

irreducible to any deconstruction,‖ Derrida writes, ―what remains as undeconstructible as 

the possibility itself of deconstruction, is, perhaps the experience of the emancipatory 

promise.‖
60

 This emancipatory promise, though, remains a promise of deliverance that 

can never be delivered. It remains instead, Derrida continues, ―the formality of a 

structural messianism, a messianism without religion, an idea of justice […] which we 

distinguish from its current concept and from its determined predicates today.‖
61

 This 

impredicable justice, the hallmark of deconstruction‘s degree-zero messianism, must 

remain impredicable, because its effective arrival would precipitate an eschatological 

                                                 
     59.  One can think of no better analogy to Laclau‘s concept of hegemonic relation than the ―specific 

kind of production which predominates over the rest, whose relations thus assign rank and influence to the 

others,‖ as Marx writes. Like this privileged kind of production, hegemonic relations cast ―a general 

illumination which bathes all the other colours and modifies their particularity‖ and diffuse ―a particular 

ether which determines the specific gravity of every being which has materialized within it.‖ Grundrisse, 

trans. Martin Nicolaus (New York: Penguin, 1973), 106–7. The very insubstantiality of this effect is 

something the Marx, Laclau, and Derrida‘s metaphorics have in common. 

     60.  Specters of Marx, 59. 

     61.  Ibid. 
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closure that, by submitting the a-conceptual, whole and entire alterity of impredicable 

justice to a massively comprehensive, thoroughgoing apodeixis of lawgiving, would 

effect what John Protevi terms ―[a] completely organ-ized bodies politic, without chance, 

change [or] motion.‖
62

 Only radical non-closure delivers impredicable from this fate, 

preserves it from deconstruction, and makes deconstruction possible.
63

 

A hegemonic relation endures so long as it can enforce the perception that it 

represents an exhaustive account of the state of things, and that even so-called real 

differences remain nothing more than local perturbations completely explicable in terms 

of the relation. It endeavors to monologize concepts and significations as a bulwark 

                                                 
     62.  John Protevi, Political Physics: Deleuze, Derrida and the Body Politic (New York: Athlone, 2001), 

193. 

     63.  See Derrida, ―Force of Law: The ‗Mystical Foundation of Authority,‘‖ trans. Mary Quaintance, in 

Acts of Religion (New York and London: Routledge, 2002), 230-300. An extended consideration of Walter 

Benjamin‘s ―Critique of Violence,‖ ―Force of Law‖ represents Derrida‘s most extensive discussion of 

deconstruction‘s relationship to justice. The impression that Derrida‘s discussion of the radical non-closure 

of différance ramifies in the domain of politics is a correct one, despite criticisms to the contrary which 

suggest that Derrida‘s deconstructive practice lacks political applications. Derrida himself maintained the 

political import of his practice, stating late in his career that the political has serves as his methodological 

lodestar from the time of his arrival on the academic scene. ―I recall this in passing, […] that there never 

was in the 1980s or 1990s, as has sometimes been claimed a political turn or ethical turn in 

‗deconstruction,‘ at least not as I experience it,‖ Derrida writes. 

The thinking of the political has always been a thinking of the political, of the contour and limits 

of the political [...]. That is not to say, indeed quite the contrary, that nothing new happens 

between, say, 1965 and 1990. But what happens remains without relation or resemblance to what 

the figure that I continue to privilege might lead one to imagine, that is, the figure of a ―turn,‖ of a 

Kehre or turning. If a ―turning‖ turns by ―veering‖ round a curve or by forcing one, like wind in 

one‘s sails, to ―veer‖ away or change tack, then the trope of turning turns poorly or turns bad, turns 

in the wrong image. For it diverts thought or turns it away from what remains to be thought; it 

ignores or runs counter to the thought of the very thing that remains to be thought. If every send-

off [renvoi] is differantial, and if the trace is a synonym for this send-off, then there is always 

some trace of democracy; indeed every trace is a trace of democracy. Of democracy there could 

only be but a trace. (Jacques Derrida, Rogues, trans. Pascale-Anne Brault and Michael Naas 

[Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2005], 39). 

Derrida takes particular exception to the use of ―turning‖ in the limited sense of breaking with or, as he puts 

it, ―veering away‖ from a earlier course. Derrida prefers instead ―turning‖ in the richer sense of shaping, 

refining or, again, as he puts it, troping (elaborating figures for) a course in the interest of teasing out its 

manifold implications and applications. If in Derrida‘s early career, the political implication or applications 

remained somewhat muted in his discourse, this was simply a matter of its not yet having reached the 

appropriate iteration or turn. In retrospect, however, democracy and the trace are shown to share a deeply 

rooted homology, one which obtained all along. 
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against unforeseen circumstances that interrupt the quotidian and familiar and thereby 

introduce the possibility for innovation, change, and a break from the status quo—

against, in a word, the ―event.‖ The denial of closure secured by différance gives the lie 

to a hegemonic relation‘s juridical mythopoeisis, which the degree-zero messianism of 

deconstruction with its concern for an inconceivable justice completely other to all 

instances of law finds as its kairós. Slavoj Žižek similarly observes that ―Derrida reduces 

Otherness to […] a pure potentiality, thoroughly deontologizing it, bracketing its positive 

content, so that all that remains is the specter of a promise.‖
64

 This ―specter of a 

promise,‖ an emanation of the ―general text‖—the always anterior and practically infinite 

signifying potential attending any instance of speaking or writing that is ―everywhere that 

(that is, everywhere) this discourse and its order (essence, sense, truth, meaning, 

consciousness, ideality‖) — and thus no one particular thing itself, suffices to guide a 

text‘s deconstruction, despite or, perhaps, by virtue of its insubstantiality
65

; which leads 

Žižek to conclude that even the specter of a promise should be bracketed as some 

lingering vestige of metaphysics. ―[T]he next step,‖ he writes, ―is to drop this minimal 

specter of Otherness itself, so that all that remains is the rupture, the gap as such that 

prevents entities from reaching their self identity.‖
66

 

Žižek advocates carrying to its furthest extreme the ontological nominalism of 

                                                 
     64.  Slavoj Žižek, ―A Plea for a Return to Différance (with a Minor Pro Domo Sua),‖ Critical Inquiry 32 

(Winter 2006), 232. 

     65.  Jacques Derrida, Positions, trans. Alan Bass (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981), 59. See 

also: Critchley, The Ethics of Deconstruction, 38. Critchley offers a lucid definition of the ―general text‖ as 

―a limitless network of differentially ordered signs which is not preceded by any meaning, structure or 

eidos, but itself constitutes each of these.‖ This definition highlights a certain homology, to be discussed at 

greater length below, between Derrida‘s ―general text‖ and Badiou‘s null set of the void. 

     66.  Žižek , ―Plea for a Return,‖ 232. 
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Derridean différance, which insists on the absolute particularity of not only a discrete 

entity but also that entity‘s Augenblicksstätte. For doing so would strip différance of any 

lingering vestige of metaphysics, such as a spectral promise or a formal messianism, and 

would thereby unlock its ―unheard–of materialist potential.‖
67 

The irruptive and scissile 

forces of a différance purged of such elements would exhaust eidetic discourses and 

reduce them to the tautologies they fudamentally are. Tautologies represent pure 

difference, bare difference; they give the lie to self-sameness and uphold the principle of 

fundamental non-coincidence of an entity to itself. Deconstruction‘s observance of some 

spectral form of messianic justice thus depends on how closely it hews to this principle. 

Assumptions as to the self-sameness of an entity dissolve when submitted to 

deconstruction, and consequently that entity‘s particularity shows itself to be no longer 

monistic but radically relational: an entity appears as itself, certainly; but not without 

gaps or remainder. Its identity inheres in the ineffable cleavage that divides it from itself, 

yet does so in a manner that establishes the relation as a specific relation to that entity. 

Alenka Zupančič gives this relational notion of an entity‘s being particularly 

elegant expression in her study of Nietzsche. The trope of ―midday‖ in Nietzsche‘s Thus 

Spoke Zarathustra Zupančič interprets as a figurative articulation of this sort of relational 

ontology. ―Midday is not the moment when the sun embraces everything, makes all 

shadows disappear, and constitutes an undivided Unity of the world,‖ Zupančič writes, ―it 

is the moment of the shortest shadow‖—the shortest shadow of a thing being the thing 

                                                 
     67.  Ibid., 231. 
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itself. 
68

 As such, ―for Nietzsche […] the one becomes two,‖ because ―[t]he thing (as one) 

no longer throws its shadow upon another thing; instead it throws its shadow upon itself, 

thus becoming, at the same time, the thing and its shadow.‖
69

 Nietzsche, as Zupančič 

reads him, challenges the Kantian noumenal–phenomenal dichotomy of objects by 

insisting that ―[t]he object is no longer external to the image the image or representation 

(so that the image could be compared to it), but inherent to it.‖
70

 Prior to the object‘s 

appearance qua object, in other words, is its appearance as a local facet of Being against a 

backdrop no-thingness. From the spatiotemporal coordinates that is its Augenblicksstätte, 

the object presents itself as something present; it re-presents itself in a manner fitting to 

perception.
71

 It does not, as Kant would have it, withhold some aspect of itself (noumenal 

essence), but expresses itself in the only manner which the constraints of spatio-

temporality allow it, that is, phenomenally. 

And it could not be otherwise; for the phenomenal character of an object, were it 

to lack that object‘s essence, would consist of inessential qualities, and could therefore 

not capture that object‘s phenomenal character. Rather than continuous span connecting 

an object‘s two ontological poles—the noumenal aspect of an object, which hovers in the 

suprasensible Empyrean, and its phenomenal aspect, which as it were pierces the Veil of 

Maya to become sensible—an object‘s principle of coherence becomes the shadow-line 

of non-coincidence. An object is, in other words, its own apodeixis in this view. 

                                                 
     68.  Alenka Zupančič, The Shortest Shadow: Nietzsche‘s Philosophy of the Two (Cambridge, MA: MIT 

Press, 2003), 27. 

     69.  Ibid. 

     70.  Ibid., 159. 

     71.  Žižek puts the matter simply: ―things do not simply appear, they appear to appear.‖ ―Plea for a 

Return,‖ 235. 
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Characterized by a relational, non-monist ontology, an object takes on a character closely 

similar to the condition of language as diagnosed by Derrida: a system whose any one 

particular employment produces a prolific dissemination that reference to reality cannot 

shore up, because the true referent of an instance of language use is language itself in the 

aprioristic, conceptual sense of a ―general text,‖ whereas reality itself is the other 

haunting language, leaving its traces through the effects of différance, denying the 

former‘s logocentric closure. 
72 

 

Fundamental non-coincidence is thus the order of things in two conceptual 

registers: that of language, and that of reality. What happens, then, when an object fails to 

coincide not only with the language that would represent it but with itself as well? The 

resulting series of insuperable gaps would appear to produce an unfathomable chaos in 

which nothing coheres long enough to establish at least a semblance of self-sameness. 

Entities do indeed appear to cohere; that is undeniable. But this fact does not necessarily 

depend on an a priori synthesis of a Kantian transcendental subjectivity despite the high 

degree of displacement characterizing the proceedings—objects appear to appear to 

cohere. Complicating matters is the denial of an a priori synthesis of a Kantian 

transcendental subjectivity, which Derrida rejects as a philosopheme predicated on 

presence, in favor of a field of immanence in which objects, language, and speaking 

                                                 
     72.  The issue for Derrida is a consideration of how any possibility of speaking or writing on a subject is 

predicated by its impossibility, how the subject of discourse can penetrate that discourse while standing 

irremediably apart from it. He asks us to conceive of différance as equally and at the same time as ―a 

systematic detour which, within the element of the same, always aims at either finding again the pleasure or 

presence that had been deferred by (conscious or unconscious) calculation,‖ and as ―the relation to an 

impossible presence as an expenditure without reserve.‖ The latter Bataillian simile suggests that, unlike 

the real world that serves as language‘s referent, language is neither entropic nor negentropic, but rather 

purely proliferative, and thus ―break up any economy‖ imposed on it for communicative or rhetorical 

purposes. Speech and Phenomena, 151. See also: Derrida, Margins of Philosophy, 307. 
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subjects are arrayed in such a way that the interpenetration and contamination among 

them defies corralling them in a discourse that would subsume them under categories of 

similitude and sameness. Intelligibility secured this way does great violence to an object‘s 

dimensions of particularity. If, moreover, real referents always already retreat from 

language anyway, leaving it to contend with the play of traces these referents leave 

behind, then one naturally concludes that language can offer nothing but the crudest and 

mostly inadequate partial approximations of the reality it attempts to describe—

approximations that are furthered eroded by the fact that language‘s auto-referential 

nature, as betokened by its iterability, destabilizes the former even as it tries to establish 

meaning.  

And yet this instability characterizing the condition of language remains an 

irremediable condition. The massively multiple synchronic occurrence in each moment of 

time of every item that may be spoken of, coupled with the swift efflux of moments 

themselves, represent for Derrida the critical consideration of his entire oeuvre: namely, 

how any possibility of speaking or writing on a subject is predicated by its impossibility, 

how the subject of discourse can penetrate that discourse while standing irremediably 

apart from it. He asks one to conceive of différance as equally and at the same time as ―a 

systematic detour which, within the element of the same, always aims at either finding 

again the pleasure or presence that had been deferred by (conscious or unconscious) 

calculation,‖ and as ―the relation to an impossible presence as an expenditure without 

reserve.‖
73 

The latter Bataillian simile suggests that, unlike the real world that serves as 

                                                 
     73.  Derrida, Speech and Phenomena, 151. 



40 

 

language‘s referent, language is neither entropic nor negentropic, but rather purely 

proliferative, and thus ―break[s] up any economy‖ imposed on it for communicative or 

rhetorical purposes. But this ―expenditure without reserve‖ also makes necessary the very 

economy it threatens to break up for the simple reason that communication is a practical 

human necessity. For all intents and purposes, then, the constitutive impossibility of 

presence remains a purely theoretical issue, and one that in most cases is acknowledged 

more in the omission than the observance. 

Nonetheless, the scrupulous attention that Derrida pays to such concerns as formal 

messianism behind justice suggests that he does not simply advocate a sort of quietist 

relativism in the face of this constitutive impossibility. In fact, one could go so far as to 

claim that deconstruction contains (an admittedly tentative) idealism. After all, Derrida 

insists that deconstruction contains an undeconstructible element that makes 

deconstruction itself possible. This undeconstructible element is the ―emancipatory 

promise,‖ the intimation of messianic justice arriving but never having fully arrived, that, 

when brought to bear on the ―general text,‖ which consists of the innumerable 

potentialities of language use and its occasions, brings it to the closure denied it in the 

realm of space, time, phenomena, action and events, that is, everything subject to 

constant and ongoing becoming. Under messianic power the ―general text‖ is transformed 

into what one may term the ―absolute text‖—the last word on all words. The 

undeconstructible element of deconstruction resides precisely in this eschatological 

speculation. This eschaton need not of course actually come to pass. One does not really 

even expect it to. For even to conceive of the absolute text would be to conjure all sorts 
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of Borgesian prodigies. In fact, a conception of the absolute text would resemble the map 

of Jorge Luis Borges‘s ―On Exactitude in Science,‖ which on a scale as large as the land 

it represents, covers each point of terrain it represents with its point of representation, 

perfectly covering the land.
74

 The absolute text, the general text brought to closure and 

purged of différance, would effectuate a similarly faithful correspondence between sign 

and referent, restoring presence to the latter. 

As the predicate for all language use, any specific instance of language use would 

also enjoy this presence, because each instance would stand as a citation of the absolute 

text. Similarly, any written text would instantiate the absolute text, articulating 

completely and unambiguously its subject.
75

 The bringing of signs into correspondence 

with their referents, fully and without remainder, makes messianic justice possible. The 

absolute text, then, stands as the general text‘s spectral other, influencing the general text 

specific content without substantially inhabiting it. In this imagined eschatological 

scenario, any speaker when speaking would speak absolutely on her subject, not in the 

false absolutes of any totalizing discourse oblivious to its bondage to time, becoming, and 

immanence, but in the true absolutes of a sign system no longer consisting in signs that 

achieve meaning differentially. In this scenario, any speaker speaks justly, speaks justice. 

Bondage to time, becoming, and immanence represent the real condition of 

existence, however, making any such notion as an absolute text impossible. Yet this 

impossibility serves an ultimately positive and necessary function, because it gives 

                                                 
     74.  Jorges Luis Borges, Collected Fictions, trans. Andrew Hurley (New York: Viking, 1998), 325. 

     75.  The relationship between the absolute text and instance of language use would be similar to two 

halves of a hologram, which both contain smaller yet completely in tact versions of the original holographic 

image. Halve those halves, and the effect is the same: four even smaller but completely in tact versions of 

the original image. 
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impetus to language to achieve at the very least a provisional, highly contextual meaning. 

Considered from the point of view of relational ontology, language as Derrida conceives 

it makes a double movement: prima facie an instance of language use makes itself 

intelligible in a naïve sense that signs point to signifieds in the hearer or reader‘s mind 

which in turn point to signifiers. Once submitted to deconstruction, however, signs are 

shown not to enjoy this at all, and their signifiers utterly transcend them, fleeing from 

them and standing irrevocably alien to them. They do exert some influence on signs 

nonetheless through a sort of spectral residuum left on signs in the form of a trace of 

différance. This spectral residuum both makes deconstruction possible while at the same 

time limning to some extent an undeconstructible element of any deconstruction, that is, 

deconstruction‘s limit. Beyond this limit is the radical alterity of all that lies beyond 

language, eluding capture by language but at the same time contaminating language with 

traces. 

Derrida‘s entire philosophical project can be said to describe the hermeneutic 

circle of phenomenology as a whole, but with an important innovation: language as a 

system never fully coincides with the cosmos as a system. The quest for an Abgrund of 

being cannot be conducted in language, which is tantamount to saying that the quest itself 

is fundamentally impossible, because language is both the milieu and medium of the 

quest itself. Language ultimate refers to itself, to its own conditions and possibilities. 

Language‘s auto-referentially means that an attempt at an exhaustive account of a subject 

is no hedge against aporia, lacuna, misunderstanding, or misprision, giving the lie to the 

notion that precision of expression somehow allows one to achieve a better understanding 
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of what is expressed. In fact, as far as Derrida is concerned, the more exhaustive an 

account endeavors to be, the more significative gaps it admits into it. It actually moves 

further from the desired effect of consummate expression of its subject, leading precisely 

to ―the expenditure without reserve‖ Derrida identifies. 

The fact that language can never encompass its subject, that it is doomed to 

generate a proliferating excess, would seem to suggest that deconstruction‘s ethic, which 

responds to this character of language it both exploits and redresses, is ultimately rooted 

in an aesthetic of amor fati.
76

 All spoken or written expressions are doomed to 

significative futility, yet individuals persist in using language, despite this symptomatic 

futility, and despite the tantalizing spectrality of the world the use of language seeks to 

capture. The ethic of deconstruction elevates the caveat of the eternal ―as if‖ to a 

principle. To write or speak is to write or speak as if the naïve conception of language 

were true—that signs encompass their referents, that texts house an indwelling logos 

which establishes presence. Deconstruction itself indirectly relies on this eternal ―as if‖ as 

precisely that which occasions a deconstructive performance, mobilizing its excursi and 

exposés. Use of language presumes the functional metaphysical integrity of the 

Saussurean triad, and a deconstructive performance, in turn, presumes this presumption 

behind language use, inexorably dismantling its metaphysical pretension. 

Deconstruction‘s ethic is, then, not unlike Leon Trotsky‘s concept of permanent 

                                                 
     76.  This aesthetic of amor fati Derrida draws from Nietzsche‘s thought. ―My formula for greatness in a 

human being is amor fati: that one wants nothing to be different, not forward, not backward, not in all 

eternity,‖ Nietzsche writes: ―Not merely bear what is necessary, still less conceal it […] but love it.‖ Ecce 

Homo, trans. R. J. Hollingdale, (New York: Penguin, 1979), 37-38. Derrida thus seeks to supplant the 

idealism of a transcendental logos, which insists on what is in Derrida‘s view a most specious immutability, 

for an unconditional affirmation of what is anyway undeniably the case: the transcience and ephemerality 

of significations, their scissions and disseminations. 
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revolution in the sense that the former programmatically discountenances instances of 

logocentric language use and its attendant bid for totalization, because the resultant 

totalization would prove counterfeit, a construct of language with all of its symptomatic 

inadequacy.
77

 

Counterfeit totalizations are the currency of totalitarianism. If the deconstructive 

ethic is permanent revolution in the interest of dismantling totalizations, then the 

deconstructionist ethos is, as Jürgen Habermas notes, that of the partisan.
78

 The question 

remains, however, as to whose part the deconstructionist-as-partisan takes. At first glance, 

it seems that she is not at all devoted to an ideal of some positive ethico-philosophical 

content (the common good, equity, justice), as partisans are, but to upending all 

discourses that purport to articulate or implement such content. She acts, in other words, 

on behalf of ―the formality of a structural messianism,‖ which Derrida identifies as ―a 

messianism without religion‖ and, more importantly, without predicates in discourse or 

precedent in history.
79 

In her deconstructive performances deconstructionist-as-partisan 

keeps the way clear for this messianic deliverance that she in no manner has any 

intimation of, yet that can arrive—is constantly arriving—any moment. 

                                                 
     77.  That is, deconstruction programmatically discountenances this to the extent that the very idea of 

deconstruction admits its doing anything ―programmatically.‖ 

     78.  Habermas considers Derrida‘s deconstructive interventions as belonging to ―the subversive world of 

partisan struggle.‖ The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity, 162. 

     79.  It bears mentioning that Derrida‘s concept of ―formal messianism‖ draws exclusively from the 

Jewish faith tradition, for which the messiah has yet to appear to his people. Christians, on the other hand, 

away the return of Jesus Christ, that is, the definite (divine) personage who is the messiah. The Christian 

messiah is, in other words, utterly transcendent, yet nonetheless possessed of predicates—Christ‘s coming 

for Christians of the common era will mark his second coming—whereas the Jewish messiah, because he is 

utterly transcendent, is without predicates, the latter a necessary condition of the former. And he is so 

precisely because the God who dispatches him to intervene is similarly transcendent. The ineffable 

―undeconstructible element in deconstruction‖ thus stands in homology to the ineffable transcendence of 

the Jewish messiah. 
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Derridean deconstruction can thus be said to continue in the spirit Walter 

Benjamin‘s messianism as it relates to history‘s unfolding. In ―On the Concept of 

History‖ Benjamin presents the historical principle central to his historiographical 

project, ―now-time‖ (Jetztzeit). ―Now-time,‖ Benjamin writes, stands as ―a model for 

messianic time‖ in that it ―comprises the entire history of mankind in a tremendous 

abbreviation.‖
80

 ―Now-time,‖ in other words, involves a vision of the past from dimmest 

pre-history to the present moment as a massive, continually accretive synchrony 

cascading into each present moment. Every present moment houses all past moments, and 

fills time rather than spanning it toward some telos. ―History,‖ Benjamin continues, thus 

becomes ―the subject of a construction whose site is […] filled full by now-time.‖
81

 This 

accretive elapsing of history means that the historiographer, much like the speaker in 

Robert Browning‘s ―Two in the Campagna,‖ can but snatch at fleeting strands of this 

elapsing as it rushes by him. ―The past,‖ according to Benjamin, ―can only be seized only 

as an image that flashes up at the moment of its recognizability, and is never seen 

again.‖
82

 If he is indeed to write anything at all about his discipline, the historiographer 

must resist the temptation of regarding his command of his subject involves anything 

more than the evanescent, meager portion he is able briefly to seize—the flashing image 

of the past—which militates against his producing an exhaustive discourse on his subject. 

Otherwise, he will commit the error, as Benjamin puts it, of believing that there is ―a 

causal nexus among various moments in history,‖ an error marking a historicism 

                                                 
     80.  Walter Benjamin, Selected Writings, Volume 4, 1938-1940. Ed. Howard Eiland and Michael W. 

Jennings (Cambridge, MA: Belknap, 2003) 396.  

     81.  Ibid., 395. 

     82.  Ibid., 390. 
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amenable to fascism, or at the very least, redolent of the spurious triumphalism of victors 

throughout the ages.
83

 

In lieu of a causal nexus, Benjamin posits a conception of the relationship among 

historical moments as that of a ―constellation.‖ Just as the constellational situation of any 

star is an accidental quality of it—an effect of its proximity to other stars, which 

motivates a conception of specific arrangement—so too is the historical significance of 

any one past moment.
84

 Benjamin‘s concept of the constellation involves a double 

movement on the historiographer‘s part. The historiographer must first confront a 

historical moment in its raw diachrony, in its absolute particularity, stripped of any charge 

of significance it acquires when situated in an interpretive discursive scheme. By 

respecting its absolute particularity, the historiographer vouchsafes to the historical 

moment under discussion an optimal degree of alterity vis à vis the idea that would 

subsume it into a causal nexus.
85

 In so doing, he finds license for situating this historical 

                                                 
     83.  Ibid., 397. 

     84,  ―Whereas phenomena determine the scope and content of the concepts which encompass them, by 

their existence, by what they have in common, and by their differences‖ Benjamin writes, ―their 

relationship to ideas is the opposite of this inasmuch as the idea, the objective interpretation of 

phenomena—or rather their elements—determine their relationship to each other.‖ The Origin of German 

Tragic Drama, trans. John Osborne (New York: Verso, 1977), 34. The critical distinction Benjamin draws is 

that, regardless of whether a perceiver is present to witness them, phenomena occur in their place and time, 

after, contemporaneous with, and before other phenomena of varying degrees of proximity to them. In so 

doing, they collectively exert a force which influences the shape of the concept conceived to account for 

their particular phenomenality. Just as a constellation is a conjuncture of the brute fact of stars in their 

celestial places and the concept of them being as such arising in a conceiving consciousness, so too is a 

historical moments relationship to the historiographer. 

     85.  Alain Badiou similarly recognizes the importance of the constellation as a metaphor for the 

orchestrative role that a conceptualizing conciousness plays in establishing the coherence of the world and, 

more significantly, the entities populating it. Discussing a fundamental difference identified by classical 

Greek materialist philosophers, that of the void and the atom, Badiou writes, ― If the atoms stand in a 

radical qualitative exteriority to the void; if no atom is nameable otherwise than by this exteriority of 

principle—to be an atom, and not part of the void—then it is clear that nothing happens. The atoms remain 

suspended, as the dust of identity, in that which serves as their ground, vain stars in the night devoid of any 

constellation.‖ Theory of the Subject, trans. Bruno Bosteels (New York: Continuum, 2009), 56. The 
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moment in a constellation of other past moments based on perceived significative 

affinities. If time is not linear but planar, if the concept of ―now-time […] comprises the 

entire history of mankind in tremendous abbreviation,‖ then the notion of a teleological 

trajectory to history reveals itself as not at all a natural consequence time‘s progression 

awaiting valorization via historiographic treatment, but simply one constellational 

arrangement among infinitely many possible others. The revealed arbitrariness of the 

prevailing teleological account thus mobilizes Benjamin‘s ―historical materialist,‖ who 

stages his intervention at a point somewhere in that prevailing account ―in order to blast a 

specific era out of the homogeneous course of history.‖
86

 In so doing, ―he blasts a specific 

life out of the era, a specific life out of the lifework.‖
87

 

The violence of this intervention on the historical materialist‘s part is, like all 

revolutionary violence, directed at an ultimately redemptive goal. It purposes to fetch 

from oblivion the casualties of the prevailing teleological account of history, and thus 

restore to them their proper particularity as a preliminary to situating them in a 

constellation with the historical materialists‘ own. In retrieving these casualties of the past 

the historical materialist also redeems to an extent his own moment, conjuring ―a 

conception of the present as now-time shot through with splinters of messianic time‖ that 

                                                                                                                                                 
relationship between the atom and the void is one of reciprocal alterity at its purity: the atom, the 

primordial some-thing, is the absolute other of no-thing which is the void. Yet, as Badiou observes, atom in 

themselves, and equally the void in itself, can only carry the distinction only to the point of establishing this 

initial (though by no means inconsiderable) difference. Atoms and void ―remain suspended,‖ as Badiou 

writes, in this foundational instant of differentiation, which left to itself produces not of the qualities that 

would grant them further distinction based on second-order distinctions or relations. These second-order 

distinctions or relations can only be established—or, at any rate, can only be affirmed—through the 

medium of consciousness, which is otherwise known as the subject. A constellation, in other words, 

remains irreducibly a conception, that is, the product of consciousness; without the intervention of a 

conceptualizing consciousness, the night sky persists as simply scattered ―vain stars.‖ 

     86.  Ibid., 396. 

     87.  Ibid. 
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offers a contestative, contrapuntal alternative to the prevailing teleological account.
88

 

It is important to note, however, that the messianic for Benjamin remains purely a 

conceptual element of Benjamin‘s theory of an immanently situated historiography. It 

finds no positive expression in the world of humans and events. The best that can be said 

of it is it manifests as vague dialectical implication of the present degenerate state, and, as 

such, stands in much the same relation to actual events that ―presence‖ does to Derrida‘s 

deconstructive performances.
89

 

Messianic justice, as a critical ethic of both Derridean deconstruction 

Benjaminian historiography, is a principle whose existence is intimated by its absence in 

the affairs and institutions of humankind, by a sort of god-shaped hole in the world that 

awaits an eschaton, arriving at some indeterminate future time, to heal it. Meanwhile, 

history continues to fragment as each present moment shatters into innumerable shards of 

local particularities to be absorbed into what Benjamin terms, ―homogeneous, empty 

                                                 
     88.  Ibid., 397. The use of ―contrapuntal‖ follows the sense given this term by Edward Said. The relation 

between Benjamin‘s contestative historiography to those of various epic historians resolves in much the 

same manner as Said‘s theory of cultural identity does to classical music. Said writes that ―in the 

counterpoint of Western classical music, various themes play off one another, with only a provisional 

privilege being given to any particular one; and yet in the resulting polyphony there is concert and order, an 

organised interplay.‖ Culture and Imperialism, (New York: Knopf, 1993), 59. What results, Said states 

elsewhere on the same subject, is ―the tying together of multiple voices in a kind of disciplined whole,‖ as 

opposed to the more innocuous effect of their ―simple reconciliation.‖ ―Criticism, Culture, and 

Performance: An Interview with Edward Said,‖ Performing Arts Journal 13.1 (January 1991): 26. 

Whatever coherence Benjaminian and epic historiography achieves is not, then, one predicated on natural 

or elective affinities, but on thoroughgoing dissonances and disagreements. Benjaminian historiography 

thus seeks to erode even the provisional privileged accorded to any history that claims to offer an 

exhaustive and all-encompassing account of historical events and their significance. 

     89.  Terry Eagleton similarly observes that ―for Benjamin the ghostly traces of paradise can be detected 

[…] in that endless series of catastrophes which is secular temporality.‖ The Ideology of the Aesthetic 

(Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1990), 326. Such a despairing view of secular temporality means that if it is 

to be redeemed, it must be redeemed from without. This necessitates a messiah who stands as wholly other 

to those bound to this temporality. Whether this entity exists, or whether, if existing, he is on his way, one 

cannot say; the promise or suggestion of the arrival of such an entity, however, is sufficient to serve as a 

formal conceptual element of Benjamin‘s view of history. This structural messianic element is thus a 

common to Derrida‘s deconstructive performances and to Benjamin‘s historiography. 
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time,‖ until under such entropic pressure it collapses entirely in much the same way 

logocentrism dissolves under the pressure of deconstructive scrutiny.
90

 The degree-zero 

messianism that for Benjamin is no more than a dialectical intimation, shows itself to be 

quite similar to the degree-zero messianism of Derrida‘s deconstructive practice. 

Common to each is the ineffable power behind the entropic wear that both history and 

signs show as they are repeated in time; for repetition is not the eternal recurrence or 

recursion of the Same, but the eternal occurrence and incursion of a heterogeneous factor 

of time, which grants repetition its quantitative difference, thus securing it its discrete 

particularity and preventing complete coincidence. This fundamental non-coincidence 

present in all entities and events despite their appearing as repetitions, keeps the world 

open to the messianic Other who has yet to arrive—and, until such time as he does arrive, 

keeps the world open to the aleatory, the necessary condition of freedom. 

Only the messianic other can close this opening behind him without bringing the 

catastrophe of totalitarianism, whose subjects grind their lives away in service to the 

latter‘s constant modulation and recursion.
91

 A totalitarian view of the past and present, as 

Michael André Bernstein writes, strives for an ―impossible vantage point of an ultimate 

clarity‖ from which ―history [can] be comprehended as a totality,‖ or as ―a grand 

summary‖ of everything ―recognized in its true value‖ and in harmony within ―the 

                                                 
     90.  Benedict Anderson describes Benjamin‘s concept of homogeneous, empty time as time ―in which 

simultaneity is, as it were, transverse, cross-time, marked not by prefiguring and fulfilment, but by 

temporal coincidence, and measured by clock and calendar.‖ Imagined Communities (New York: Verso, 

1991), 24. This concept of time, with its emphasis on chronometry, replaces proximity with simultaneity as 

the binding force of a community, a condition favorable to the differentiation of the social body into masses 

and classes. 

     91.  One can think of no better example of such a state of affairs than the thousand-year Reich of 

German National Socialism, which was not only a revival of Germany‘s supposedly glorious past, but also 

an inauguration of a political system to endure in perpetuity from the Hitler regime onward. The infamies 

committed in service to this eternal Reich are legion and need not be recited here. 
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plenitude of a final synthesis.‖
92

 In Benjaminian terms, such a view contains its own 

version of ―the entire history of mankind in a tremendous abbreviation‖ in which every 

meaningful element is cross-hatched with traces of the efficient and final causes of 

human endeavor that draws its specific content from the present material conditions it 

shapes from moment to moment.
93

 Chance and contingency, in other words, cannot find 

scope only in a world where a moment of the past seeks to reproduce itself in each 

present moment or, as Benjamin puts it, a surfeit of the past in ―messianic time.‖ 

Between messianic time and mere chronometric time Benjamin inserts ―historical 

time,‖ which, because ―infinite in every direction and unfulfilled at every moment,‖ no 

single event ever comes to represent the teleological capstone which consummates 

history.
94

 Events instead assume significance within this vast plenum through their 

massively complex interplay of establishing relations beyond that of a simple 

concatenation of moments. Because of this relation‘s vastness, Benjamin continues, ―the 

determining force of historical time cannot fully be grasped by, or be wholly concentrated 

                                                 
     92.  Michael André Bernstein, Forgone Conclusions: Against Apocalyptic History (Berkeley, CA: 

University of California Press, 1994), 38. 

     93.  A totalitarian relation to the history in this context bears similarity to Bourdieu‘s concept of 

―tempo,‖ that is, time as an axis along which various cultural practices achieve their structural character. 

―Tempo‖ is time wed to human action, which proceeds from the actor‘s disposition, the finite set of 

possibilities for action dictated by her situation. The precise tempo—the rapidity, rate and rhythm with 

which the actor engages in particular actions, thus collapsing the set of possibilities for action into a subset 

of accomplished actions—becomes the expression of the actor‘s (limited) agency vis à vis her situation. In 

this manner, situation resolves into structure as a result of a homology between disposition and situation 

that reveals itself only after the fact, but with a great sense of inevitability. Or, as Bourdieu himself puts it, 

―[R]etrospective necessity becomes prospective necessity, the product a project; and things which have 

happened, and can no longer not happen, become the irresistible future of the acts which made them 

happen‖ Outline of a Theory of Practice, trans. Richard Nice (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1977), 8–9. Much like totalitarian hegemony in relation to the history of humankind, the actor‘s disposition 

can be said to contain the entire structure of the situation in a tremendous abbreviation. 

     94.  Walter Benjamin, ―Trauerspiel and Tragedy,‖ in Selected Writings, Volume 1: 1913-1926, Eds. 

Marcus Bullock and Michael W. Jennings (Cambridge, MA: Belknap, 1996), 55. 
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in, any empirical process.‖
95

 Historical time does not submit itself to knowledge. It only 

lends itself to an idea, one whose apotheosis is none other than ―messianic time,‖ because 

the latter represents ―fulfilled messianic time.‖
96

 Historical time for Benjamin acquires 

much the same character as the emancipatory promise for Derrida. Like the latter, the 

former is characterized as constantly in transit, always resolving but never resolved—a 

fulfillment-to-come. Or, to put it in terms characteristic of Derrida, historical time is 

impossible possibility conditioning the very interpretive procedures that lead to the 

latter‘s discovery. Messianic time, or fulfilled historical time, is a whisper born aloft in 

the wake of dialectical progression; messianic justice, the mute attractor impelling 

deconstructive performance. 

Also like Derrida, Benjamin finds fracturing as a purely ontological consequence 

into multiplicities that festoon the past as so many bodies describing a constellation. This 

constellation, according to Benjamin, is ―saturated with tensions‖ as a result of thought‘s 

arresting this constant fracturing in what Benjamin terms a ―monad,‖ or a pure idea, 

which is for Benjamin the image of an entity or event at its most evanescent, its most 

attenuated. Into the idea as monad, he writes, enters ―[t]he being […] with its past and 

subsequent history,‖ bringing ―an indistinct abbreviation of the rest of the world of 

ideas.‖
97

 In addition to being indistinct, this abbreviation is shadowy, chthonic, as it is 

―concealed in [the being‘s] own form.‖
98

 The being‘s form carries with it a particular 

surplus when it comes to ideation: its phenomenality (its conveyance of its particular size, 

                                                 
     95.  Ibid. 

     96.  Ibid., 56. 

     97.  Benjamin, Origin of German Tragic Drama, 47. 

     98.  Ibid. 
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aspect and qualities to perceptive and cognitive faculties) is, according to Benjamin, 

attended by a certain dazzle of its quantitative discreteness—an ineffable, richly 

numinous materiality shared by all sublunar things.
99

 This crystalline dazzle of the 

being‘s form supplies the impetus for Benjamin‘s historiographic project, one saddled 

with the seemingly impossible task of fitting words to a ―pre-stabilized representation of 

phenomena,‖ that is, the idea before it is brought into conformity with an existing 

discourse.
100

 Stabilization of the representation comes, in other words, as language is 

subsumed in discourse, an event that inevitably denudes the idea of much of its rich 

complexity in the interest of affixing signs to it.
101

 Itself ―an indistinct abbreviation of the 

rest of the world of ideas,‖ the idea as expressed in discourse in turn becomes ―an 

                                                 
     99.  This certain dazzle of beings should go some way toward resolving what Miriam Bratu Hansen 

identifies as a reductive understanding of the concept of the aura, which Benjamin deploys most famously 

in his seminal ―The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility,‖ as applicable only to art 

and aesthetics. Hansen maintains, however, that Benjamin considered all objects as having an aura, and 

Benjamin‘s use of this term, a buzzword in Benjamin‘s time, in ―The Work of Art‖ represented his attempt 

to win for it some philosophical legitimacy. ―Benjamin‘s Aura,‖ Critical Inquiry 34 (Winter 2008), 336.  

     100.  Benjamin, Origin of German Tragic Drama, 47. 

     101.  The encounter Benjamin describes between the body‘s form and the individuals mind bears a close 

similarity to Wittgenstein‘s own observations on the matter in his Tractatus. Language as one thing among 

all things in the world becomes, according to Wittgenstein, subject to the same denegation of value as all 

things of this world. One can therefore—and I believe that this is the ultimate implication—hold the 

Tractatus itself to the findings of its own inquiry. It employs language to demonstrate language‘s lack of 

value as a thing in the world. All of its propositions, then, are of equal value. The work confronts its reader 

with a system whose content returns the reader to a consideration of its form. By declaring inaccessible the 

perspective properly occupied by philosophy, if it is to accomplish something other than describing, the 

Tractatus elevates intuition over logic, the latter of which conforming to inexpressible, indeterminable 

values. Intuition, on the other hand, is non-forensic, immediate, immanent to the thinking, perceiving 

subject, the monad of consciousness that ―does not belong to the world but is a limit of the world,‖ who is 

unlocable among the states of affairs of all that is the case: ―Where in the world is the metaphysical subject 

to be noted?‖ Because she cannot be found in the world, she inhabits the same realm as ethics, which, 

according to Wittgenstein, ―cannot be expressed‖ because ―transcendental.‖ Following this statement, 

Wittgenstein claims, parenthetically, that ―[e]thics and aesthetics are one,‖ which indicates to us that the 

proper place of philosophy, that ineffable place outside the world, is already occupied by the subject, ethics 

and aesthetics. The subject, the limit of the world who is nonetheless brought into relation to world by 

life—‖The world and life are one‖—brings ethics and aesthetics into relation with the world solely by her 

speech and actions. In this manner she shows what she cannot express. Ethics and aesthetics reveal 

themselves in her words and deeds, but no true principles can be deduced from them. Tractatus Logico-

Philosophicus, trans. C. K. Ogden (New York: London: Kegan Paul) 1922. 
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abbreviated outline of this image of the world.‖
102

 The austere economy of linguistic 

signs imposes abbreviation on what is already an abbreviation, the former of ―the rest of 

the world of ideas,‖ the latter, of the idea articulated.
103

 The resulting historeme (a 

historiological syntagma) on one hand communicates its subject in only the most allusive, 

elliptical and fragmentary manner; but, on the other hand, it bears at some unfathomable 

level the trace of the truth of the totality to which it refers.
104

 

 Yet this truth can be no more than a trace, because the historical subject, by the 

time it resolves into discourse, has already undergone a double translation, an 

unavoidable consequence of the fact that ideas and their corresponding phenomena 

inhabit ―fundamentally different world[s]‖ separated by the mediatic influence of 

representation.
105

 This separation is, however, no occasion for dismay, for Benjamin‘s 

peculiar notion of ―objectivity‖ inverts the conventions of empiricism. Benjamin pushes 

Kant‘s concept of the categories of understanding—the explanation for the phenomenal–

                                                 
     102.  Benjamin, Origin of German Tragic Drama, 47– 48. 

     103.  Ibid., 48. In this same passage, Benjamin goes on to acknowledge his debt to Leibniz, from whom 

he borrowed the concept of the monad, and characterizes the latter‘s philosophical turn of mind as similar 

to his own. ―[I]t is not surprising,‖ Benjamin writes, ―that the philosopher of the Monadology was also the 

founder of infinitesimal calculus.‖ Benjamin finds this unsurprising because he finds the concept of the 

infinitesimal in the domain of mathematics, and the monad in the domain of metaphysics, so richly apposite 

when it comes to Benjamin‘s view of history; both the infinitesimal and the monad are ideal (i., e., 

occurring in the mind) figures that make a certain discourse possible. The infinitesimal, for instance, 

presumes that, at some vanishingly small level of scrutiny, a curve consist of line segments that, strictly 

speaking, are mathematically or geometrically indemonstrable; while the monad, a discrete body of ethereal 

universal substance, informs the material realm, albeit in an irremediably metaphysical manner. 

Themselves empirically unverifiable, they capture something universal about the world in which they do 

not appear; the world, in fact, makes them possible. They thus resemble the Benjaminian idea in this 

respect, their content  

     104.  Joel Fineman, who coined the term ―historeme,‖ defines it as ―the smallest minimal unit of the 

historiographic fact,‖ a definition likely inspired by the term, ―ideologeme,‖ which was coined by Fredric 

Jameson. The Subjectivity Effect in Western Literary Tradition: Essay‘s Toward the Release of 

Shakespeare‘s Will (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1991), 67. Jameson defines ―ideologeme‖ as ―the smallest 

intelligible unit of the essentially antagonistic collective discourses of social classes.‖ The Political 

Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially Symbolic Act (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1981), 76. 

     105  Benjamin, Origin of German Tragic Drama, 34. 
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noumenal split among entities, that is, the fact that they are cognizable only insofar as 

they disclose themselves to our perceptual faculties—to its most radical sense: Because 

the categories of cognition are the limiting factors of what can be achieved through 

empiricism, empiricism offers a false, or at the very least incomplete, account of entities; 

the contingent situations in which they present themselves offer nothing beyond the raw 

diachrony of their appearing. In other words, phenomena cannot interpret themselves, 

cannot bootstrap themselves into any context beyond their temporal moment. 

 This greater situated-ness can only come from interpretation, an act that occurs 

exclusively in the realm of ideas. ―Phenomena,‖ Benjamin writes, ―do not enter into the 

realm of ideas whole, in their crude empirical state, adulterated by appearances, but only 

in their basic elements, redeemed.‖
106

 The manifestation of phenomena as perceived and 

experienced are fraught with all the occlusions and incompleteness characteristic of the 

phenomenal–noumenal split, making empiricism, despite its undeniable attractions for 

epistemology, a blind alley on truth. The empirical manifestation of phenomena, 

according to Benjamin, represents ―a false unity‖ from which the idea divides it so that it 

might ―partake of the genuine unity of the truth.‖
107

 The power of the idea rests on its 

capacity to distill fundamental elements of phenomena from behind appearances, as well 

as the vast panoramic backdrop of its history, through the concept, the virtual counterpart 

to real phenomena. In this fusion of idea and phenomena in the concept the crude 

empirical state of phenomena attain Benjamin‘s brand of truth, which is precisely the 

expressive content of what emerges when the conceptualizing mind engages phenomena 

                                                 
     106.  Ibid., 33. 

     107.  Ibid. 
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in space and time. This truth is a fulguration, a matter of happenstance, or, as Benjamin 

would put it, a shock, and is not an instantiation of some immutable philosophical 

principle. 

 This is not to say, however, that to do more with phenomena than simply denote 

their abrupt and immediate appearing is to invite philosophical difficulties; phenomena 

can—and do—achieve a truth content that does not decline from metaphysical 

categories.
108

 The emergence of truth as immanent to the ideating mind confronting and 

confronted with phenomena bears close resemblance to the―concept‖ as innovatively 

defined by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari. In their peculiar philosophical idiom ―[t]he 

concept is defined by the inseparability of a finite number of heterogenous components 

traversed by a point of absolute survey at infinite speed.‖
109

 This definition captures a 

critical feature common to both Benjamin and Deleuze and Guattari‘s notion of concept, 

that is, its temporality. The concept does not deal with ―the essence or the thing,‖ Deleuze 

and Guattari continue, but with a ―pure Event, a haecceity, an entity,‖ a fact that confers 

upon the concept the seemingly paradoxical status of being ―both relative and 

absolute.‖
110

 Specifically, the concept is at once both ―relative to its own components, to 

other concepts, to the plane on which it is defined, and to the problems it is supposed to 

resolve‖; and ―absolute through the condensation it carries out, the site it occupies on the 

                                                 
     108.  A signal tendency common to Benjamin and Derrida is an extreme reticence concerning any 

assertion that even hints of totalizations. Benjamin‘s reticence is especially pronounced, and is certainly 

understandable, given the fact that he lived and worked during the ascendancy of National Socialism, a 

movement utterly (some would say, fatally) dependent on totalization. Derrida continues Benjamin‘s 

legacy in this respect, and is as alive to the dangers of totalization as his forebear. Thus Benjamin and 

Derrida‘s respective careers represent a struggle against totalization on the one hand, and its opposite 

extreme, linguistic nihilism, on the other. 

     109.  Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, What Is Philosophy?, trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Graham 

Burchell (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994), 21 (emphasis is in the original). 

     110.  Ibid. 
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plane and the conditions it assigns to the problem.‖
111

 

 Held against Deleuze and Guattari‘s definition of the concept, Benjamin‘s own 

notion of the same is shown equally to involve the entering into composition in space and 

time the various elements of the concept: namely, phenomena, the conceptualizing mind, 

and the expressive effects of their encounter. This event constitutes the manifold that 

serves as the concept‘s particular content. The truth of phenomena in Benjamin‘s 

theoretical scheme rests on their particular expression as actualized in the moment of 

encounter with a conceptualizing mind, an actualization that is both necessary and 

contingent: necessary because a phenomenon‘s influence on the concept into which it 

enters could not achieve its specific character without the phenomenon‘s having actually 

happened; contingent because this specific character a phenomena achieves only at the 

moment that it enters into a concept. Determinability is thus the inexhaustible 

determinative potential actualized by the fusion of phenomenon and idea in a particular 

determination engendering its concept. The truth of phenomena rests solely on the 

potentials of determinability, which admit of a high degree of variability in the sense that 

potential determination is made actual depends on the chance confluence of the 

phenomena‘s occurrence, the conceptualizing mind that gains the idea of it and the 

particular spatio-temporal conditions of this confrontation. In this way, phenomena 

impart truth in manner that is immanent as opposed to transcendent and is thus innocent 

of totalizing implications. 

 Benjamin writes of his ―[r]esolute refusal of the concept of ‗timeless truth‘‖ in 

                                                 
     111.  Ibid. 
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favor of one in which ―truth […] is bound to a nucleus of time lying hidden within the 

knower and the known.‖
112

 Here Benjamin offers the clearest expression of the concept 

of a monad he adapts from Leibniz: Its intensive substance is time itself, which brings 

into composition phenomena and their ideas in the conceptualizing mind. Each moment 

that passes, in other words, has in common with every other moment the fact that 

phenomena meet minds in which concepts are born. This activity stands for Benjamin as 

the ne plus ultra of history. If every moment has in common every other moment this 

activity, if at every moment this activity is performed anew, then from this becomes 

impossible any notion of progress, the cornerstone of triumphalist ―epic history.‖ 

Benjamin‘s historical materialism, his methodological redress of epic history‘s excesses, 

thus seeks ―annihila[tion] within itself the idea of progress‖ as a preliminary to a more 

properly veridical historiography.
113

 Implicit in Benjamin‘s historical materialism is an 

ethic of fidelity to the notion of ideation–conceptualization and its encounter with 

phenomena as producing greater indeterminacy than refinement. Phenomena proliferate 

with every passing moment, as do the actualization of certain of phenomena‘s potential 

determinations, until a sense of meaningless repetition becomes unavoidable. 

 This sense of repetition is only increased in the modern age with its historically 

unprecedented means of reproduction, which arrogate to themselves the actualized 

determinations of the original, effectively making them their own. In this riot of ever-

increasing determinations, which, incidentally, the means of technical reproduction of the 

                                                 
     112.  Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project, trans. Howard Eiland and Kevin McLaughlin (Cambridge, 

MA: Belknap, 1999) 463.  

     113.  Ibid., 460. 
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modern age only serve to exacerbate, for the dialectical historian an opportunity presents 

itself. This opportunity that Benjamin discovers and exploits in his historiography is, 

Terry Eagleton writes, a ―heterodox hermeneutics‖ where, because ―all intrinsic meaning 

has haemorrhaged from the object […] any phenomenon can come […] to signify 

absolutely anything else.‖
114

 Phenomena thus present the Benjaminian dialectical 

historian with a certain lubricity of meaning arising from phenomena‘s inexhaustible 

determinability, especially as the latter has been subjected to the modern era‘s vastly 

accelerated reproductive and disseminative technologies. 

 Phenomena show themselves in this respect not easily constrained to master or 

―mythic‖ discourse like that of ―progress,‖ precisely because actually existing progress, 

as distinguished from progress as a rhetorical topos, results in this headlong rush toward 

absolute linguistic entropy. In this respect, actually existing progress dialectically gives 

the lie to the epic historiography that would subsume it into its discourse. Only for the 

individual determined to write an epic-historical account does this present the difficulty 

of forging ahead in bad faith. For Benjamin‘s dialectical historiographer, it confronts him 

with an unprecedented opportunity for profound ethical engagement. Historiography in 

the hands of the historical materialist, Benjamin writes, becomes an intervention on 

behalf of those ―lying prostrate‖ before the ―victor,‖ the beneficiary of ―prior conquerors‖ 

as well as the epic historian‘s sympathy.
115

 

 Against this situation the historical materialist must vie, and Benjamin‘s 

recommendation, found in his third thesis of ―On the Concept of History,‖ should serve 

                                                 
     114.  Eagleton, Ideology of the Aesthetic, 326. 

     115.  Benjamin, Selected Writings, Vol. 4, 392. 
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as the historical materialist‘s principle of action: ―nothing should be regarded as lost to 

history.‖
116

 The historical materialist eschews facile recourse to focus on victors in favor 

of an enormously more difficult task of casting a wide enough scholarly net to capture all 

events familiar and obscure of all figures of the past, familiar and obscure. In materialist 

historiography as Benjamin conceives it one finds a theoretical outlook of a profoundly 

democratic sort: the words and deeds of kings and conquerors are not treated as important 

in their own right, but for the nature and degree of their effect on their anonymous 

subjects. Caesar and peasant enjoy equally the materialist historian‘s scholarly esteem 

merely for having existed, for filling empty, homogeneous time with their empirical 

phenomenality—the one thing that, respective exploits aside, they have in common. 

Benjamin‘s dialectical historiology presumes a democracy among existents. Thus 

it is a principle of its procedures to exclude with prejudice perspectives carrying even the 

faintest whiff of what H. G. Wells in Tono Bungay calls ―drum and trumpet history‖ in 

favor of the quotidian minutiae among the masses.
117

 These masses represent to the 

dialectical historian ―the struggling, oppressed class,‖ which is the proper ―subject of 

historical knowledge.‖
118

 It is so according to the following line of reasoning guiding the 

dialectical–historical project: All individuals are equal, the dialectical historian reasons, 

in the sense that they share a common phenomenality, a shared positive empirical content 

of existing as discreet entities; those qualitative difference any one individual assumes in 

terms of exploits and attainments are secondary to this latter primary fact. Whereas the 

                                                 
     116.  Ibid., 392. 

     117.  H. G. Wells, Tono Bungay, Ed. Patrick Parrinder (New York: Penguin, 2005), 214. 

     118.  Benjamin, Selected Writings, Vol. 4, 394. 
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empirical historian favors the latter, then, the dialectical historian favors the former as an 

assumption of greater fidelity to the truth. The dialectical historian, in other words, makes 

discursive allowance for the quantitative complexity of every historical moment, refusing 

to relegate the anonymous masses to bit-players status vis-à-vis those under whose 

dominion they fall.
119 

Instead of paeans to towering figures, the dialectical
 
historian aims 

for an epos of the multitudes. The attempt to account for this quantitative complexity may 

strike one as a quixotic enterprise; the sheer multiplicity of actors and events the historian 

must account for is so staggering as to appear impossible, a project akin to attempting to 

drag away all the sands of all the world‘s deserts and beaches in a net. 

 Yet the Leibnizian underpinnings of Benjamin‘s historiology supplies an 

organizational principle that allows it to escape incoherence. That is, Benjamin‘s 

fundamental historical datum, as discussed above, is, he claims, a monad, which in 

Leibniz‘s terms ―is nothing else than a simple substance‖ in the sense that they are 

―without parts.‖
120

 Leibniz further claims that ―every simple substance has relations 

which express all the others,‖ making it for this reason ―a perpetual living mirror of the 

                                                 
     119.  Benjamin‘s sensibility concerning the proper subject of history in many respects anticipates that of 

Chinua Achebe‘s, which informs the latter‘s denunciation of Joseph Conrad as ―a bloody racist‖ for 

constructing in Heart of Darkness a théâtre psychologique in which an entire continent (Africa) and its 

peoples serve merely backdrop for the agon of two white European men.‖An Image of Africa,‖ Research in 

African Literatures 9.1 (Spring 1978): 9. To both Benjamin and Achebe, such reductions are odious for the 

simple reason that they represent an approach to a subject that is symptomatic of a discursive approach that 

perpetuates the oppressive elements of the current situation. Achebe‘s rebuke of Conrad may be a bit 

strong; the latter‘s approach to his subject is anything but triumphalist in Benjamin‘s sense, but it only goes 

to show how pernicious these tendencies are, as well as how difficult to uproot. This, however, only 

confirms the sense of urgency import behind Benjamin‘s historiographic philosophy. 

      120.  Individuals and the objects with which they interact, on the other hand, are what Leibniz calls 

―composites‖ of simple substances whose character as such explains their extension in time and space.
. 
G. 

W. Leibniz, Discourse on Metaphysics and The Monadology, trans. George R. Montgomery (Mineola, NY: 
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universe.‖
121

 The monad is, in other words, a manifold, albeit one not of parts but of the 

potential determinations of the composite it gives rise to. It is a suprasensible topos that 

serves as a site of actualization of the individuals and objects‘ extensional qualities. 

Translated to the domain of Benjamin‘s materialist historiography, all monads are 

effectively ―concentrates of historical totality,‖ to use Michael Löwy‘s wonderfully apt 

phrase.
122

 Applying Leibniz‘s metaphysical argument to history, Benjamin writes: ―the 

idea is a monad,‖ and ―[t]he being that enters into it, with its past and subsequent history 

brings—concealed in its own form—an indistinct abbreviation of the rest of the world of 

ideas.‖
123

 From the spontaneous mutually determining encounter of the ideational milieu 

(mind) and the ideational content (the being‘s phenomenality) crystallizes the historical 

datum whose monadological consubstantiality with past and future history constitutes 

what Benjamin calls its ―secret index‖ whose abbreviated content it becomes the 

dialectical historian‘s task to unpack in his discourse.
124

 

 Benjamin‘s notion of dialectical history is essentially a sort of ―epistemopoetics‖ 

in the sense that the latter affords a high degree of inventiveness.
125

 Benjamin‘s 

epistemopoetic dialectics allows him, as he puts it, ―to brush history against the grain,‖ 

for even the most tendentious or obscure associations, no matter their seeming 

divergences and disparities, nonetheless share monadic substance with their subject, the 

historiological datum, thus allowing the historiographer a great deal of freedom with 

                                                 
     121.  Ibid., 56. 
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Aftermath (Cambridge: Salt Publishing, 2003), 120. 
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regard to his subject.
126

 This is not to say, however, that history writing becomes a purely 

creative exercise. Benjamin‘s project is nothing if not profoundly ethical, purposing as it 

does to champion ―that part of humanity whose solidarity embraces all the oppressed.‖
127

 

Rather, the historiographical act is guided by the particular ethical and political concern 

of finding a discourse suitable for the massively complex historical monad, and 

deploying it. In so doing, the materialist historian speaks for those whom the conquerors, 

epic history‘s darlings, have prostrated and silenced. The oppressed classes of the past 

find redemption, and thus the materialist historian expresses the ―weak messianic power‖ 

latent in him, and in everyone, the actualization of which is a necessary first step toward 

humanity‘s redemption. 

 The daunting task of writing full-spectrum historiography, that is, a discourse that 

gives every actor major or minor her due, for even a historical monad—not to mention 

for an entire period or epoch—is nigh on an impossible endeavor. And Benjamin admits 

as much. In a draft of Thesis XVII of ―On the Concept of History,‖ he writes: ―Whoever 

wishes to know what the situation of a ‗redeemed humanity‘ might be actually be, what 

conditions are required for the development of such a situation, and when this 

development can be expected to occur, poses questions to which there are no answers.‖
128

 

Benjamin‘s materialist historiography is, again to put it in terms characteristic of Derrida, 

conditioned by its impossibility. The former pursues a subject which, strictly speaking, is 

unattainable, seeking as it does to articulate the monadic matrix binding together 
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disparate intensive and extensive elements of a particular historical moment, something 

that is ephemeral, transient, irreducibly relational, in order to fathom therein the 

messianic promise of redemption. Yet confronting this constitutive impossibility is the 

activity teleologically oriented in this impossibility‘s direction. The hope that one may 

just discover the undiscoverable, may just express the inexpressible, provides the ethical 

structure that elevates materialist historiography above its smugly positivistic, ultimately 

nihilistic counterpart, triumphalist pragmatic, or epic, history. 

 Maintaining this hope, however, requires one to discountenance the idea of 

progress as the engine of history in favor of the idea of process as this engine—particular 

elements entering into particular relations and so giving rise to a historical moment in its 

specificity. Whereas progress is ascension, process is mere accretion. History for 

Benjamin becomes, rather, a series of unending catastrophes that short of messianic 

intervention will continue unabated toward utter annihilation. This view of history, 

absolutely central to Benjamin‘s critical approach to his major scholarly projects on 

German Trauerspiel and the Parisian arcades (unfinished in his lifetime), forces Benjamin 

into a sort of gnostic outlook: a world whose fallen nature conceals the limes of the 

messianic its inhabitants can only improve by endeavoring to uncover the latter 

regardless of whether this project can realistically meet with success. The redemptive 

project of dialectical materialist historiography may well never culminate in the world‘s 

redemption, but engaging in the project the historian witnesses to the messianic promise 

concealed by worldly affairs, and in so doing becomes as it were a messiah writ small—a 

subject wielding a ―weak messianic power‖ who stands in for the true messiah to come. 
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The vessel for the spark of the messianic promise as yet
 
still at an extreme dialectical 

remove from secular affairs, the materialist historiographer thus prevents history from 

being foreclosed upon by his positivistic antagonists the empirical historians as simply a 

closed arena for the towering figures of history to self-actualize, their deeds filling 

―empty, homogeneous time‖ ad infinitum, against a backdrop of the obscure suffering of 

history‘s orphans, the oppressed classes. 

 The materialist historian mounts his resistance in and through ―brush[ing] history 

against the grain,‖ that is, in and through challenging prevailing discursive sensibilities 

governing historiography.
129

 He does so as a means of holding open ―the small gateway 

in time through which the Messiah might enter.‖
130

 His is therefore a partisan struggle not 

unlike the Derridean deconstructionist‘s; both the Derridean deconstructionist and the 

Benjaminian historian engage in their respective projects with the immediate object in 

mind of preventing totalizing impulses—in Derrida‘s case, ―logocentrism‖ or its 

corollary, ―presence‖; in Benjamin‘s, ―empirical‖ or ―epic‖ history—from occulting the 

heterogeneity characterizing discursive subjects, as well as their every implication.
131

 The 

Benjaminian historian and the Derridean deconstructionist share a positionality that is 

contestative without necessarily being prescriptive; holding open a point of entry for the 

messianic common to Benjaminian historiology and Derridean deconstructive 

performances itself represents the battle. 
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 To make positive prescriptions for other political or social modalities represents to 

both Benjamin and Derrida an overreaching. ―Sundering truth from falsehood is the goal 

of materialist method, not its point of departure,‖ Benjamin writes.
132

 ―In other words,‖ 

he continues, ―its point of departure is the object riddled with error, with doxa.‖
133

 Much 

like a deconstructive performance, which Derrida maintains is vitiated by the logocentric 

pretenses of the examined discourse, Benjamin‘s ―material method‖ is similarly conjured 

into existence by the homogenizing tendencies of epic history. As a corrective to this 

abuse, Benjamin‘s method offer to engage its object in its native heterogeneity, using the 

particularities of which a guide for its own discursive shape: ―The distinctions that form 

the basis of the materialist method, which is discriminative from the outset, are 

distinctions within this extremely heterogeneous object.‖
134

 The material method thus 

dispels error or doxa by elaborating its object‘s heterogeneity to its furthest extreme, for 

―it would be impossible to present this object as too heterogeneous or too uncritical.‖ 
135 

 
Like Derrida‘s deconstructive performances, Benjamin‘s material method does 

not purport to rectify the omissions and distortions of epic history by simply addressing 

counterclaims to each of the latter‘s claims—by presuming some privileged access to a 

truth escaping the discourse under consideration—but by addressing itself to 

unacknowledged significative excesses repressed in the discourse under consideration. 

Benjamin states as much when he writes that ―[i]f the materialist method claimed to 

approach the matter [...] ‗in truth,‘ it would do nothing but greatly reduce its chances of 
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success.‖
136

 With this in mind the materialist method‘s chances for success ―are 

considerably augmented if the materialist method increasingly abandons such a claim 

[i.e., to approach the matter ‗in truth‘], thus preparing for the insight that ‗the matter in 

itself‘ is not ‗in truth.‘‖
137

 Benjamin‘s materialist historiography is for this reason very 

much an activist historiography, a highly political sort of writing in George Orwell‘s 

sense of the term: namely, writing as rooted in a ―[d]esire to push the world in a certain 

direction, to alter other peoples‘ idea of the kind of society that they should strive 

after.‖
138

  

In Benjamin and Derrida‘s respective conceptions the messianic refers not to 

some individual of divine, semi-divine, or even mortal origin who is charged with 

functioning as the world-historical agent by whose deeds history itself comes to an end, 

and a new holy, paradisiacal order is thereby founded, but to the aspirational tenor to 

humankind‘s orientation to futurity. The messianic finds expression in the myriad 

instantiations of human beings‘ future-oriented activity. As such, it achieves a sort of 

spectrality—or, to borrow the term Marx applies to the commodity, a phantom-like 

objectivity—having a somewhat intuitive apprehensibility, if not form or substance. The 

concept of the messianic thus defined denotes in Derrida and Benjamin‘s respective work 

one order of futurity, the other being that which Derrida terms l‘avenir, or ―the future to 

come.‖ Whereas the messianic, because it bears in it an element of anticipation or 

expectation, constitutes a theoretical futurity, the future to-come is a strictly pre-
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theoretical futurity, which may just as likely disappoint expectations as fulfill them. The 

future to come is, in other words, the future as it subsists wholly in its futurity, in its not-

yet-ness. In this sense, to borrow an aspect of Hegel‘s theoretical apparatus, the future to-

come is messianic futurity‘s Other, i.e., the future as lays beyond synthesis with, 

conceptualization in, or assimilation to the present. 

 Though one can discover these two orders of futurity at work in Derrida and 

Benjamin‘s respective writing, the future to come is given much more thorough treatment 

and is developed with much greater specificity in Derrida‘s. Benjamin adopts an 

essentially Hegelian approach to his development and elaboration of the messianic in that 

it comprises everything which lies the socio-historical and cultural formation as it is 

presently experienced. The messianic exists as the suggestion of potential negation of the 

present order, which according to Benjamin is that of a single, constantly unfolding 

catastrophe. 

 For Derrida what is given is not the possibility of catastrophe, necessarily. What 

is given, however, is the inherent instability of any status quo, state of affairs, or, for that 

matter, anything. In his work, Derrida places supreme emphasis on time, particularly on 

its power to divide everything, even an entity from itself. Brought to crisis in Derrida‘s 

various deconstructions, in other words, is the principle of ipseity, an entity‘s identity to 

itself. Time puts even this asunder. If by catastrophe one understands the constant 

upheaval and disarrangement of completely everything as a result of immanent force 

acting upon it, then, catastrophism does play a central role in Benjamin and Derrida‘s 

respective conceptions. But whereas for Benjamin this catastrophism is essentially 
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negative, because it somehow suppressed or tramples underfoot completely new ways of 

living and being that only its annihilation can liberate, for Derrida this catastrophism 

simply is. Beyond the catastrophism of ordinary life lies precisely nothing. In this respect, 

―catastrophe‖ is something of a misnomer, because it implies an alternative that simply 

does not exist. Thus Derrida presents a radical reformulation of concern common to 

Benjamin and him, that of time and its relation to human endeavor. 

 What emerges in the process of striking Benjamin‘s ideas against Derrida‘s and 

vice versa is a conceptual divergence with respect to the order of futurity termed ―the 

messianic.‖ The essence of this divergence is that for Benjamin the messianic is integral, 

whereas for Derrida it is irremediably differential (one might say, differánce-ial). 

Benjamin characterizes messianic futurity as the time of ―a redeemed mankind‖ that has 

granted to it ―the fullness of its past,‖ a past that is ―citable in all its moments.‖ Enfolded 

in each present moment as a harmonious, fully reconciled monad, the past no longer 

endures division by that temporal phase of its realization, the present, which is at the 

same time the moment of its recession. Consummated history‘s citability in the messianic 

present moment means nothing is either added to or subtracted from it. Past and present 

become indistinguishable, though happily so, as do all subsequent future present 

moments of the past‘s citation. In this way, then, the past is not only reconciled to the 

present, and the present to the past, but the past and present to the future are reconciled, 

as well. The very nature of time is transformed as history enters the messianic and in the 

process undergoes a qualitative change from ―catastrophic‖ to ―festive‖: Temporal 

divisions are overcome, but temporal movement continues apace. 
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 This prodigy of the messianic—obliterating temporal divisions without arresting 

temporal movement—represents the very antipodes of Derrida‘s core concept of 

differánce, which is the effect of time‘s inexorable power over the manifold of entities. 

The present moment, or the ―now,‖ represents the movement of division that is times true 

character. Rather than a concatenation, time for Derrida is more one massive, ongoing 

divisive, disseminative event. Not to put too fine a point on it, Derrida considers time as 

composed of ―thens‖ and ―not yets.‖ The trace, an inscription, becomes the conceptual 

figure for the conditions of the ultratranscendental condition of time‘s incessant 

movement. No act can arrest time; every act takes time, in Derrida‘s very precise sense. 

For this very reason, the principle of identity fundamental to beings (a being is identical 

to itself) becomes impossible to establish, strictly speaking. Reconciliation of past, 

present, and future, as arranged and consecrated by the messianic, is from Derrida‘s point 

of view impossible. Time cannot obliterate its divisions while at the same time continuing 

its movement, precisely because time‘s movement is its divisions. 

 The differential character of the messianic when considered in light of Derridean 

deconstruction, and its integral character when considered in light of Benjaminian 

historico-political eschatology would seem to occasion an irresolvable antinomy 

productive of all sorts of paradoxes and contradictions. Yet for Derrida the various sorts 

of paradoxes and contradictions are eminently productive. Any entity or action‘s 

possibility is conditioned by its impossibility. The impossibility of inaugurating a 

messianic kingdom come of festive integral history does not necessarily mean this 

kingdom is no less striven after for its impossibility. Attempts produce effects, and even 
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if these effects fail to realize this Benjaminian world-historical paradise, it does not mean 

the effort behind these effects were in vain. Kant famously wrote, ―from such crooked 

wood as man is made of, nothing perfectly straight can be built.‖
139

 It does not follow 

from this, however, that this less-than-perfectly-straight thing should be discarded as 

lacking in use. 

 In the spirit of making use of the less-than-perfectly-straight things of this 

decidedly non-messianic existence, this first chapter has endeavored to establish a 

literary-critical approach that attempts to make productive use of the future to come, both 

in its Benjaminian integral and Derridean differential articulations. Indeed, the central 

insight—which then finds application in subsequent chapters in the registers of the 

political, the ontological, and the aesthetic—is that apparent contradictions and 

disagreement of Benjamin and Derrida‘s respective concepts of the messianic capture the 

central problematic of most novelistic fictive representation, that of purporting to present 

life as it is lived, with all the contingency, aleatoricism, and ateleology entailed by such a 

presentation; and, at the same time, striving after some consummative ordering, after a 

teleology whose telos is that of an integral afterstory that closely resembles Benjamin‘s 

uniformly integral, festive future history. Indeed it is this antagonism and the ways by 

with the narrative contends with this antagonism that give shape and particularity to the 

literary text. ―The unsolved antagonisms of reality return in artworks as immanent 

problems of form,‖ Adorno writes. The unsolved antagonism between the future to-come, 

whose character is a differential, and the future as messianic integrality must, then, be 
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discoverable as immanent problems of the literary artform that is novelistic fiction. The 

discussion to follow endeavors to establish that such antagonisms do indeed instantiate as 

just this immanent problem of form, and that this problem appears in (among others) 

political, ontological, and aesthetic guises. This problem of form is both Benjaminian and 

Derridean in character: Benjaminian because its reminds one that, as Adorno writes in 

summary of an insight first advanced by Benjamin, ―[i]n their relation to empirical 

reality, artworks recall the theologumenon [sic] that in the redeemed world everything 

would be as it is yet wholly other‖; Derridean because it also reminds one that the very 

conditions of existence in time militate against any such possibility for redemption, yet at 

the same time fail to obliterate the abiding desire for just such redemption. 

The chapter to follow analyzes the messianic as as it coalesces in a political 

register, taking as its object of scrutiny Mary Shelley‘s Frankenstein (1819/31). As an 

example of the fictive subgenre the Gothic, Frankenstein, it is argued, participates in the 

Gothic‘s signal innovation of presenting a tonic mode of knowing, one characterized by 

multiplicity and the visionary possibility of inverting codes precisely through the 

dominant codes of its historical moment of knowing in resistance to the Enlightenment 

episteme, whose representative text for the purpose of analysis is Kant‘s essay ―Perpetual 

Peace: A Philosophic Sketch.‖ In this essay Kant elaborates his ideal of world-republic 

citizenship, which is established on the basis of the recognition of universal humanity, 

which in turn finds practical expression as hospitality extended by and to humanity, each 

to each, all to all. Perpetual peace thus secured by a world-republic founded on universal 

humanity and secured by universal hospitality confronts, of course, the single, 
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monumental problem of its practical implementation. In Derridean terms, a constitutive 

impossibility of the possibility of a world-republic‘s founding is operative in the latter‘s 

conceptualization, which like all entities, events, and phenomena is subject to the 

differential spatiotemporality to which Derrida gives the name differánce. The Kantian 

world-republic thus begins to appear as a version or figure of the Benjaminian messianic, 

albeit one whose inception is, as Kant maintains, endogenous to human culture, arriving 

not from some celestial elsewhere but from the disciplined application of enlightened 

human minds to persistent human problems. 

 One might plausibility raise the objection that even Kant himself recognizes that 

the world-republic represents an ideal to be striven after rather than any goal that can 

realistically be reached, and that it is in the very activity of striving that humanity 

improves its earthly lot. This objection, however, passes over a consideration which for a 

deconstructive critique is primary: If what conditions the pursuit of the possibility of 

founding a Kantian cosmopolitan world republic is this possibility‘s constitutive 

impossibility, then one can only conclude that precious little necessity attends the 

particular pursuit—the course it takes, the relations it arranges, the means it 

implements—as it manifests in its orientation toward its object, the founding of a Kantian 

cosmopolitan ideal. What, in other words, allows one impossible aspirational ideal, such 

as that of the founding of a Kantian cosmopolitan world republic, to establish 

preeminence, or, indeed, hegemony, while others are as it were trampled underfoot? The 

essential question, then, concerns this more radical recasting of the possibility–

impossibility problematic that emerges from a consideration of Kant‘s ―Perpetual Peace.‖ 
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From a deconstructive standpoint, every aspirational ideal shares with every other 

aspirational ideal an equipossibility of impossibility; all are equally impossible in terms 

of their possibility, which amounts to saying that all share an equi-impossibility of 

possibility. 

Legitimating the Kantian cosmopolitan world republic as an aspirational ideal is 

nothing but the perception of its superior virtue vis-à-vis any other kind of aspirational 

ideal. How one particular ideal ascends to its preeminent, even hegemonic, position is 

owing to the particular extant power configurations of the particular socio-historical 

formation. That Kant‘s ―Perpetual Peace‖ is esteemed as a seminal text on Enlightenment 

political ideals only attests to the dominance of these ideals in the discourse of the late 

eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Mary Shelley‘s Frankenstein, on the other 

hand, presents a sort of minority report on the Kantian political project. As an alternative 

to the Kantian world republic—which, because it is a republic, relies on a mediatory–

representational apparatus commonly known as the state, the repository of rights, 

privileges, laws, and duties—Frankenstein presents an anarchic, more immediately 

democratic and pluralistic political ideal. This ideal finds expression in the figure of the 

Monster. Specifically, the Monster‘s bodily constitution, made up of various bits and 

parts that had elsewhere originated, becomes emblematic of a particular political 

constitution, one which has an appeal quite different from that of Kant‘s world republic; 

whereas the latter subsumes the multitude into a harmonious articulation of the state 

form, the latter dispenses with the state form altogether, preferring instead a polity whose 

citizens enjoy liberty untrammeled by dominance, enjoy enfranchisement without 
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subsumption. The body of the Monster represents the body of the pure, heterogeneous 

multitude, a political ideal quite opposed to the ideal of Kant‘s world republic, yet like 

the latter beset by the monumental problem of its implementation. 

 Frankenstein stages a literary engagement with the equally impossible 

possibilities of an organized polity of Kant‘s world republic, and a dis-organized, 

anarchic alternative as presented in the figure of the Monster. In this engagement, 

however, one finds no attempt at reconciliation of these two ideals, only a preference for 

one over the other. Yet this preference signifies only to the extent that one impossible 

situation is to be preferred over another. Instead, Frankenstein accomplishes the feat of 

incorporating and suspending in its thematic these ideals without resolution or 

reconciliation, thus achieving a consummately literary–artistic synthesis. ―The synthesis 

achieved by means of the artwork is not simply forced on its elements,‖ writes Adorno, 

―rather, it recapitulates that in which these elements communicate with one another; thus 

the synthesis is itself a product of otherness.‖
140

 Frankenstein achieves just this sort of 

synthesis—a synthesis poised somewhere between Benjamin‘s integral and Derrida‘s 

differential futurity—recapitulating in mimetic form the medium by which Kantian 

cosmopolitan world-republicanism and its more pluralistic, anarchic alternative enter into 

communication. Frankenstein thus stands as the literary expression of an otherness of 

which also partake Derrida‘s future to come and Benjamin‘s messianic, becoming all the 

more messianic for denying the messianic‘s very possibility. 
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The third chapter takes the problematic defined in the first chapter and analyzed 

in a political context in the second and applies it to Joseph Conrad‘s literary 

impressionism as it is displayed in his 1899 novella, Heart of Darkness. This third 

chapter argues that a constitutive impossibility of a Derridean sort marks Conrad‘s 

method, but, rather than succumbing to the contradiction and paradox that at some level 

lurk as implications of this impossibility, literary impressionism manages to make artistic 

use of them. It accomplishes this essentially by presenting itself as a foil to the practice of 

fictive realism. The stated purpose of Conrad‘s literary impressionism is to unseat fictive 

realism from its position of dominance. The reason for doing so is that fictive realism, for 

all its empirical pretense, stands guilty of gross ontological inaccuracy precisely by virtue 

of this pretense. Whereas critical to fictive realism is a belief in a world of actuality, 

solidity, and substance, critical to literary impressionistic fiction is precisely the opposite 

belief: The world is one of vain striving after fleeting appearances and insubstantial 

shadows. Their positions arrayed thusly, fictive realism and literary impressionism enter 

into a relation reminiscent of the two orders of futurity in Derrida‘s writing—the future to 

come, and the future as presently anticipated—and the two orders of futurity in 

Benjamin‘s: the catastrophic status quo, and the messianic. Specifically, though literary 

impressionism is set up as the negation of fictive realism, it never manages to complete 

this negation. Rather than fictive realism‘s negation, literary impressionism enacts a 

negating continually in progress, though in progress no closer to its goal. 

That literary impression never quite manages to become the negation of fictive 

realism it endeavors to be presents a problem only to the reader or critic for whom this 
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sort of literary failing forward is intolerable. Resting as it is on a constitutive 

impossibility of establishing itself according to its own ontological assumptions, literary 

impressionism takes on as much a performative as a constative value. That is, as a result 

of the peculiar tropology and thematic to which its assumptions perforce constrain it, a 

literary impressionistic work of fiction such as Heart of Darkness becomes as much a 

literary treatment of its own procedures as it is of its subject. Indeed, it made be said that 

the latter in some sense comes under discussion only in service to the former. This 

performative quality to Heart of Darkness places it in the category of the writerly text, as 

Roland Barthes defines it. A writerly text, according to Barthes, enlists the reader into 

active collaboration in the establishment of the text‘s meaning, whereas the writerly 

text‘s opposite, the readerly text, simply presents its meaning plainly for passive 

consumption by the reader. 

This writerly quality explains the curious success Heart of Darkness enjoys in its 

failure to negate the program of fictive realism. Because of its various narrative 

convolutions—its nested narratives, its layers of reported speech, and so on—Heart of 

Darkness stages a sort of reading event in which the enabling ontological assumption of 

the world‘s evanescent, shadowy, and insubstantial appearance is imposed not only on 

narrative subjects, but also on the reader, and the narrative itself. In other words, Heart of 

Darkness executes in its narrative procedures a multi-layered simulation of the very sort 

of world that it presents as already the case. The narrative of Heart of Darkness thus 

stands as one breathtaking tautology, articulated at every level of this simulation. In so 

doing, the narrative conjures a sort of textual heterotopia in Foucault‘s sense of the term: 
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a sort space not exactly utopian, in the sense that it is the ―good place‖ that exists ―no 

place,‖ but, although completely a part of the existing social formation, a space 

independent enough of the existing social formation to allow for unique possibilities and 

experiments in being and thinking. Heart of Darkness represents the attempt at a fictive 

refashioning of the world in accordance with the central tenets of literary impressionism, 

which entails bringing every aspect of the text, from its subject, thematic, tropology, to 

the rhetorical positionality of its implied reader, into harmony with its enabling 

ontological assumption that the universe is of a shadowy, floating, insubstantial nature. 

Yet in the very attempt of refashioning the world according to this enabling 

assumption, the narrative of Heart of Darkness heightens the contradiction at its heart, 

which leads to the impression, voice by Graham Greene and others as a lack of vitality in 

the character of Kurtz, as well as a general tardiness of dramatic effect in the novella as a 

whole. This complaint, it is argued, results from the fact that Heart of Darkness hews all 

too successfully to its literary-impressionistic principle, and that this success takes the 

form of exactly these artistic shortcomings. In both its constative and performative 

dimensions, Heart of Darkness strips itself of the apparent substantiality that gives fictive 

realism its sense of empirical heft. But just as a heterotopia shelters contestation to extant 

power relations in such manner that the latter remains largely unthreatened, Heart of 

Darkness arranges a contrary view of the world which leaves the view characteristic of 

fictive realism unthreatened. Heart of Darkness is ultimately hoisted on the petard of its 

own convictions; its various indirections and involutions at both the performative and 

constative levels tend to undermine its own project, a consequence which, paradoxically, 



78 

 

confirms just how effectively it pursues its project. What Marlow says of Kurtz could 

also easily be said of Heart of Darkness: ―The voice was gone. What else had been 

there?‖
141

 To which the literary impressionist Conrad might reply, ―What else ought there 

be?‖ 

The voice, and nothing besides—a telling trope, one that highlights quite 

elegantly the general insubstantiality and spectrality of the universe when held to the 

enabling assumption of literary impressionism. For ontology, then, with all the 

substantiality and definiteness that this term implies, Heart of Darkness supplies instead a 

―hauntology,‖ a term coined by Derrida. Hauntology gets one closer, it is argued, to a 

conception of literary impressionist project, as it is displayed in Heart of Darkness. The 

notion of hauntology rakes together certain concerns of recurring importance in Derrida‘s 

work: absence which despite its absence exerts a force of presence; the movement of the 

trace in differánce; identity without ipseity. Hauntology demarcates the zone of contact, 

the shadow-line, between living on and not-living on, between surviving and not 

surviving. Itself ineffable yet no less the impetus behind living acts of signification for so 

being, it is death in its particular mode of eternality, is the irremediably enduring and 

abiding possibility of the impossibility of a surviving entity‘s not surviving. The scene of 

Kurtz‘s death agony instances with rather stark clarity the desired effect of literary 

impressionism as Conrad defines it in the preface to his 1897 novel The Nigger of the 

“Narcissus”: to harness the power of the written word to make one hear, to make one 

feel, and before all, to one see. Apparently of relatively less importance (if, indeed, of any 
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importance at all), since it ranks nowhere among the list of effects, is harnessing the 

power of the written word to make one understand; the purpose of literary impression is 

adequately served, it seems, should one be made to hear, feel, and see; for the particular 

elements of the scene of Kurtz‘s death agony, in their particular combination and 

relations and with the properties suggestive of horror that emerge from them, remain in 

the last instance as nothing if not impressions. Indeed, what else had been there? 

The fourth chapter begins with an explication of Michael Levenson‘s concepts of 

the two dimensions to fictive realist novels, physis and psyche, which is meant to 

establish the critical framework within which John Fowles‘s 1969 novel The French 

Lieutenant‘s Woman will be discussed. Physis and psyche are, it is argued, the 

dimensions where Fowles stages his intervention, which he characterizes as that of 

making postmodern literary sensibilities intelligible by introducing them as innovations 

in—or, perhaps, improvements upon—fictive realism as was practice by nineteenth-

century novelists. 

As to what ―postmodern‖ may mean as far as The French Lieutenant‘s Woman is 

concerned, the text itself offers some clue. ―I am writing in […] a convention universally 

accepted at the time of my story: that the novelist stands next to God,‖ Fowles writes.
142

 

―But I live in an age of Alain Robbe-Grillet and Roland Barthes,‖ he continues, driving 

home the performative significance of the earlier locution, lest it be lost on his readers, 

―[so] if this is a novel, it cannot be a novel in the modern sense of the word.‖
143

 Fowles 

essentially intervenes in his own narrative in order to disrupt it fictive-realist momentum, 

                                                 
     142.  John Fowles, The French Lieutenant’s Woman (Boston: Little, Brown, 1969), 104. 

     143.  Ibid. 



80 

 

in order to dispel whatever reek of the passé such outmoded narrative convention has 

infected it with. And this intervention itself is itself avantgardist in spirit, working with 

the generic conventions of what critical convention terms ―metafiction.‖ Fowles intends 

his authorial intervention to effectuate in his reader‘s mind a shift in attention from 

narrative content to narrative form. Victorian fictive realism‘s effect depends largely on 

its remaining a verbal object carrying some meaning. Any protests to the contrary, such 

as those made by Fowles specifically or those by metafictionists generally, tend to disable 

this effect, confronting readers with raw textual material from which to build their own 

meanings. 

Extended considerations of Robbe-Grillet and Barthes‘s relevant theories on 

fiction then follow, with special attention paid to what Barthes and Robbe-Grillet have to 

say about novelistic fiction's relationship to lived experience. It is precisely the categories 

of the existential that most concern Fowles in The French Lieutenant‘s Woman. Though 

he situates his novel within the theoretical paradigm inaugurated by Alain Robbe-Grillet 

and Roland Barthes, he appears to retreat from the full-blown textual idealism of Robbe-

Grillet‘s nouveau roman or of Barthes‘s linguistic categories. Unlike Robbe-Grillet or 

Barthes, Fowles takes a far less problematic view of writing and its referents. He 

considers them simply the peculiar objects of these domains, their correspondences stable 

enough to encourage a constructivist literary aesthetic. The author, Fowles writes, 

―wish[es] to create worlds as real as, but other than the world that is.‖
144

 The otherness 

of Fowles‘s fictive worlds is not the otherness of language as Robbe-Grillet or Barthes 
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characterize it, because this produce worlds in which persons would be sublimated into 

subjects, and objects into signs—that is, into effects of language‘s autarkic regime. The 

otherness of Fowles‘s fictive worlds rests, rather, on identifiable variations on a world 

commonly experienced. Referents in Fowles‘s fictive worlds do not lose their substantial 

character by being alembicated into narrative discourse. 

Against Robbe-Grillet or Barthes‘s textual idealism Fowles asserts a critical 

realism as the alpha and omega of literary representation. Fowles‘s literary approach 

depends crucially on a reader with a history, biography and psychology as well as with a 

ready supply of traces and fragments of other texts. Fowles requires a reader as a subject 

of experience, not simply a subject of discourse. Fowles‘s texts thus constitute, to modify 

Fredric Jameson‘s expression, a radical affirmation of phenomenological perception as 

such. The French Lieutenant‘s Woman thus shows Fowles‘s devotion to a notion Robbe-

Grillet declared obsolete—commitment—albeit not in Robbe-Grillet‘s sense as 

dedication to lucubrating on language and its paradoxes, but, rather, in Sartre‘s sense of 

one dedication to a gospel of radical freedom. ―There is only one good definition of God: 

the freedom that allows other freedoms to exist, Fowles writes: ―And I must conform to 

that definition.‖ 

―We know a world is an organism, not a machine,‖ writes Fowles, his tropology 

of the biologic drawing a sharp conceptual distinction meant to distance his work from 

―the gods of the Victorian image,‖ whose interlocking physical and psychical elements 

execute the functions for which they were designed, thus forming the machine in 
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question.
145

 Fowles claims an organic conception at work in The French Lieutenant‘s 

Woman, its Levensonian physical and psychical elements not simply carrying out 

designed functions, but in fact evidencing wills of their own. ―It is only when our 

characters and events begin to disobey us that they begin to live,‖ Fowles writes. This 

promethean quality of narrative elements informs the concept of the aleatory Fowles 

wishes to establish. Constructing a narrative in which characters or events refuse to 

advance a developing plot becomes the manner in which the novel shows itself alive. 

True organicity requires evidence of life, not simply of animation, because, as Fowles 

writes, ―a planned world (a world that fully reveals its planning) is a dead world.‖
146

 

Fowles, it is argued, seeks to develop a theory of novelistic practice that is poised 

somewhere between the planned, dead world of the Victorian realist novel and the 

remarkable machine of Robbe-Grillet nouveau roman. This middle position is theorized 

in terms of the ―parallax gap,‖ a concept first advanced by Kojin Karatani and then 

elaborated by Slavoj Žižek. The narrative spatiality that Fowles‘s narrator comes to 

reconfigure also introduces temporal complications. Two historical moments, that of 

Fowles‘s characters and that of Fowles‘s narrator, appear to overlap. Yet, strictly 

speaking, the former and latter are situated in a fundamental condition of alterity vis-à-vis 

the other: to Fowles‘s narrator inhabiting the mid twentieth century, the characters are the 

dead; to the characters, Fowles‘s narrator is one of the ―future humans.‖ There is, then, a 

situation of bilateral otherness, a mutual inexistence when considering one from the 

perspective other the other. Here and now consists as a parallax gap between the two 
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temporalities, which the narrator‘s pretense to know his characters‘ minds and innermost 

thoughts does not span or close so much as efface. 

One finds in the critique Fowles‘s narrator makes of Victorian fictive realism a 

sense of the absolute impossibilities besetting the pretense to deific omniscience from the 

outset. In addition to the comparatively banal sense of impossibility Levenson finds 

modernist novels exploiting, namely, that no human can know and see all, one discovers 

the impossibility predicated on an absolute, temporally imposed alterity in Karatani‘s 

sense of the term, one which situates the narrator and his characters in an insuperable 

parallax. The practitioner of Victorian fictive realism articulates an abyssal positionality 

in precisely this respect; whereas Fowles‘s narrator drops his pretense in order to point 

out that his characters stand remote from him in time, and he from them, in state of 

mutual alterity of the dead and the yet-to-be-born, the practitioner of Victorian fictive 

realism conjures a world into being that, because it consists in essence a physical–

psychical plenum, forecloses the possibility of such alterity. In such a fictive world, every 

creature is an expression to this plenum, and thus remain simply features or aspects of it. 

When Fowles‘s narrator drops his pretense, he lays bare a third psychic space, that of his 

own historical moment in the mid twentieth century, which, equally and at the same time, 

lays bare a parallax. This latter space, in The French Lieutenant‘s Woman, is an 

unelaborated period between the novel‘s close and the narrator‘s self-referential remarks. 

Writing is rather really more spacing than a space unto itself, a featureless, nearly 

negative of unremarked-upon, pure time, demarcating and delimiting the parallactically 

opposed temporalities of the narrative without itself acquiring the character of a 
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temporality. In this respect, the parallax‘s spatiality bears a close resemblance of Walter 

Benjamin‘s notion of ―homogenous, empty time,‖ time as the concatenation of ticks of 

the clock, time without texture or positive content in the form of events and persons. 

The French Lieutenant‘s Woman thus attempts to establish a narrative 

positionality that brings the kind of futurity indicated by Derrida's concept of the future to 

come—the futurity wholly other in its futurity—out of the future so as to occupy as a 

narrative positionality that redresses the excesses of Victorian realism on one hand, and 

the nouveau roman on the other. The future is thus transformed from a posterior to a 

collateral temporal division, a homogeneous, empty time nonetheless inhabitable by 

virtue of literary practice. This attempt, however, conditioned as it is by its constitutive 

impossibility, ultimately fails to realize its object. The overcoming of temporal division 

tantalizingly remains like Benjamin‘s messianic a dialectical intimation suggested by the 

present order. The tyranny of ineluctable diachrony, the eternal return of the verticality of 

the narrator‘s relationship to his characters: though Fowles issues a quasi-postmodernist 

challenge to these in the novelistic discourse he deploys, the ultimate effect of his efforts 

is that he had revealed to his reader a ―ghostly presence,‖ but in this case not the ghostly 

presence of what was, but what might have been.  
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MARY SHELLEY‘S FRANKENSTEIN AND THE SPECTRAL APORIAS OF KANT‘S 

COSMOPOLITAN REPUBLIC 

If European the Enlightenment desired to push the world in a certain direction and 

to alter other peoples‘ idea of the kind of society that they should strive after, it was at 

least putatively in a manner consonant with those watchwords of the French Revolution, 

liberté, égalité, fraternité. Yet these principles ultimately find objective correlatives in the 

guillotine, the scaffold, and the sheet-draped head. Both Mary Shelley‘s novel of Gothic 

horror, Frankenstein (1819/1831), and Kant‘s meditation on the prospect of a republic of 

world citizens, ―Perpetual Peace: A Philosophic Sketch‖ (1795), identify the body and the 

individual‘s ability to manage it as the means of undermining the political ideal of the 

transnational state. Invested with the potential to reveal the inadequacies, impossibilities, 

and contradictions inherent in Enlightenment philosophemes, the undisciplined, 

variegated body as it were impresses an a communicable and enduring aspect of itself—

an afterimage—that threatens to contaminate an orderly, disciplined social body.  

Specifically, both the cannibal, the key figure of an extended heuristic running 

through Kant‘s ―Perpetual Peace,‖and the Monster of Shelley‘s Frankenstein stalk the 

tenebrous margins of Enlightenment ideology as residual examplars of a form of 

sovereignty that gradually diminished in subsequent centuries, having been subdued and 

disciplined by the dispositifs of an ascendant Enlightenment episteme. The form of 

sovereignty expressed by these exemplars came to pose no threat to the state, or to the 

idea of an individual consistent with state ideology. 

Of course, to deploy such terms as ―discipline, dispositif, episteme,‖ and 
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―sovereignty,‖ is to invoke central elements of Michel Foucault‘s intellectual oeuvre. 

Foucault opens Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison with an extended citation 

of a report detailing the torture and execution of ―Damiens the regicide‖ on March 2, 

1757.
1
 Before the main door of the Church of Paris, Damiens was condemned to have 

the flesh torn from his breasts, arms, thighs and calves with red-hot 

pincers, his right hand, holding the knife […] burnt with sulpher, and, on 

those places where the flesh will be torn away, poured molten lead, boiling 

oil, burning resin, wax and sulpher melted together and then his body 

drawn and quartered by four horses and his limbs and body consumed by 

fire, reduced to ashes and his ashes thrown to the winds.
2
 

 

The carefully detailed account achieves a kind of singularity that corresponds to the idea 

that it represents, as Foucault writes, ―punishment-as-spectacle,‖ or penal ceremony 

enacting a symbolic exchange, the punishment putatively being equal to or exceeding the 

crime.
3
 This ―punishment-as-spectacle‖ effects a certain double transference by which 

―executioner resemble the criminal, judges murderers. Roles reverse ―at the last 

moment,‖ and ―the tortured criminal [becomes] an object of pity or admiration.‖ Despite 

the burning resin, red-hot pincers, and molten lead, the grisly process of torture and 

execution allows a certain measure of freedom; the criminal‘s identity remains at large 

while the body endured destruction and transformation remains a possibility. The 

criminal‘s body can inhabit the executioner‘s, and vice versa.  

 Foucault cites multiple sources when detailing the execution of Damiens. Many of 

these sources are of a literary–journalistic sort. (Examples of these are Pieces originals 

and the Gazette d‘ Amsterdam.) But the most interesting account comes from ―Bourton, 
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an officer of the watch,‖ who describes in uncomfortable detail not just the process of the 

torture, but also the victim‘s reaction. It is this description of Damiens‘s reaction to his 

torture that sheds light on the nature of the ―punishment-as-spectacle,‖
4
 as well as on that 

quality within it that allows for freedom of movement, for transference of identities 

within a single body. In his account of Damiens‘ torture Bourton remarks, ―After these 

tearings with the pincers, Damiens, who cried out profusely though without swearing, 

raised his head and looked at himself.‖
5
 The idea of the victim observing his own violent 

punishment and eventual death is an unsettling one, for the spectacle essentially takes on 

the role of spectator. Bourton‘s account manages this effect not once but twice. Again 

Bourton: ―[Damiens] cried out, as the damned in hell are supposed to cry out, ‗Pardon, 

my God! Pardon, Lord.‘ Despite all his pain, he raised his head from time to time and 

looked at himself boldly.‖ And after a failed attempt at quartering, continues Bourton, 

Damiens once again ―raised his head and looked at himself.‖
6
 

The victim of a gruesome spectacle, Damiens is transformed into a spectator 

himself. The individual as both subject and object thus achieve a sort of unprecedented 

union, one which apparently can only be achieved when the individual in question finds 

himself at great extremity. Yet in his extremity he finds a peculiar empowerment in that 

he manages to assume control of the punishment and its significance. The object of the 

―gloomy festival of punishment‖ turns subject and engages in an act that transforms the 

ceremony of punishment at the last moment.
7
 The object of punishment enacts this active 
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engagement of transformation, which, because it involves the active role of looking, 

eludes binding passivity. The punishment-as-spectacle, in other words, uproots fixed 

identities and liquidates them, so to speak. They take on mobile, unstable, and mutable 

character: spectacle becomes spectator and the object of punishment wrests the symbolic 

significance of his punishment from his punishers. 

In Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari‘s terms, the event of Damiens‘s execution 

signals the effective deterritorialization of his identity. The extremity of his ordeal, in its 

peculiar intensities, brings Damiens into a novel self-relation, one which could only 

emerge under such unusual circumstances as torture. As Deleuze and Guattari put it, 

Damiens‘s identity takes on a ―rhizomatic‖ character by showing itself ―detachable, 

connectable, reversible, modifiable, and has multiple entryways and exits and [its] own 

lines of flight.‖
8
 In the account cited by Foucault, this phenomenon is enacted and 

maintained through the gaze—that enriched form of looking that seizes possession of its 

object. In Damiens‘s case this object is his own (literally) disintegrating body.  

Executions of Damiens‘s sort that involved torture and dismemberment, and that 

thus granted on victims the ability to survey their own condition, eventually retreated into 

the annals of history before the austere black shape of the guillotine. With the former 

went the macabre extravagances of burning resin and molten lead that characterize the 

―death-as-spectacle,‖ and in their place came to stand a grimly efficient mechanism, 

which introduced (one might say demanded) completely new forms of presenting—and 

dispatching—its victims. ―Parricides […] were led to the scaffold wearing a black veil,‖ 
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Foucault writes. ―The condemned man was no longer to be seen.‖
9
 One might add that 

the condemned man could no longer see: ―The more monstrous a criminal was, the more 

he must be deprived of light: he must not see, or be seen.‖
10

 The spectacular, as well as 

specular, element to the punishment removed, the punishment itself loses determinant 

force, its veiled gaze directed downwards, away from the instrument of death and the 

body slated for execution. All that remains is the punishment and the discipline that 

facilitates it. The possibility for reversal or modification is foreclosed as the gaze, the 

medium of the transference between victim and executioner, is enshrouded. 

 The expression of sovereign power contained in the account of Damiens‘s 

execution, which was then in its waning years, and the expression of sovereign power 

represented by the advent of the guillotine, bookend a period of Western history during 

which techniques of dealing with unruly and dangerous subjects underwent considerable 

change as a result of growing concerns about the putatively rational individual‘s proper 

place within the state.
11

 Damiens‘s transfiguration casts doubt upon Enlightenment 

conceptions of a self-enclosed, self-consistent individual—doubt that the guillotine came 

to dispel by recasting victims of executions as figures of fixed and unvarying essences. 

The black veil enforced a uniformity of aspect that prevented any transference of 

identities, any role reversals or lines of flight. Rather, the figure condemned to beheading 

dies a subject disciplined by the guillotine—and by the episteme to which the guillotine 

owes its very possibility. 
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* * * 

 The entrance of Shelley‘s Monster into the world is, like Foucault‘s regicide, 

Damiens, attended by elements of gruesome spectacle. Victor Frankenstein beholds his 

creature, and, adopting a tone of lament, relates how his creature is at once a magnificent 

and monstrous version of the human form:  

How can I describe my emotions at this catastrophe, or how delineate the 

wretch whom with such infinite pains and care I had endeavored to form? 

His limbs were in proportion, and I had selected his features as beautiful. 

Beautiful!—Great God! His yellow skin scarcely covered the work of 

muscles and arteries beneath; his hair was of lustrous black, and flowing; 

his teeth of a pearly whiteness; but these luxuries only formed a more 

horrid contrast with his watery eyes, that seemed almost of the same 

colour as the dun white sockets in which they were set, his shriveled 

complexion, and straight black lips.
12

 

 

Frankenstein‘s agonized questions turn on the fact that ―the wretch‖ who results from his 

―infinite pains and care‖ only partially and imperfectly shows evidence of his infinite 

pains and care. The Monster‘s ―limbs were in proportion‖ and his countenance contained 

―features [selected] as beautiful,‖ these being ―hair […] of lustrous black, and flowing,‖ 

and ―teeth of a pearly whiteness.‖ Yet Frankenstein‘s aesthetic design fails to translate 

from the intellectual to the material realm. Something about the creature remains amiss. 

That the Monster‘s ―yellow skin scarcely covered the work of muscles and arteries 

beneath,‖ that ―his watery eyes […] seemed almost of the same colour as the dun white 

sockets in which they were set,‖ that his complexion was ―shriveled‖ and that his lips 

were ―straight‖ and ―black‖ mean quite literally that proportion and beauty in the 

                                                 
     12.  Mary Shelley, Frankenstein, ed. J. Paul Hunter (New York: Norton, 1996), 34. 



91 

 

Monster‘s case prove inadequate to the practical consideration of his bodily realization. 

The so-called ―luxuries‖ of proportional limbs, lustrous jet-black hair, and pearly white 

teeth jar against the creature‘s yellow skin, and dun, watery eyes and are, in fact, eclipsed 

by them. 

The Monster‘s body presents a vexing problematic; his gross actuality distorts his 

creator‘s vision, literally warping, bursting, and discoloring the lineaments of the latter‘s 

aesthetic schema. Frankenstein professes to be incapable of describing the Monster, 

because the latter‘s appearance fails to manifest the intentions behind its arrangement. 

Frankenstein cannot describe the wretch‘s body precisely because his body in its 

particularity describes a figure out of keeping with the creator‘s scheme. Frankenstein‘s 

description of the Monster brings to the fore the Monster‘s power of de-scription, that is, 

the power the creature‘s actuality has to deterritorialize (in Gilles Deleuze and Félix 

Guattari‘s strict sense) the elements of his creator‘s plan in their very implementation. 

―[T]he features [selected] as beautiful‖ are the very stuff of his monstrosity.  

The horrific appearance of the Monster‘s body owes to the fact that the refined 

lineaments of the unitary, organic, well-shaped body, when applied to the Monster‘s form, 

reveal themselves as ―material that is connected to its own abolition,‖ as Deleuze and 

Guattari describe it.
13

 The Monster‘s form thus represents a site where such lineaments 

achieve a novel configuration, one out of keeping with the conventional result of a 

unitary, organic, well-shaped body. 

The Monster‘s lineaments render patent their latent propensity for monstrosity, a 
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propensity actualized by the Monster‘s own immanent power of precipitating this 

material‘s self-abolition. Fair features appear foul without undergoing any transformation 

in and of themselves, but simply as an effect of these features under the influence of the 

Monster‘s form as a field of peculiar intensities that allows for novel and unheralded 

expressive possibilities. In this respect, the Monster‘s body, as a particular—doubly 

particular, really: the Monster‘s body, itself a particular, consists of an arrangement of 

anatomical parts originating elsewhere, and so themselves particulars—can only 

imperfectly express the idealized forms Frankenstein would impose on it. The Monster‘s 

hypertrophy, in other words, is a figure that corresponds to the Derridean–Laclauian logic 

of the specter: his form strains toward expressing the aesthetic ideal his assembler, 

Frankenstein, intends for it, an ideal toward which efforts to impose on his creature an 

aggregate of features consistent with a schema abstracted from earlier similar aggregates 

(that is, efforts to territorialize the Monster as an expression of this schema) symbolically 

reflects the state‘s efforts to impose similar schemata on bodies so that these bodies might 

come to express the requisite qualities of the proper citizen. 

Some earlier remarks the Monster makes to Frankenstein offer indication of this 

spectral logic determining the Monster‘s development. ―‗I had admired the perfect forms 

of my cottagers—their grace, beauty, and delicate complexions,‘‖ the Monster tells 

Frankenstein, 

―but how was I terrified, when, I viewed myself in a transparent pool! At 

first I started back, unable to believe that it was indeed I who was reflected 

in the mirror; and when I became fully convinced that I was in reality the 

Monster that I am, I was filled with the bitterest sensations of despondence 
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and mortification.‖
14

 

 

―[T]he perfect forms of [his] cottagers‖ the Monster enshrines as his personal aesthetic 

ideal. The perfection of their forms rests on the qualities of ―grace,‖ ―beauty,‖ and 

delicacy of complexion, qualities the Monster presumably deems absent in own 

reflection. The ―transparent pool,‖ in other words, makes apparent the Monster‘s extreme 

deviation from this aesthetic. Rather than seeing himself as he is, he sees himself as he is 

not. His is not a graceful, beautiful or delicately complected form like those of his 

cottagers, but in fact is a grotesque inversion of this form. Becoming ―fully convinced 

that [he] was in reality the Monster [he is]‖ entails the Monster‘s acknowledgement that 

he stands as wholly other to his cottagers, his very aspect and attributes the negation of a 

fine form‘s qualities. 

The Monster‘s form, by the very facts of its appearance and arrangement, 

accomplishes the ruin of humankind‘s peace and contentment he wishes later to bring 

about by tearing up trees and spreading havoc. He terrifies the cottagers whose forms he 

admires, precisely because his form does not corresponds to their own. The Monster asks 

Frankenstein, ―Who can describe their horror and consternation on beholding me?‖
15

 

Ironically, and not a little perversely, the cottagers‘ ―horror and consternation‖ are the 

Monster‘s own. The ―bitterest sensations of despondence and mortification‖ the Monster 

experiences result from the horror and consternation on beholding himself, which 

happens well before he reveals himself to the De Lacys, his fair cottagers. 

 This traumatic sequence of horror leading to despondence and mortification, and 

                                                 
     14.  Shelley, Frankenstein, 76. 

     15.  Ibid., 91. 
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then to further horror, traces a process of self-perception on the Monster‘s part that 

follows a course different from the course of such development outlined by Jacques 

Lacan, whose concept of the mirror-stage designates a mise en scène crucial to one‘s 

subjectification and individuation. Lacan presents the mirror-stages as ―a particular case 

of the function of the imago.‖
16

 Passage through the mirror-stage serves ―to establish a 

relation between the organism and its reality‖ that fuses an individual‘s inner experience 

and the external world.
17

 ―This development is experienced as a temporal dialectic that 

decisively projects the formation of the individual into history,‖ Lacan writes. 

  The mirror stage is a drama whose internal thrust is precipitated from 

insufficiency to anticipation—and which manufactures for the subject, 

caught in the lure of spatial identification, the succession of phantasies that 

extends from a fragmented body-image to a form of its totality that I shall 

call orthopaedic—and, lastly, to the assumption of the armour of an 

alienating identity, which will mark with its rigid structure the subject‘s 

entire mental development.
18

 

 

The fact that the mirror-stage ―is experienced as a temporal dialectic‖ certainly squares 

with the Monster‘s own experience. The Monster did exist for a time as a sentient 

creature lacking a subjectivity. ―[I]t was, indeed, a long time before I learned to 

distinguish between the operation of my various senses,‖ the Monster informs 

Frankenstein, recalling for his creator his earliest moments.
19

 Only through the shock of 

discovering that the qualities of his own form appeared as the very antipodes of the 

                                                 
     16.  Jacques Lacan, Écrits, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: Norton, 1977), 4. The term imago was first 

deployed by Carl Jung as a modification of the psychoanalytic concept of a ―complex,‖ likewise a term of 

Jung‘s coinage. Jung came to prefer imago to complex because the former connotes an eidetic quasi-

independence from the unconscious that is lacking in concept of a complex. See: Carl Jung, Psychology of 

the Unconscious, trans. Beatrice M. Hinkle (New York: Moffat, Yard, 1916), 492n6. Lacan adheres to this 

signification in his own use of the term. 

     17.  Ibid. 

     18.  Ibid. 

     19.  Shelley, Frankenstein, 68. 
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DeLacys‘s own, which he so admired, does the Monster pass through a mirror-stage of 

sorts. 

 The Monster does not, however, pass through the mirror-stage in an orthodoxly 

Lacanian manner. The imago revealed to the Monster in the transparent pool is one which 

corresponds not at all to the ideal represented by the De Lacys, and this revelation brings 

about the Monster‘s despondence and mortification. The temporal dialectic of the mirror-

stage, as experienced by the Monster, rather than being ―precipitated from insufficiency 

to anticipation,‖ describes the exact opposite progression: being precipitated from 

anticipation to insufficiency. The anticipation of his own form‘s correspondence to those 

of the De Lacys which he idealizes is met with the insufficiency of his real appearance in 

this respect. This process, describing the exact reverse of the orthodox progression 

through the mirror-stage, produces for the Monster as a subject not a ―succession of 

phantasies‖ but a cascade of crushingly incontrovertible facts. 

Not a construction of a succession of fantasies, but as it were the rubble of 

antecedent fantasies‘ demolition by subsequent brute facts, the Monster‘s body-image in 

its totality, its so-called orthopedic form, thus resembles more the totality of the heap than 

of an edifice—a totality of fragments, a fragmentary totality. The Monster‘s undergoes an 

individuation that, while spatiotemporally delimited, lacks the integral coherence of an 

orthopedic totality. Rather than assuming ―the armour of an alienating identity‖ that 

awaits one who passes through Lacan‘s mirror stage in an orthodox manner, the Monster 

persists in the exposed state of an identifiable alienness. The peculiar version of the 

mirror-stage through which the Monster passes, rather than ―decisively project[ing] the 
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formation of the individual into history,‖ as would an orthodox transit through the mirror-

stage, in the Monster‘s case decisively projects history into the formation of the 

individual. ―‗But where were my friends and relations?‘‖ the Monster complains to 

Frankenstein: 

―No father had watched my infant days, no mother had blessed me with 

smiles and caresses; or if they had my past life was now a blot, a blind 

vacancy in which I distinguished nothing. From my earliest remembrance 

I had been as I then was in height and proportion. I had never yet seen a 

being resembling me.‖
20

 

 

The Monster, quite literally lacked a history, having no ―friends and relations‖; or, if he 

had, they have since fallen into oblivion, and ―a blind vacancy‖ is all that remains to him. 

The Monster instead only has experience of himself as he is now, ―in height and 

proportion‖ as well as in appearance. The individuation he undergoes at the moment he 

glimpses his own form in the transparent pool visits upon him a history of which he can 

in no way partake—a history of sociality, of shared aesthetic judgments among creatures 

who, if indeed are not related to each other, at the very least resemble each other. Hoping 

to accede to this history by appealing to the goodwill of the De Lacys, he discovers in 

their repulsion that his lot is forever one of utter exclusion. This peculiar form of the 

mirror-stage that the Monster passes through decisively projects history into the 

Monster‘s individual formation by clarifying the degree to which he stands irremediably 

other to humankind. It reveals him in his very parts and person as the antipodes of 

history: without a past, without origin, without parentage, without the prospect of death, 

with change or development in height and proportion, and without another like him. 

                                                 
     20.  Mary Shelley, Frankenstein, 81. 
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 As one an irremediably Other to humankind, the Monster exists under conditions 

of what Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari call ―Nomadology,‖ which is, ―the opposite of 

a history, ‖ a mode of discourse that pretends to monologic totalization on its subject.
21

 

As history‘s opposite, then, nomadology, of which the Monster is an embodiment, seeks 

to express states of difference, of incompletion, of dispersal and diffusion, of 

decentralization. The Monster‘s expressed wish to tear up the trees can be understood as 

antagonism to ―arborescent systems.‖
22

 ―Arborescent systems are hierarchical systems 

with centers of signifiance and subjectification, central automata like organized 

memories,‖ write Deleuze and Guattari: ―In the corresponding models, an element only 

receives information from a higher unit, and only receives a subjective affection along 

preestablished paths.‖
23

 Indeed, the Monster‘s very being—a creature neither dead nor 

alive, a creature composed of other individuals, a creature forsaken by a creator ―[u]nable 

to endure the aspect of the being [he] had created‖—militates against subsumption into 

an arborescent system of signifiance and subjectification, precisely because nothing about 

his inception or his existence bespeaks of hierarchical or organic arrangement.
24

  

 

* * * 

Immanuel Kant, himself known to elaborate systematic arrangements among 

conceptual entities (his Copernican Revolution, announced in Critique of Pure Reason, 

gave rise to the transcendental deduction of the categories of cognition), does not 

                                                 
     21.  Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guatarri. A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia. Trans. 

Brian Massumi, (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1987), 23. 

     22.  Ibid., 18. 

     23.  Ibid. 

     24.  Mary Shelley, Frankenstein, 34. 
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immediately strike one as possessed of a humorous side. But in his late essay, ―Perpetual 

Peace: A Philosophic Sketch,‖ Kant indulges in a rare bit of levity. ―Whether the satirical 

inscription ‗Eternal Peace‘ on a Dutch innkeeper‘s sign upon which a burial ground was 

painted had for its object mankind in general,‖ he writes, ―or the rulers of states in 

particular, who are insatiable of war, or merely the philosophers who dream this sweet 

dream, it is not for us to decide.‖
25

 The humor of Kant‘s (somewhat dry) joke turns on an 

ambiguity involving the shifts in meaning that occur when the signifier, ―Eternal Peace,‖ 

and its ostensible signified, the burial ground, are directed to ―mankind in general,‖ rulers 

of states,‖ or ―philosophers.‖ Only with regard to the last two does Kant offer a sense of 

what this signification might mean. To rulers of states, it means the idea of death as an 

absolute surcease of the warfare, conquest, and subjugation that constitutes their 

characteristic activity. Eternal peace in this respect figures as impending negation for all 

present activity in which rulers of state typically engage. 

 On this point Kant is emphatic. He maintains that the absolute cessation of all 

warfare, conquest, and subjugation is a necessary precondition of eternal peace. The first 

of his essay‘s six ―Preliminary Articles for the Perpetual Peace Among States‖ hold that 

―[n]o treaty of peace shall be held valid in which there is tacitly reserved matter for future 

war.‖
26

 A treaty‘s terms must be devoid of any language that could later serve as a future 

casus belli if it is to be a true treaty, for ―[o]therwise a treaty would only be a truce, a 

suspension of hostilities but not peace, which means the end of all hostilities.‖
27

 Kant is 

                                                 
     25.  Immanuel Kant,‖Perpetual Peace: A Philosophic Sketch.‖ Kant: Selections. Ed. Lewis White Beck 

(Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1988), 430. 

     26.  Ibid., 430. 

     27.  Ibid. 
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nothing if not consistent in his reasoning and in his conceptions; eternal peace, by 

definition, means an unlimited span of time which suffers no upheaval to disrupt it. It is 

both eternal peace—an infinite, uninterrupted span—and eternal peace: an infinite, 

uninterrupted span marked by a single condition. Treaties distinguish themselves from 

truces in this one crucial respect: namely, they signal ―the end of all hostilities‖ and thus 

institute eternal peace. Peace for Kant is absolute; it is not periodic or intervallic, and any 

―peace‖ that proves to be periodic or intervallic shows itself no positive peace, but only 

the expression of a lacuna, of a condition defined in the negative—the suspension of 

hostilities. Unlike a truce a treaty establishes a condition where future hostilities are 

impossible because inimical to the very idea of eternal peace. 

 It might be said that, Kant‘s reasoning admits not of treaties in the plural but only 

a single treaty, one whose ratification makes future treaties unnecessary, for under 

condition of eternal peace no future hostilities would arise requiring resolution by 

treaties. If future hostilities were to arise, then the treaty would be shown to be merely a 

truce. A truce simply verifies that hostilities, their present suspension notwithstanding, 

exert a determinant influence on the present condition, and that no change in the 

qualitative character in present conditions is forthcoming. A truce‘s relationship to 

hostilities, which are simply suspended not ended, is one of continuity connecting one 

period or interval to the next—a period or interval of suspended hostilities, followed by a 

period or interval of resumed hostilities, and so on. 

 A treaty‘s relationship to hostilities, on the other hand, which are ended not 

simply suspended, is one of disjunction—the sort of disjunction that divides existing 
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conditions from new ones on the basis of the latters‘ irreconcilably different qualitative 

character. If a truce corresponds to the spirit of Ecclesiastes—―What has been is what 

will be, what has been done is what will be done; there is nothing new under the 

sun.‖
28

—then a treaty corresponds to the spirit of the New Testament: ―In speaking of ‗a 

new covenant,‘ he has made the first one obsolete. And what is obsolete and growing old 

will soon disappear.‖
29

 The first is the condition of the status quo, the second is the 

condition of revolution. Eternal peace is, then, revolution, its inauguration a revolutionary 

act. A treaty, as Kant defines it, is precariously poised on the very edge of the abyssal 

disjunction dividing eternal peace from the treaty‘s own time, which is that of hostilities 

suspended or resumed in periodic succession. 

 The treaty demarcates the threshold of an epoch of eternal peace but is unable to 

step into it. It stands fixed forever in the closing moments of the period thrown into 

desuetude with the inception of eternal peace. The relationship between a treaty and 

eternal peace began, is that of near midnight on July 13, 1789, and the first day of Year 

One of Liberty on the calendrier republicain: a continuity—there could have been no 

revolution without the ancien régime—but a continuity without connection: the 

revolution does not conserve elements, qualities or conditions of the ancien régime but 

negates them (though perhaps imperfectly, never making the necessary next move of the 

negation of the negation, as G. W. F. Hegel terms it).
30

 The relationship between a treaty 

                                                 
     28.  Ecclesiastes 1:9, Holy Bible, New Revised Standard Version, 682 

     29.  Hebrews 8:13, Holy Bible, New Revised Standard Version, 239. 

     30.  Hegel writes: ―What is indeed given is that something becomes another, and the other becomes 
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further determination than this identical one of being an other—in its passing into another, something only 
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and eternal peace, is one of rupture; a treaty marks not the inaugural moment of an epoch 

of eternal but the terminal moment of the epoch which preceded it. Much like Moses, 

who glimpses the Promised Land but cannot enter it, a treaty makes possible an epoch of 

eternal peace but does not partake of it. 

 The treaty marks the immanent rupture disjoining one epoch from the next, and it 

remains fixed in latter. On the other hand, eternal peace, as the next epoch in question, is 

an epoch without treaties or truces, without even the treaty that precipitated the rupture. 

Under conditions of eternal peace, treaties and truces are equally imponderable, 

properties of the previous epoch. In this respect, Kant‘s conception of eternal peace 

describes a sort of Hegelian Weltgeistlicher movement that overcomes the status of 

specular other vis-à-vis the previous epoch of hostilities treaties and truces, as well as the 

necessity of itself having specular other in the form of the same previous epoch, a 

specular other to sublate in order to achieve its own coherence as an epoch of eternal 

peace. Eternal peace as Kant promises to achieve a very Hegelian negation of the 

negation, and in so doing it situates itself completely beyond any and every epoch in 

which there occur hostilities, treaties, and truces. Eternal peace is, then, not so much a 

utopia, a paradise regained, or a kingdom come as it is a concept which transcends the 

theoretical limit of the possible. It is an absolute, an ideal untouched by the vicissitudes 

of an epoch of hostilities. As such it can be thought more readily than it can be realized—

and it can be dreamt more readily still. To philosophers, the third of Kant‘s imaginary 

                                                                                                                                                 
comes together with itself, and this relation to itself in the passing and on the other is genuine Infinity. Or, if 

we look at it negatively: what is changed is the /other/, it becomes the /other/ of the /other/. In this way 

being is reestablished, but as negation of the negation. It is now-being-for-itself. The Encyclopaedia Logic, 

with the Zutsätze, eds. Théodore F. Geraets and Henry Stilton Harris (Indianapolis: Hackett , 1991), 151. 
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addressees in his prefatory joke, the surcease of all mortal endeavor that eternal peace 

portends for rulers of state becomes the substance of the ―sweet dream‖ that intimates 

conditions of existence in which warfare, conquest, and subjugation, along with the 

truces ore treaties they make necessary, are utterly alien. Philosophers may sweetly dream 

of the very same condition which grips rulers of states with nightmares, a condition 

which in either instance amounts to absolute nullification, to absolute negation, to 

absolute nothingness. 

The ambiguous phrasing of Kant‘s dour joke—―Whether the satirical inscription 

‗Eternal Peace‘ on a Dutch innkeeper‘s sign upon which a burial ground was painted‖ 

applies to ―mankind in general,‖ ―rulers of state […] insatiable for war‖ or 

―philosophers‖—is a bit fatuous because nothing really needs deciding. The burial 

ground represents a space where all states resolve—or, more accurately, dissolve—into a 

single one, which is strictly speaking no state at all. This single (non)state is non-being, 

which is beyond the relations characteristic of the sensible world. The philosopher‘s 

―sweet dream‖ of eternal peace, if it is to be achieved, demands its complete removal 

from the bustling activity of life. It thus denotes a pleroma devoid of exceptions or 

complications, because complications and exceptions, qualities indicative of deviance 

from a prevailing state of affairs, cannot arise in conditions in which there is nothing 

from which to deviate. They therefore pertain only to the world of being and beings. Non-

being fosters absolute regularity, one devoid of differentiations that give rise to norms 

and subsequent exceptions and complications. 

Eternal peace presents difficulty in terms of its emblematic significance. It must 
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more or less represent some-thing, and at the same time it must avoid reifying a pure, 

absolute negativity. The burial ground, in other words, comes to represent not eternal 

peace per se but the effort of representing unrepresentable―eternal peace.‖ Any notion of 

contiguity between the burial ground and the eternal peace emblematized by it retreats 

before the realization that this notion actually involves what Ernesto Laclau defines as a 

―constitutive impossibility,‖ that is, ―an absolute limit whose forms of representation will 

be necessarily inadequate.‖
31

 As an emblem symbolic of the constitutive impossibility of 

―Eternal Peace‖ the burial ground names, in Laclau‘s terms, ―an absent fullness that no 

concrete […] order can achieve.‖
32

 Any concrete order consists of particular beings, their 

situations and interactions—such elements as are absent in the burial ground, where 

bodies are present yet absent, entombed six feet below the headstones indicating their 

resting places. ―Eternal Peace,‖ then, as essentially non-being, finds ―its means of 

representation,‖ the burial ground and the sign above it, ―constitutively inadequate, for 

they can only be particular contents that assume, in certain circumstances, a function of 

representation of the impossible universality,‖ in this instance, the impossible universality 

of eternal peace as an absolute condition.
33

 Thus burial ground as a representation of 

eternal peace is (appropriately enough) participates in what Laclau, following Jacques 

Derrida, terms ―the logic of the spectre‖: eternal peace ―has no content of its own‖ and 

thus ―can exist only through [...] parasitic attachment.‖
34

 As a particular, the burial 

ground is whole, complete and entire; enlisted as a representation of a constitutively 
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impossible universality, however, the burial ground takes on a significance which exceeds 

that of itself in its particularity, but which also falls short of perfectly expressing the 

universality in question. Falling between two stools in this regard, the burial ground as 

means of representation finds itself ―subverted and deformed in its own particularity as it 

becomes the embodiment of fullness.‖
35

 The burial ground as a particular in its 

particularity becomes distorted by the parasitizing spectrality of an impossible 

universality—eternal peace—which induces the burial ground to strain outward from its 

own particularity toward the impossible limit imposed by eternal peace as a universality 

and in so doing suffer the subversion and deformation that results from the effort. 

This insight, however revelatory, points only to a theoretical problem 

underpinning the political philosophy that Kant develops in ―Perpetual Peace.‖ It gets one 

no closer to the practical consideration of how indeed one develops a discourse dedicated 

to a political ideal, because a pure, absolute negativity like ―eternal peace,‖ itself 

unrepresentable, militates against a positive philosophical or political program (a vacuum 

is but a sorry substrate for any edifice). The exegetical course one plots through 

―Perpetual Peace‖ must therefore take as its lodestar the understanding that Kant‘s 

program and prescriptions hover above the vasty deep of its central concept, eternal 

peace, whose true character is non-being. 

This single idea of eternal peace governing the undifferentiated plenitude 

represented by the burial ground‘s extraordinary, utter regularity emerges as the 

regulatory idea of Kant‘s ―Perpetual Peace,‖ which concerns itself with elaborating a 
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vision of secure, perpetual peace, albeit for the living. Kant presents ―[a] human race‖ 

that ―can gradually be brought closer and closer to constitution establishing world 

citizenship.‖
36

 Like the universally inclusive ideal of a perpetual peace predicated on 

death, Kant‘s ideal of world citizenship appears similarly inclusive, defined in and 

through the principle of ―common possession of the surface of the earth‖ as the sole 

prerequisite for world citizenship.
37

 This ―privilege of world citizenship‖ depends on 

humankind‘s entrée into the cosmopolitan ideal of a universal community of all peoples 

governed by the rule of law. ―The only constitution which derives from the idea of 

original compact and on which all juridical legislation of a people must be based, is the 

republican,‖ Kant writes. ―The constitution is established, firstly, by principles of the 

freedom of the members of a society (as human beings); secondly, by principles of 

dependence of all upon a single common legislation (as subjects); and, thirdly, by the law 

of their equality (as citizens)‖
38

 

Those who wish to establish a ―republican‖ constitution that ―derives from the idea of 

original compact‖ must extend to everyone ―all juridical legislation‖ instrumental in this 

republican constitution‘s founding, since they will constitute at once both the the 

sovereign citizens enacting and the subjects submitting to this legislation. As the latter, 

citizens secure their ―privilege of world citizenship‖ by being ―in common possession of 

the earth.‖ Kant thus invokes as his condition of world citizenship the most liberal and 

automatic one possible: that of being born. 
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 From this most liberal and automatic condition of citizenship follows the 

republican constitution‘s founding. ―Principles of the freedom of the members of society‖ 

find expression in human beings‘ mere existence, which establishes a sort of juridical 

minimum upon which the subsequent designations ―subject‖ and ―citizen‖ come to rest. 

Human beings‘ mere existence for Kant stands as a necessary and sufficient condition for 

the world republic‘s establishment, because the beings serving as the juridical minimum 

for the subsequent designations ―subjects‖ and ―citizens‖ become, as subjects, living 

expressions of ―principles of dependence of all upon a single common legislation‖ and, as 

citizens, living expressions of ―the law of their equality.‖ Each reveals itself as following 

from a common predicate: human beings in their bare existence. As terms of a triad 

emerging from common predication, ―subject‖ and ―citizen‖ partake of the tautology 

betokened by their accompanying term, ―being.‖ Being a citizen and being a subject 

means equally being a being, and vice versa. ―Being‖ thus executes the neat trick of 

predicating ―citizen‖ and ―subject‖ while at the same time emerging as a coeval term 

sharing a common predicate (namely, itself) with ―citizen‖ and ―subject.‖ The juridical 

status of Kant‘s world-republic citizen, then, stakes its legitimacy not on a sequence of 

precedence establishing the order of emergence among the terms of the triad, being–

citizen–subject, but on the constitutive impossibility of establishing such a sequence.
39

 

                                                 
     39.  That Kant‘s theory of a world republic rests on a paradox should not be cause for much concern, 

because the problem this theory is attempting to overcome is as old as philosophy itself and is the 

hobgoblin of idealist minds particularly: namely the problem, exhaustively treated in Plato‘s Parmenides, 

of the multiple‘s relation to the singular, or the One. This problem to date has never found resolution. 

Kant‘s theory of a world republic thus proceeds not from a theoretical resolution of this problem, but from 

practical acceptance of its irresolvable nature. Kant‘s concept of a world republic deals with a world always 

multiple, populated by beings anciently and anteriorly. When his theory posits a world-republican citizen as 

a primordially multiple—being-subject-citizen— t implicitly allows for latitude on this question, so as to 
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The paradoxical nature of ―being‖ as a term predicative of and predicated by its partner 

terms in the triad becomes the very element of foundational legitimacy for Kant‘s world 

republic, for out of the tautology engendering the paradox—being as both predicative of 

and predicated on itself—crystallizes the aporia around which resolves the entire 

problematic: the status of being predicates the statuses ―citizen‖ and ―subject‖; the status 

of being shares common predication with the statuses ―citizen‖ and ―subject.‖ 

 Rigorous interrogation of Kant‘s conception of a world-republic citizen as at once 

being, subject and citizen reveals that this conception rests on a paradox that gives rise to 

an irresolvable undecidability. Because any disquisition eventually runs up against this 

antinomy, the legitimacy cannot be rigorously established in terms of philosophical 

reasoning. Philosophical reasoning thus foreclosed, the question of the legitimacy of 

Kant‘s conception becomes primarily an ethical question. Indeed, the appeal that Kant 

makes to ethics becomes quite apparent. Because human beings, according to Kant, enjoy 

the primordially multiple status of being–subject–citizen, the world-republican polity 

should coalesce simply as a matter of course, establishing itself simultaneously with 

appearance of human beings on earth. Yet, this is pointedly not the case. Kant‘s republic 

of world citizens instead requires a deliberate and decisive foundational gesture 

establishing the constitutional republic of world citizens (a fact obscured by the text‘s 

passive constructions). They must bring forth this polity by effecting a particular willed 

estrangement of themselves from their natural state. 
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In this respect, the political theory Kant articulates in ―Perpetual Peace‖ is of a 

piece with his ethical theory: the Kantian ethical agent is duty-bound to will herself to do 

her duty, that is, to choose a course of action to which the ―categorical imperative‖ at any 

rate compels her. The Kantian republican world citizen similarly finds herself obliged to 

subject herself to the world-citizen republic to which she is irremediably a subject by 

virtue of her human existence. In more rigorously Kantian terms, aspiring to world-

republican citizenship effectively functions as the categorical imperative of the political. 

The rule of law begins with the state of being human in the strong sense: namely, as a 

member of the human species possessed of that species‘s signature capability of 

ratiocination, which prompts her to comport herself willingly with her native condition. 

Participation, and thus membership, in constitutional republic of world citizen‘s is, in 

other words, finalized and consecrated in act of will, and, more to the point, an act of 

willing properly. A will properly willing is, in this case, a will willing to will properly, 

which in turn involves a will properly willing to will willing properly. The infinite regress 

on which verges the foundational act of world-republic citizenship shows this act to be 

without originarity, without an archē (to use Derrida‘s terms). Being born human 

represents a kind of Heideggerian Geworfenheit into the triadic juridical status, being–

subject–citizen. At the very instant of its inception the an-archic nature of the Kantian 

world-republic as it were phase-shifts or metamorphizes into an archic governance 

complete with rights, duties and obligations. 

The primordially multiple character of Kant‘s world-republic citizen, at once and 

equally being, subject and citizen, obscures an particular element of undecidability which 
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Derrida nonetheless manages to tease out. He presents this undecidable element in a 

question: ―[A]s soon as peace is instituted, politically deliberated, juridically constructed, 

does it not indefinitely and inevitably retain within it a trace of the violent nature with 

which it is supposed to break, the nature it is supposed to interrupt, interdict, or 

repress?‖
40 

 The party by whom ―peace is instituted, politically deliberated [and] 

juridically constructed‖ is none other than Kant‘s world-republic citizen herself. She 

institutes, she politically deliberates, she juridically constructs the peace. It does not 

arrive, as Derrida‘s passive construction would lead one to assume, simply as an ineffable 

emergence or as an inevitable consequence of the world-republic citizen‘s mere 

appearance. 

Derrida identifies the paradox of violence as means of achieving piece. Violence 

attends the inception of the Kantian world-republic citizen, and indeed maintains her, 

albeit in a modified form, in that status. The transformation of the violence responsible 

for the world-republic citizen‘s inception into that responsible for her maintenance 

resembles the distinction that Walter Benjamin, writing on legal theory, draws between 

―lawmaking‖ and ―law-preserving‖ violence.
41

 ―[P]rimordial and paradigmatic of all 

violence used for natural ends,‖ that is, of all violence used simply to effect the desired 

result object of its exercise, which in this case is its foundation, lawmaking violence 

                                                 
     40.  Jacques Derrida, Adieu to Emmanuel Levinas, trans. Pascale-Anne Brault and Michael Naas 

(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1999), 89. 

     41.  Walter Benjamin, ―Critique of Violence,‖ Selected Writings. Vol. 1, 1913-1926, eds. Marcus Bullock 

and Michael W. Jennings (Cambridge, MA: Belknap, 1996), 240–41. In this same essay, incidentally, 

Benjamin makes passing mention of Kant‘s ―Perpetual Peace,‖ identifying in it a notion of peace having a 

meaning different than the cessation of absence of hostilities. Benjamin doesn‘t positively define Kant‘s 

notion. He simply remarks that it has ―quite a different meaning‖ than ―the correlative of war,‖ though, like 

the latter, Kant‘s meaning of peace is ―similarly metaphorical and political.‖ 
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cedes to law-preserving violence as soon as the gesture effecting the latter consummates 

itself, because the ends of law-preserving violence consist in the ―subordination of 

citizens to laws.‖
42

 In this respect, law-preserving violence pursues legal as opposed to 

natural ends. Kant‘s world-republic citizen effects a similar modification. The violence 

inaugurating her status becomes the violence maintaining her in that status. 

 This violence, modified from establishing to preserving Kant‘s world-republic 

citizen in this status, takes on the modified character of willing submission to the world-

republic‘s juridical regime. That is, the violent irruption of the triadic being–subject–

citizen‘s entrée into the world, while necessary at the beginning, would prove disruptive 

were it allowed to continue without modification. Irruptive violence would prove inimical 

to the principle aim of world-republic citizenship: namely, ―perpetual peace.‖ The world-

republic citizen‘s preserving violence expresses itself in a self-relation of discipline. The 

being–subject–citizen wills her being a part of, subjection to, and citizenship in this world 

republic instrumental in securing perpetual peace. In its preservative expression, then, 

Kant‘s perpetual peace, much like his ethical theory, is a doctrine of discipline. 

 

* * * 

 The ethico-political doctrine of discipline essential for the foundation of Kant‘s 

world republic involves a particular kind of self-forgetting similar to Karl Marx‘s concept 

of commodity fetishism. ―Commodity fetishism,‖ write Louis Althusser and Étienne 

Balibar in Reading Capital, their study of Marx‘s signature work, requires ―a distance 

                                                 
     42.  Ibid. 
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and internal dislocation (décalage) in the real, inscribed in its structure, a distance and a 

dislocation such as to make their own effects themselves illegible.‖
43

 Commodities as 

real objects achieve their fetish character by effacing the very elements of their 

qualitative shift to fetishes as an effect of this shift itself. This qualitative shift is, 

however, not the result of some metaphysical movement from commodity character to 

fetish character, but a change occurring as it were in place, the effect of fundamental non-

coincidence of the commodity with itself. The commodity in its character as such at once 

expresses and conceals the effects of its fetish character. In fact, the latter‘s concealment 

is precisely the effect that betrays the fetish-character mechanism. 

 This ―distance and internal dislocation in the real‖ clears a space for what Marx 

terms ―the mysterious character of the commodity form,‖ that wondrous alchemy by 

which a commodity achieves its fetish character.
44

 As ―sensuous things which are at the 

same time supra-sensible or social,‖ the commodity occults its ―physical nature‖ with 

―the value-relation within which it appears.‖
45

 Despite ―hav[ing] absolutely no 

connection‖ with the latter, the physical nature retreats before it.
46

 In this manner, ―the 

definite social relation between things‖ transmogrifies into ―a relation between things.‖ 

Marx‘s discussion of the commodity‘s fetish character confronts an instance where being 

and appearing enjoy a disjunctive as opposed to integral relationship. Appearing as a 

commodity, the labor product leads one away from recognizing its character as a labor 

product. Marx‘s analysis can thus be regarded as seeking to restore to the labor product 

                                                 
     43.  Louis Althusser and Étienne Balibar, Reading Capital, trans. Ben Brewster (New York: Verso, 

2009), 17. 

     44.  Karl Marx, Capital, Vol. 1, trans. Ben Fowkes (New York: Penguin, 1976), 163. 

     45.  Ibid., 164. 

     46.  Ibid. 
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its real character by dispelling the illusory appearance of the commodity form.  

 The problem of being and appearing afflicting the Marxian commodity similarly 

afflicts Kant‘s ethical agent. One discovers this problem in Kant‘s description of the 

nature of the ethical duty to which this agent is obliged. ―[A] command to do something 

gladly is intrinsically contradictory,‖ writes Kant in his Critique of Practical Reason, 

because if we already knew on our own what we are obliged to do, and if 

we were moreover conscious of being glad to do it, then there would be no 

need at all for a command concerning it; and if we did do it, yet not gladly 

but only from respect for the law, then a command that makes this very 

respect the incentive for the maxim would act precisely contrary to the 

commanded attitude.
47

 

 

Knowing ―on [one‘s] own what [she] is obliged to do,‖ and ―moreover conscious of being 

glad to do it,‖ forces ―a command to do something gladly‖ into contradiction by virtue of 

the fact that such knowledge and gladness could not possibly precede the command that 

brings the knowledge of what specific obligation the agent in question must gladly honor. 

The command constitutes in situ Kant‘s ethical subject as an ethical subject, instancing 

―precisely [the] contrary to the commanded attitude‖ of gladness by abrogating the 

voluntaristic spirit of properly—which is to say, gladly—respecting the law while at the 

same time appearing as positive incentive for properly respecting the law.
48

 The 

command dissolves whatever modality the subject inhabited before the command and 

                                                 
     47.  Immanuel Kant, Critique of Practical Reason, trans. Werner S. Plehar (Indianapolis: Hackett, 2002), 

108. 

     48.  The advent of Kant‘s ethical subject in these terms follows Alain Badiou, who elaborates this 

process quite elegantly in his ethical philosophy. He considers an ethical subject ― a bearer of a fidelity‖ to 

the revelation contained in the command, what he terms ―a process of truth‖ encompassing both the 
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this process is that ―[t]he subject […] in no way pre-exists the process.‖ Instead, the moral law elevates the 

mere ―mortal individual‖ the ethical subject was before the command and elevates her to this latter status. 

Or, as Badiou puts it, ―[t]he process of truth induces a subject.‖ Alain Badiou, Ethics: An Essay on the 

Understanding of Evil, trans. Peter Hallward (London: Verso, 2001), 43. 
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deposits her in the modality of a Kantian ethical subject, inscribing in her the all the 

while the knowledge and disposition she takes to be her own.
49

 

 The development of the commodity‘s fetish character and the development of the 

individual‘s ethical character describe homologous processes. The commodity‘s true 

character as a social labor product retreats before an illusory fetish character, which 

recasts ―the definite social relation between things‖ as ―a relation between things.‖ The 

Kantian ethical agent‘s process of emergence recasts the coercion–interpellation of moral 

law as a sense of voluntarism with respect to obeying this law. The commodity‘s leap into 

its fetish character persists, in a new form, within market and class relations under 

capitalism. Such relations enable the commodity to endure in its fetish character. 

Likewise, the command prompting the Kantian ethical agent‘s leap into ethical-agent 

status at the moral law‘s behest persists in a new form as the ethical agent‘s self-relation. 

Crucial to both the commodity‘s leap into its fetish character and the Kantian subject‘s 

leap into ethical agency is precisely ―a distance and internal dislocation‖ fundamental to 

both the former and the latter. 

 Althusser credits Lacan with having first elaborated the function of this distance 

and internal dislocation as it applies to subjects. Lacan, Althusser writes, adapted the 

structural linguistics of Ferdinand de Saussure to a Freudian psychoanalytic framework, 

                                                 
     49.  Kant attributes this ex post facto event of the ethical subject‘s recognition of herself as such to a 

synthesis effected by the transcendental subject, a quasi-entity conceived from the phenomenal realm of 

subjects engaging objects. Kant posits the transcendent subject as the repertoire of sensory and cognitive 

equipment that enable subjects to experience objects. The function of this repertoire Kant terms 

―apperception,‖ which, as the name suggests, operates prior to any actual thoughts or perceptions on the 

subject‘s part. Because it occurs prior to all perception, apperception cannot be perceived. It can, however, 

be thought, but only in as a matter of metaphysical speculation. See Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure 

Reason, trans. Paul Guyer and Allen W. Wood (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 246–248. 
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which enabled Lacan to develop an ―understanding of the process of the unconscious as 

well as that of the verbal discourse of the subject and of their interrelationship.‖
50

 This 

interrelationship between the process of the unconscious and the verbal discourse of the 

subject is not one of continuity but of discontinuity, of disjunction. Rather, this 

interrelationship, continues Althusser, expresses itself through ―reduplication and 

dislocation.‖
51

 There resides in the subject—as the site of articulation of the process of 

the unconscious on one hand and the verbal discourse of the subject on the other—a 

minimal gap, a fundamental non-coincidence, that is responsiblefor the emergence of a 

―paradox […] of a double yet single discourse, unconscious yet verbal,‖ Althusser writes, 

―having for its double field only a single field, with no beyond except in itself.‖
52

 The 

duplication and dislocation expressive of this non-coincidence inscribed in the subject 

occur purely immanently to the subject, which means that the process of the unconscious 

and the verbal discourse of the subject stand as the verso and recto of a single 

articulation, the former, as Althusser writes, ―doubling silently, i. e., deafeningly, in the 

misrecognition of ‗repression,‘‖ the latter.
53

 The ethical agent appears as one who has 

rationally chosen to honor her obligation to the moral law, but this very appearing, as 

expression of the individual‘s achieving ethical-agent status, also stands as evidence of 

the misrecognition of repression of this determinant compulsion. And what is repressed is 

the fact that her free, rational choice to honor her obligation is symptomatic of the fact 

that the moral law‘s command compels her to make this choice. In this Lacanian–

                                                 
     50.  Louis Althusser, Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays, trans. Ben Brewster (New York: Monthly 
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Althusserian sense, then, the choice evidences the compulsion, the former and the latter 

comprising a double field which is, in truth, only a single. 

 The moral law whose command binds Kant‘s ethical agent to her obligation 

enforces in her a disposition of willingness vis-à-vis her obligation. This choice, which, 

as a structural function of the situation arranging the ethical-agent positionality, is really 

only an apparent choice, nonetheless preserves a certain significative orientation to the 

misrecognized and repressed implication of what it means be a Kantian ethical agent. The 

apparent voluntarism of the Kantian ethical agent, its patent content, at once and at the 

same time expresses the latent content of the moral law‘s determinant, ineluctable 

command. In the same manner that, as Marx writes, ―the commodity reflects the social 

character of men‘s own labour as objective characteristics of the products of labour 

themselves,‖ Kantian ethical-agent status reflects the compulsory nature of that status as 

voluntary.
54

 The respective relations—that of the commodity to other commodities in the 

market in the first, and that of the ethical agent to herself in the second—do not occult the 

real status of the commodity as a social labor product in the first case, and the real status 

of the ethical agent as the structural effect of a pre-ideological given in the second, so 

much as effect, in a manner similar to the movement of money into commodity back into 

money (the famous M–C–M′ formula of Capital, Volume 1), their ―reciprocal 

displacement,‖ as Marx terms it.
55

 Considering the commodity-form as a ―relation 

between things‖ displaces its character as ―the definite social relation between men 

themselves, whereas considering the commodity-form as ―the definite social relation 

                                                 
     54.  Marx, Capital, Vol. 1, 164. 
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between men themselves‖ displaces its character as a ―relation between things.‖ The 

minimal gap of non-coincidence functions as the torsional point of this reciprocal 

displacement. The misrecognition of repression in both the case of the commodity‘s 

fetish character thus arises as a consequence of valorizing the displacing content over the 

displaced content. 

Althusser recommends as a remedy that—in order to recover the displaced, 

misrecognized or displaced content to place alongside the displacing, patent content—

one develop ―an informed gaze, a new gaze.‖
56

 This gaze distinguishes itself from ―an 

acute or attentive gaze‖ by its superior attunement to ―the lacunae in the fullness of […] 

this discourse, the blanks in the crowded text,‖ wherein reside the silently, deafeningly 

doubling significations of the displaced, latent content.
57

 The deployment of this gaze in 

critical practice amounts to what Althusser terms a ―symptomatic‖ reading, one which 

―divulges the undivulged event in the text it reads, and in the same movement relates it to 

a different text, present as a necessary absence in the first.‖
58

 This ―undivulged event‖ 

consists precisely of absence, which is not negative or nugatory in the strict sense but has 

at least a whisper of positive content. Such an absence is a particular absence, having a 

particular content or significance. A symptomatic reading thus purposes to gain a sense 

complex of elements in reciprocal displacement in order to elaborate an exposition that 

brings reciprocal displacement into resolve, keeping the double field of the displaced and 

displacing content in view as a single field. 

                                                 
     56.  Althusser and Balibar, Reading Capital, 28. 
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 A symptomatic reading of Kant‘s ―Perpetual Peace‖ divulges an undivulged event 

deafeningly, silently signifying in a kind of shadow state of definite absence. It concerns 

a particular tension emerging in Kant‘s discussion of nature and how it bears on the 

development of his concept of a world-republican constitution. At first glance it would 

appear that the state of nature, understood in the term laid out in ―Perpetual Peace‖ as the 

state of human beings who have yet assayed to will their estrangement from their current 

state, necessarily stands as antithetical to the idea of a republic of world citizens. They 

are, were one to invoke Thomas Hobbes, creatures of nasty, brutish and short lives, 

having no Leviathan of the state—any state —to intervene in their affairs. Rather, theirs 

is a pre-state state wholly subject to the vicissitudes of natural events and environmental 

condition. Kant‘s ―Perpetual Peace,‖ adds a twist to this Hobbesian dichotomy. Indeed, 

nature shows herself ―red in tooth and claw,‖ as Alfred, Lord Tennyson so aptly put it 
59

; 

yet it is so for a purpose. In the ―First Supplement‖ to his six articles of perpetual peace, 

entitled, ―Of the Guarantee for Perpetual Peace,‖ contains the remarkable assertion that 

―[t]he guarantee of perpetual peace is nothing less than that great artist, nature.‖ The idea 

of nature‘s guaranteeing perpetual peace jars against Kant‘s earlier prefatory remarks, in 

which he conjures the image of a burial ground as an emblem of perpetual peace. 

Mention of nature suggests life richly, riotously expressing itself, which is a far cry from 

the still, orderly regularity suggested by the burial ground. The latter is as distant from 

the former as Frankenstein‘s Monster is from his creator‘s aesthetic schema, or as he is 

from the ideal represented by the De Lacy‘s. 

                                                 
     59.  Alfred, Lord Tennyson, In Memoriam A. H. H., ed. Robert H. Ross (New York: Norton, 1973), 36. 
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And indeed, nature in ―Perpetual Peace,‖ not only encourages and fosters life for 

its own sake, but for perpetual peace itself, posited in the text as the telos of all natural 

activity, one whose realization crucially involves humanity: ―In her mechanical course we 

see that [nature‘s] aim is to produce a harmony among men, against their will and indeed 

through their discord.‖ The eventual establishment of perpetual peace is very nearly of 

Newtonian inevitability, as it were the result of nature‘s mechanical course achieve 

inertial equilibrium. Perpetual peace the essay thus likens to perpetuum mobile, a 

constant motion persisting without interruption, modulation, or variation. This 

perspective cannot help but breed a thoroughgoingly positive outlook; discord simply 

evidences the mechanism in motion, subject to the larger teleological movement toward 

harmonious equilibrium. 

The scene of nature‘s enactment of this teleological movement, the wider world, 

Kant describes as a ―vast stage,‖ upon which are arranged ―actors‖ in the form of 

humans, animal plants to enact nature‘s design. Nature‘s original mise en scène the essay 

describes as consisting of three parts. Nature has a number of ―preparatory arrangements‖ 

conducive to her aim of establishing perpetual peace. First, ―[i]n every region of the 

world she has made it possible for men to live.‖ Second, ―[b]y war she has driven them 

even into the most inhospitable regions in order to populate them.‖ Third, ―[b]y the same 

means, she has forced them into more or less lawful relations with each other.‖ These 

preparatory arrangements thusly enumerated obscure the fundamentally contradictory 

character of nature‘s design, which can be restored if the three statements are combined 

into one. (This one can accomplish without doing violences to the statements‘ respective 
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senses, because the third statement permits it.) Specifically, the third statement begins, 

―[b]y the same means,‖ which are precisely the means identified in the first two 

preparatory arrangements. One can therefore combine these three items to get something 

like the following statement: By having made it possible for men to live in every region of 

the world, and by having driven them by war even into the most inhospitable regions in 

order to populate them, nature has forced men into more or less lawful relations with 

each other. Rendered thusly, the echo of a condition appearing earlier in the essay—the 

condition of being in common possession of the earth as a necessary condition of world-

republican citizenship—becomes clearer, and, indeed, adds a twist. The power that nature 

exerts to execute her design is reconciling incompatible factors with a larger harmonious 

synthesis. 

Kant considers the establishment of perpetual peace from perspective of relative 

distribution. Warfare is a mechanism that effects a maximal distribution of humanity, 

from the most hospitable to the most inhospitable regions of globe. Yet, as the many wars 

throughout history attest to, this maximal distribution does not mean an optimal 

distribution of humankind, because an optimal distribution would be humankind‘s 

maximal distribution throughout the most hospitable parts of the earth. And indeed, this 

latter maximal distribution is achieved, but not without remainder. That is, the maximal 

distribution of humankind throughout the most hospitable parts of the earth happens far 

sooner, and involves a much smaller number of people, than the maximal distribution of 

humankind throughout the entire earth. In fact, the maximal distribution of humankind 

throughout the entire earth could not happen without a prior maximal distribution of 
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humankind throughout the most hospitable regions of the earth. The maximal distribution 

of humankind throughout the entire earth happens as a result of the forcing of a certain 

portion of humanity out of the most hospitable regions of humanity into regions which 

are less so. War as the means by which this certain portion is forced out thus strikes one 

as an emergent exigency rather than an element of some pre-ordained design on nature‘s 

part. 

Nature deploys war as compensatory intervention intended to offset a pre-existing 

inadequacy on her part: namely, that she consists of regions of varying hospitability, 

rather than of isomorphically distributed hospitality. Those forced into comparatively 

inhospitable regions consider themselves ill-favored children of a harsh parent, and resort 

to war as a way of getting their own back against those who enjoy the cream of nature‘s 

unevenly distributed munificence. That warfare appears a complementary mechanism to 

the establishment of perpetual peace is merely a consequence of the fact that under the 

conditions ordained by nature there can result only a maximal distribution of humanity 

that dramatically outstrips the previously arrived at maximal distribution of humanity 

throughout the world‘s most hospitable regions. 

―Universal hospitality,‖ one of the main concerns addressed in ―Perpetual Peace,‖ 

is for Kant precisely what politics is for Carl Philipp Gottlieb von Clausewitz: war 

pursued by other means. But whereas Clausewitz‘s idea of politics simply diverts warlike 

impulses, Kant‘s universal hospitality sublimates warlike impulses into the rare air of 

ethics. Yet, this sublimation carries with it a certain consequence: Though this idea of 

universal hospitality appears largely inclusive, it at times takes on a quality as eerily static 
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and exclusive as the burial ground which serves as the emblem of Kant‘s notion of eternal 

peace, because the Enlightenment ideal of transnational community, predicated as it is on 

legal and moral absolutes, perforce excludes certain individuals. 

One enigmatic passage concerning the cannibalistic savage offers a glimpse into 

the nature of such exclusion. ―The chief difference between European and American 

savages,‖ Kant writes,  

lies in the fact that many tribes of the latter have been eaten by their 

enemies, while the former know how to make better use of their conquered 

enemies than to dine off them; they know better how to use them to 

increase the number of their subjects and thus the quantity of instruments 

for even more extensive wars. 

 

The mild sarcasm of Kant‘s words turns on the nature of the difference that distinguishes 

―European‖ from ―American savages.‖
60

 The distinction Kant draws remains crucially 

one between one regionally specific type of savage from another, not, between savages 

and civilized people. But a distinction of this sort jars against the establishment of a 

universal ethico–political content to humankind, which diminishes regional specificity as 

only an apparent impediment to the former‘s establishment. Kant thus besets his essay, 

―Perpetual Peace,‖ with the bedeviling problem of asserting an ethical universality in 

light of regionally specific distinctions among types of ―savages,‖ regional distinctions 

that Kant himself acknowledges in the very act of elaborating his program for an 

eternally peaceful republic of world citizens. ―Even if it is accepted, as Kant himself held, 

that the universality of ethics is immune to any challenge from empirical science,‖ David 

Harvey writes, ―the problem of the application of such ethical principles to historical–

                                                 
     60.  Kant‘s sarcasm bearing close resemblance to Benjamin Franklin, another Enlightenment luminary, 

in the latter‘s ―Remarks Concerning the Savages of North America.‖ 
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geographical conditions remains.‖
61

 The unassailable character of ethical universality 

vouchsafes to it precious little when introduced into real, specific contexts involving 

regionally and ethnically distinct peoples, those whom, as Kant puts it, nature ―has driven 

[…] even into the most inhospitable regions in order to populate them.‖ 

This ethical universality finds somewhat less than universal expression in these 

specific contexts. Indeed, about the only universal assertion one can make about Kant‘s 

ethical universality is that it is universally the case that such universality is somewhat less 

than universally expressed in all specific contexts. In this respect, Kant‘s ethical 

universality is evidenced solely in the negative: an ethical universality universally not 

universally expressed. The task becomes, then, to positivize the heretofore only 

negatively expressed universality of ethics. This requires the many regionally and 

ethnically distinct savages to dedicate themselves to ethical behavior palpably in line with 

ethical universality. In so doing, they eliminate the characteristics and tendencies that 

distinguished them from other savages, just as these other savages eliminate their own 

particular characteristics and tendencies. Harvey put the matter more tersely. ―[W]hen 

normative ideals get inserted as a principle of political action into a world in which some 

people are considered inferior and others are thought indolent, smelly, or just plain ugly,‖ 

he writes, a situation arises in which those thought indolent, smelly, or just plain ugly 

―have to reform themselves to qualify for consideration under the universal ethical code 

(thereby flattening out all geographical differences), or the universal principles operate as 
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an intensely discriminatory code masquerading as the universal good.‖
62

 The inferior, 

indolent, smelly, or just plain ugly, in order to qualify for consideration under the 

universal code, must essentially discipline themselves out of inferiority, indolence, 

smelliness, or ugliness, characteristics which are imposed on them from outside their 

social group by those sitting in judgment on them (who themselves are presumably 

superior, industrious, fragrant or attractive). 

Kant thus envisages nothing short of a world of uniform ethical action informed 

and choreographed by universal ethical principles—a thoroughly deracinated world, its 

every region populated by peoples indistinguishable in their character and habits. Their 

historical, ethnic and geographical particulars effaced, the peoples of the world come to 

resemble Marxian commodities. They achieve an abstract exchange value that can be 

expressed in a universal equivalent of universal ethical principle, but they lose their real 

differences in the bargain. In order for the Kant‘s benignant hegemony to be realized, 

every member of every regionally distinct people must efface their distinctions, and thus 

must overcome the primum mobilum of their distinctions, nature herself. 

Yet nature is not at all a serene plenum harboring universal principles. It is, rather, 

an array of widely varying regions having widely varying degrees of hospitability. The 

primary fact of earthly existence is therefore this widely varying region‘s having widely 

varying degrees of hospitability. The maximal distribution of humanity throughout the 

globe—distribution from the most to the least hospitable regions—only comes to pass 

because an earlier limit has been reached: namely, the maximal distribution of humanity 
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throughout the most hospitable regions of the globe. Warfare becomes, then, nature‘s 

means by which she sees to it that her least hospitable regions are populated. The net 

effect is that peoples of distinct regions may share with each other ―common possession 

of the earth,‖ but this common possession of the earth is a most tenuous abstraction, 

extrapolated as it is from that portion of earth upon which people move, or to which they 

hold legal title. Common possession of the earth shows itself, in other words, to be true 

only in an extremely attenuated sense, one requiring a God‘s-eye perspective on the 

world along with a consciousness uninfluenced by experience of any one region‘s 

historical–geographical conditions. 

Common possession of earth, while perhaps theoretically true, practically 

speaking lacks compelling force when it comes to the people scattered throughout the 

world whose lives are circumscribed by their ethnic characters and their historico–

geographical conditions, which in turn serve as an index of their particular region‘s 

degree of hospitability. Kant‘s championing of a universal ethical code summons 

individuals to cultivate a disposition in which one engages her historico–geographical 

conditions not as the subject to these conditions per se, but as a subject to the conditions 

of an Empyrean of ideal circumstances engaging historico–geographical conditions that 

are decidedly not those of this Empyrean. Kant essentially advocates a kind of Platonic 

ethos whereby one lives a life devoted to pursuing the True, the Beautiful, and the Good, 

but does so in a world flawed, imperfect, and mutable. This is to say that the adherent to 

this Kantian–Platonic ethos inevitably comes to regard the world she inhabits as 

fundamentally other or alien to her true home, the Empyrean of ideal circumstances. The 
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only way in which she can demonstrate that her true home is not the world or nature is by 

engaging the world or nature as if it were her true home of this Empyrean of ideality—

which, it may be added, is also the true home of the Marxian commodity. Kant thus calls 

upon the peoples of the world to shed their ethnic characters and to assume an ethico–

political fetish character—a character esteemed for its exchange value within a context of 

Kantian world-republicanism that also alienates the individual from her real particularity. 

Much like Satan of Milton‘s Paradise Lost, who the Monster of Shelley‘s 

Frankenstein in many respects resembles, the subject adhering to Kant‘s standards of 

ethical conduct is encouraged to make a heaven of hell by imposing absolutist ethical 

standards on the world whose unevenly hospitable character ensures equally uneven 

realization of these standards. Kant‘s ethics thus show themselves marked by the very 

sort of constitutive impossibility Laclau identifies in his analysis of Derrida. That is, 

Kant‘s ethics insist on uniform application, or, at the very least, sustained, strenuous 

effort in this application. Yet the scene for such application is nature, which shows herself 

as not at all uniform, but as consisting of regions varying in hospitability. Nonetheless, 

according to Kant, what is good for the hyperborean is good for the mediterreanean as far 

as ethical conduct is concerned, with no heed paid to the historico–geographical 

conditions of those locales. Kant‘s ethical philosophy summons every individual, 

regardless of her region of origin, to engage nature and the world as it were the Empyrean 

of ideal circumstances. In a more general sense, if historical–geographical conditions, 

which occur in the world and in nature, and indeed, give the latter their particular 

characters, are governed by while the ideal circumstances of the Absolute are immutable, 
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eternal and perfect, then Kant wishes for nothing less than every individual on earth, 

whose existence on the earth is circumscribed by accident, exigencies, and chance to 

behave as if she inhabiting the realm of the absolute with its eternal, immutable ,and 

perfect conditions. 

Such is the ideal, anyway. Kant‘s ethical code places a huge demand on 

individual—a demand whose difficulty, one could say, achieves added degrees in inverse 

proportion to the degree of hospitableness of a given individual‘s region. Yet even in the 

most hospitable regions this demand brings an enormous burden. Kant‘s ethical code sets 

its adherents up to fail, placing a demand on them that they could not possibly satisfy. 

This setting up of its adherents to fail thus stands as articulation in practical terms of the 

Derridean–Laclauian problem of constitutive impossibility as it effects Kant‘s ethics. 

Kant‘s ethical code as a standard of conduct partakes of the logic of the specter in that the 

absolute of which it is an expression has no particular content of its own and must 

therefore parasitically attach itself to contingent, ephemeral, and mutable events and 

phenomenon in order to find purchase in a world of unevenly distributed hospitableness. 

As the propaedeutic to his political program in ―Perpetual Peace,‖ Kant‘s ethics place a 

demand on individual that no one individual can completely satisfy, and thus the absolute 

on which his ethics rest finds only partial, fragmentary, stochastic expression in the 

world. 

Glimpsed as it were only through the cracked, dusty glass of natural phenomena, 

Kant‘s ethics stand in what Laclau terms ―a hegemonic relation‖ to the world and the 

multitudes of individuals peopling its unevenly hospitable regions in that Kant‘s ethics 
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present the latter as ―expression[s] of something transcending [their] own particularity.‖
63

 

That Kant‘s ethics posits the world and the individuals peopling it as expressions of 

something transcending their own particularity leads to a situation in which the world and 

every individual therein becomes, as Laclau writes, ―an undecidable point in which 

universality and particularity get confused.‖
64

 The world and every individual inhabiting 

it collectively represent this undecidable point, a vanishing point of conjuncture between 

the universal and the particular. This undecidability, predicated as it is on attempting to 

express something transcending their own particularity (that is, predicated as it is on a 

definite act), leads to a situation in which that transcendent something achieves coherence 

in the very act of trying. ―[T]he very fact that other bodies compete to be the incarnating 

ones, that they are alternative forms of materialization of the same ‗spirit,‘‖ Laclau 

writes, ―suggests a kind of autonomization of the latter.‖
65

 Common to all particulars—

the world and every human being inhabiting it—is the assaying to express the Absolute 

upon which Kant‘s ethics are founded; hence its murky, fragmented character as an 

expression in a context of accident, happenstance and contingency. The autonomization 

of Kant‘s ethics thus derives from the fact that a vast array of discreet particulars seek to 

express in their particularity the transcendental character of these ethics. Each particular 

body represents simply a locus of materialization of the same spirit of Kant‘s ethics.  

The autonomization of Kant‘s ethics arises from the recognition that myriad forms 

of materialization—as many as there are bodies competing to express Kant‘s ethics—do 
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not effect a concomitant differentiation into as many particulars as that which is 

materialized in these forms. The Laclauian autonomy of Kant‘s ethics is precisely this 

integrity which preserves coherence against myriad forms of materialization. It is the 

transcendent made immanent without being reduced to particularity to which it is 

immanent as the materialized content of the latter‘s form, and thus without being reduced 

to a narrowly circumscribed relativism (the very antithesis of any notion of an absolute), 

its consistency intimated in the undecidable points of conjuncture between the universal 

and the particular each particular body becomes in its attempt at expression of this 

absolute. 

 This hegemonic relation between Kant‘s ethics and the world (subsumed under 

this are the multitudes of individuals peopling it) figures the former as an ―absent fullness 

which shows itself through the collapse of all differential identities and which cannot 

have a signifier of its own,‖ but, because ―it cannot have any form of representation of its 

own,‖ must ―borrow the latter form some entity constituted within the equivalential 

space.‖
66

 In this respect the world, with its unevenly hospitable regions and human 

individuals peopling them, stands as the equivalential space of the absolutes informing 

Kant‘s ethics, whose true space is the purely speculative, abstract, transcendental 

Empyrean of ideal circumstances. This equivalential relation in fact stands as the sole 

possibility of Kant‘s ethical absolutes‘ finding entrée into the world of the aleatoric and 

contingent. 

In a critical review of Laclau‘s Emancipation(s), the text in which Laclau 
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develops his idea of equivalential space and relations, Linda M. G. Zirelli offers a helpful 

clarification of just this matter. She writes that according to Laclau a hegemonic relation 

coalesces because ―the particular inhabits the universal as an ineradicable remainder (just 

as the universal inhabits every claim to the particular).‖
67

 The universal is a remainder of 

the particular, the particular a remainder of the universal. This is another way of saying 

that one can consider neither the particular nor the universal as monadic, integral, self-

enclosed or self-consistent. They stand, rather, as radically open, each to the other, 

receptive to the other‘s parasitism, indeed, in need of it, since represents the only means 

by which either can provoke coherent conceptualization. ―What this means is that there 

can be no universal that would be free of all particularity,‖ Zerilli continues, ―and no 

particularity without some universal reference.‖
68

 Thus elucidated by Zerilli, Laclau‘s 

notion of hegemonic relation radically calls into question prevailing aprioristic notions 

concerning the relation between the universal and the particular, notions which to some 

extent Kant himself held.
69

 That is, there applies in Laclau‘s reasoning neither the 

Platonic line—that particulars proceed from universals as shadowy, imperfect instances 

of the latter —nor the Aristotelian: that the universal represents an abstraction from 

aggregate of relevant particulars. Laclau eschews apriorism altogether for mutual, 

reciprocal simultaneity or immanence of universal and particular; each betokens the other 
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as the other‘s characteristic excess. 

This mutuality of characteristic excess does not suggest, however, a philosophical 

monism lies at the heart of Laclau‘s theories. Rather, Laclau‘s theory of a hegemonic 

relation is not fundamentally ontological but political, because, as Zerilli writes, one 

should conclude from Laclau‘s argument that ―[u]niversal can neither proceed nor exceed 

the political, for it is nothing else but a hegemonic relation of articulated differences.‖
70

 

Slavoj Žižek further clarifies Laclau‘s theory of hegemonic relation by pointing out that 

―Laclau‘s notion of hegemony describes the universal mechanism of ideological ‗cement‘ 

which binds any social body together.‖
71

 A hegemonic relationship consists, then, not 

primarily of the universal (as either an a priori or an abstraction from particulars) nor of 

particulars but of the ideological forces at work that endeavor as it were to tune 

articulated differences to a single key. What is primary (if, indeed, not prior) is, as Žižek 

writes, the ―cement‖ binding universal and particulars together in a hegemonic relation: 

the matrix holding these differences together as differences, yet precisely as differences 

held together. A hegemonic relation seeks to impose univocity on the multiplicity of 

differences articulated by particulars. Yet it is not the successful imposition of this 

univocity which supplies the binding force of the hegemonic relation, but crucially the 

ongoing attempt at such an imposition. A hegemonic relation strive to realize an order 

that it never realizes—that it is constantly realizing—without hope of ever fully realizing, 

as a consequence of the constitutive impossibility of this order‘s complete realization. A 
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reign of terror or a pogrom can be said to serve the founding of a utopia as much as the 

fairest, most equitable body of laws; a guillotine as much as a ballot box can come to 

symbolize a republic founded on principles of liberté, égalité, fraternité—or, indeed, 

universal hospitality. 

The constitutive impossibility of the hegemonic relationship thus captures this 

attempt at imposing univocity on the articulated difference of particulars, an attempt that 

remains but an attempt; which is to say it fails to realize the full imposition of this 

univocity. There remains, then, a system of differences which is suspended in and 

sustained by the attempted consummation of the hegemonic relation. The measure of a 

fully realized hegemonic relation would be the foreclosure of these difference, collapsing 

them into the same—particulars fully manifesting the universal, the universal fully 

expressed in particulars—an eventuality which is at any rate ruled out by the constitutive 

impossibility symptomatic of hegemonic relation. Of course, in the transcendent realm of 

absolutes this foreclosure never happens precisely because it already happened (one is 

tempted to say, it always already happened). The transcendent realm of absolutes, having 

never experienced the breach of differences admitted into it, exists eternally in a 

condition whose equivalent in the domain of the contingent and aleatoric, that is, in the 

domain of differences, would be that following hegemony‘s successful foreclosure upon 

differences. Difference in the transcendent realm of absolutes is, in other words, without 

primordiality, without archē (to put it in Derridean terms), while, conversely, the absolute 

is without primordiality, without archē in the contigency-ridden, aleatoric realm of 

differences. The excess that, as Laclau writes, either realm is to the other, thus figure as 
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absences. A hegemonic relation is, then, really but a stratagem whereby articulated 

differences are confronted with something altogether different to them: namely, the 

regime of univocal sameness that, while standing completely heteronomous as a regime 

vis-à-vis the contingency-ridden, aleatoric realm of differences, nonetheless remains 

constitutive of to this realm as its characteristic excess. Indeed, it is precisely as excess 

that the the absolute enjoys a relation to the aleatoric–contingent and vice versa. 

Conceived in physical terms, the relation of one realm to the other resembles that 

of a bodily excrescence (a tumor, mass or growth of some sort) to the body proper. The 

former lacks organicity, contributing nothing to the body‘s functions, while at the same 

time being sustained by these functions, claiming skin and tissue to itself and drawing to 

itself blood and other such nourishment. A realm governed exclusively by absolutes 

becomes as inconceivable as a body consisting solely of tumors, masses and growths, 

lacking organs to sustain it. And a realm governed exclusively by contingency and the 

aleatory becomes equally inconceivable (at least as human affairs are concerned), for a 

domain strictly and completely governed by the contingent and the aleatory would admit 

no attempts at hegemonic relation, which, after all, represent the attempt to bring 

pluriform difference under the regime of the same in the form of the absolute. Being 

neither purely the domain of immutable absolutes nor of pluriform differences, the 

domain of human affairs is instead a domain where excesses confront each other and 

compound. The domain of human affairs, as a site of overlap between the excess of the 

absolute (i.e., diferences‘ characteristic excess) and the excess of differences (i.e., the 

absolute‘s characteristic excess), becomes then a tertium quid, articulating in its mixed 
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quality difference to the realm of absolutes, which by dint of its character admits of no 

differences, as well as to the realm of differences qua differences, that is, differences 

unalloyed with various attempts at hegemony being imposed on them. It can thus be said 

that in this regard the world of human affairs is purely excessive, and primordially so. 

 

* * * 

One figure who manages to inhabit to reconcile immutable absolutes and protean 

difference is the cannibalistic savage as Kant imagines him. Kant discusses in ―Perpetual 

Peace‖ two types of savage: the cannibalistic American savage, and the enslaving 

European savage. According to Kant, American savages‘ means of making use of their 

enemies by eating is surpassed by the European savages‘ make ―better use‖ of their 

enemies. This better use consists of ―increas[ing] the number of [the European savages‘] 

subjects‖ by sparing their enemies lives, but only so as to have a greater ―quantity of 

instruments for even more extensive wars.‖ Like the distinction Kant draws between 

Native American and European savages—who, while having particular expressions of 

savagery, nonetheless remain savages—the use either makes of their enemy is a 

difference in degree, not kind. The enemy faces a fatal outcome in either case. When it 

comes to the American savages, however, this outcome arrives quickly and with decisive 

finality; the enemies are quite literally tossed on the fire. When it comes to European 

savages, on the other hand, this outcome, while imminent, is neither quickly nor 

decisively so. The enemies live on, captives to vanquishers who maintain them as 

strategic assets in future warfare. The distinction Kant draws here depends not on 
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whether victors make use of their enemies or simply allow them to return home, but how 

the victors make use of them. More precisely, the distinction turns of the modal 

expression of the enemies‘ disposal. That is, in the respective cases of the American and 

European savages, the end remains the disposal of the enemy to best advantage. 

In the case of the American savage, however, there remains a more advantageous 

method of disposing of enemies, one which American savages fail to recognize, while 

European do not. Silently bearing on Kant‘s discussion of American and European 

savages is Kant‘s famous ethical maxim that an individual should always treat others as 

ends in themselves, not simply as means. Both the American and European contingent 

clearly violate the categorical imperative because, whether one cooks and eats his enemy, 

or whether he obliges his enemy to wage war on his behalf, he acts in such a manner that 

his enemy, a human being, in neither instance represents an end. Both American and 

European savages are united in their savagery by their violation of Kant‘s maxim. And 

yet, the European savages‘ savagery distinguishes itself as more refined or sophisticated 

than that of their American counterparts, for the very reason that, if in the clutches of 

American savages the enemy is merely a means, in the clutches of the European savages 

he is doubly so. For the American savage, the end is the enemy‘s elimination through 

anthropophagy. For the European savage, the end is also the enemy‘s elimination through 

dragooning the enemy for future wars. The difference, then, is that anthropophagy, while 

indeed unethical in Kant‘s sense, remains an unethical act circumscribed by the peculiar 

context of battle, out of which arise the very statuses of ―enemies,‖ ―victors,‖ and 

―vanquished.‖ Preserving the enemy for purposes of waging future war, on the other 
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hand, stands as an unethical act, in Kant‘s sense, which defies circumscription within the 

peculiar context of battle. It pointedly looks beyond this peculiar context to future 

contexts. One may therefore claim that, though unethical, the enemies‘ consumption at 

least secures for these enemies a certain dignity. They fight, lose, and die—and are 

eaten—while completely occupying the status of ―enemy.‖ There lingers literally no 

remainder, no irreconcible excess between the universal ―enemy‖ and the particular 

individual occupying this status. The obliteration of enemies by anthropophagy observes 

a rough sort of ethics of its own—albeit one decidedly out of step with Kant‘s brand—

which seems to hold that the state of hostilities cannot be eliminated unless and until the 

enemy is eliminated from the face of the earth. One may therefore claim that, with 

respect to the ethical imperatives vitiating the eating of one‘s enemies, these enemies 

show themselves critically instrumental in securing the peace that follows from the 

hostilities.
72

 

The one group of human beings incapable of integration into the transnational 

community are those ―savage‖ subjects whose naïveté as betokened by their 

anthropophagy recommends their subjection to the rule of law. By devouring his enemies 

before subjecting them to the rule of law established by the transnational community the 
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cannibalistic savage defies Western juridical norms. His is the immanent law of ―the eater 

and the eaten‖ developed by Georges Bataille. ―[T]here is no transcendence between the 

eater and the eaten,‖ Bataille writes, ―there is a difference, of course, but this animal that 

eats the other cannot confront it in an affirmation of that difference.‖
73

 The difference 

between eater and eaten from the eater‘s point of view, in other words, remains simply an 

embedded fact of the actors situated in relation. ―[A]ffirmation of that difference‖ 

requires an eater with a capacity to affirm that difference, a capacity which the animal 

that eats lacks utterly. ―The animal situation does contain a component of the human 

situation,‖ Bataille continues, ―if need be, the animal can be regarded as a subject for 

which the rest of the world is an object.‖
74

 Bataille emphasizes, however, that this 

subject–object relation exists purely as a heuristic; the animal–subject ―is never given the 

possibility of regarding itself in this way.‖ 

The subject–object relation only becomes such in the mind of one capable of 

regarding it as such, and, for this reason, the animal–subject is, in other words, a relation 

in itself, not for itself. The added quality of the relation‘s being for itself is achieved only 

in synthesis via the introduction of an awareness capable of positing this second 

dimension of the for–itself. ―Elements of this situation can be grasped by human 

intelligence,‖ Bataille writes, ―but the animal cannot realize them.‖
75

 The relation of one 

animal eating another exhausts itself in its in-itself; the act of eating stands as an 

unaffirmed difference which arises and disappears across a duration of present moment‘s 
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of the eaten animal‘s ingestion. Only with the intervention of human intelligence does 

this difference find affirmation, transforming from a relation in itself into a relationship 

for itself. The relation for itself remains, however, fundamentally a projection of this 

intervening human intelligence; it is registered neither by the animal–subject nor the 

world–object. In cannibalism, however, human intelligence bears immediately on the 

scene of eating; it does not stand at a remove, projecting or superadding its 

determinations upon it. The human eater in the anthropophagic relation does carry within 

herself the possibility of regarding herself as a subject vis-à-vis her object, which is not 

the world, as it is in the animal situation, but is the eaten person. Eater–subject and eaten–

object, thus arrayed, constitute a situation in which, unlike the equivalent animal 

situation, the determinations of human intelligence do not arrive from determinations 

extrinsic to the situation, but from the actor herself. The eater–subject can affirm the 

difference expressed in the relation between her and her object, the eaten. Coeval and 

coextensive in the situation are the qualitative determinations of in–itself and for–itself. 

One can claim, in fact, that when the relation of eater and eaten involves human 

actors, the situation stands as effectively overdetermined, condensing both the in–itself 

and for–itself character of the situation. One finds that in the anthropophagic relation 

there resides an inextricable ethical character, a for–itself expressed as a primordial 

being–toward the other. The eater–subject can both grasp and realize the elements of the 

present situation—the immanent difference as well as the transcendent implications. The 

eater–subject, in other words, realizes the elements in this double sense of grasping and 

of making actual the situation. Thus the situation of eater and eaten involving humans 
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does not revise that involving animals so much as taking the latter as its point of 

departure, while at the same time conserving the latter in its own logic. If, as Bataille 

writes, [t]he animal situation does contain a component of the human situation,‖ then the 

human situation can be said to contain a component of the animal. The component of the 

animal situation, however, influences the human situation purely negatively, from beyond 

the horizon of the latter‘s possibility; because, while the animal cannot realize the eater–

eaten relation in itself, it is equally the case that the human cannot grasp the animal 

situation of eater and eaten in itself.
76

 The component of the animal situation signifies in 

the Althusserian sense, in other words, beckoning in deafening silence, awaiting a 

symptomatic reading to give it full-throated articulation. There stands between the animal 

situation of eater and eaten in–itself and its conception an insuperable gulf. The 

―[e]lements of this situation [which] can be grasped by human intelligence, but [which] 

the animal cannot realize,‖ have as their source and support only human intelligence; the 

animal situation in its purely immanent character remains fundamentally ungraspable, 

retreating before human intelligence‘s own projections. The human situation of eater and 

eaten, and the equivalent animal situation as grasped by human intelligence, emerge as 

having a common conceptual character, one mediated by an ungraspable animal situation 

in its immanence. For ―animal situation in its immanence,‖ upon close scrutiny, betrays 

that it really denotes the conception of this situation in its immanence. 

Having reach a point of development at which they have apparently lost sight of 

this animal situation in its immanence, Kant‘s European savages deem their American 
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counterparts barbarous, because, by devouring the bodies of their enemies, American 

savage wastes the useful resources of a enslaved or dragooned living beings in the 

persons of the vanquished enemies. In more ―civilized‖ hands those bodies would be used 

as instruments of the state to further its ambit consecrated under pax aeterna. The 

American savage‘s cannibalism violates the ideal of a unified, self-contained body 

subservient to the state in that his incorporating (ingesting) the bodies of his enemies into 

his own represents a mode of implicit symbolic resistance to the dispositifs of the state. 

The American savage represents a plurality contrary to the state-sanctioned plurality of 

the transnational community. He remains the exception to the transnational rule precisely 

because he fails to manage the bodies of his enemies properly. By incorporating them 

into his body, rather than the body of the state, the savage expresses hostility toward the 

state and, in fact, becomes his own sovereign body peopled with the remains of his 

adversaries. He literally contains multitudes. 

If the innkeeper‘s sign promises eternal peace, it is only because the bodies lying 

side by side defy such management. Insensate, subdued in subterranean repose, they are 

bodies utterly, eternally at peace. They therefore present no threat to the rule of law. By 

appearing in the opening of the sketch, however, the description of the sign serves as an 

uncertain marker of distinct potentialities. A representation of an ideal state whose 

ideality is questionable, the painting on the innkeeper‘s sign confers on the burial ground 

and the bodies therein significative volatility; as far as the transnational state is concerned 

the dead subject is characterized by utter disutility, but an unseen and unseeing subject is 

more likely to conform to the rules of such a state. To create a living subject with the 
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qualities and the discipline of the dead would serve the interests of the state more than an 

undisciplined, variegated body alive with potentialities. If anything, the burial ground 

highlights the precarious power inherent in the body of the subject and the dependence of 

the modern Enlightenment state on the proper discipline of that body. 

 

* * * 

The plight of the mismanaged, variegated body in the transnational state is 

perhaps no more eloquently described than it is in Frankenstein. Like the cannibalistic 

savage, the Monster cannot be incorporated into the transnational society depicted in the 

novel, a society in which individuals of different nationalities and ethnicities coexist 

harmoniously. Despite efforts to learn the language and customs of the individuals around 

him, the Monster remains an outsider denied entrance into cosmopolitan society because 

of his unorthodox appearance. Composed literally of dead individuals like the 

cannibalistic savage, the Monster complains of a ―fatal prejudice‖ that clouds people‘s 

eyes, prompting them to behold ―only a detestable Monster.‖ The only communion the 

Monster engages in is with ―old De Lacy,‖ a blind man the Monster encounters while 

seeking refuge in a cottage. Acceptance into the transnational community is predicated on 

appearance, and the Monster‘s appearance reveals something disagreeable to that 

community. 

 The Monster resembles Kant‘s cannibal in that his body represents a composite, 

imbricated sovereignty consisting of other bodies. Unlike the cannibal, however, he seeks 

inclusion within the transnational community from which he is excluded. This in part 
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explains why he inspires such repugnance in the individuals he encounters. Forced to lead 

a nomadic existence, he travels among them, though despised and excluded from their 

society. Condemned to wander the world, the Monster laments, ―All, save I, were at rest 

or in enjoyment: I, like the arch fiend, bore a hell within me; and, finding myself 

unsympathized with, wished to tear up the trees, spread havoc and destruction around me, 

and then to have sat down and enjoyed the ruin.‖ To the the Monster‘s mind, his 

desolation is total and absolute. He stands alone as one neither ―at rest‖ nor ―in 

enjoyment.‖ His torment consists not of some sort of torture adequate to his trespass, as it 

would be in, say, Dante‘s Inferno, but is itself a condition proceeding from a constitutive 

lack: the deprivation of the many ways to be at rest or in enjoyment. This desolation the 

Monster, feeling it poignantly, believes it places him in the same situation as ―the arch-

fiend.‖ 

Yet, unlike the arch-fiend, who for the Monster is most likely Satan of Milton‘s 

Paradise Lost, the Monster‘s figuration of his desolation employs a slightly different 

tropology than Milton‘s Satan. For Milton‘s Satan, who, like the Monster believes 

himself ―miserable,‖ desolation has a slightly different character. ―Which way I fly is 

hell,‖ Milton‘s Satan complains.
77

 Hell is anywhere and everywhere, as infinitively 

extensive as the God sentencing Satan to dwell there is infinitely just. Satan also 

complains: ―myself am hell.‖
78

 Because the place, hell, is so peculiarly identifiable with 

Satan, the ultimate transgressor, Satan, for all intents and purposes, is so peculiarly 

                                                 
     77.  John Milton, Paradise Lost, in The Riverside Milton, ed, Roy Flannagan (Boston: Houghton 

Mifflin, 1998), 362. 

     78.  Ibid. 



142 

 

identifiable with hell. He is hell for being in hell, in hell for being hell. The chiastic 

nature of this doubly hellish ontological status simply reflects the paradox of Satan‘s later 

remarks. Sunk to ―the lowest deep,‖ Satan nonetheless discovers yet a ―lower deep,‖ one 

―[s]till threat‘ning to devour [him].‖
79

 Satan thus finds himself in the unique situation of 

an absolute damnation that yet admits of greater absoluteness. Wholly damned, but liable 

further to be damned, Satan finds himself in the singular predicament where punishment 

carried to its absolute intensity pushes back the limit of its absolute intensity beyond the 

present. God can totally damn him, and yet damn him still more. Thus added to the 

poignancy of his being completely damned is the anxiety of knowing that he can at any 

time be further damned. Denied Satan is the consolation of knowing he cannot be 

damned anymore than he already is—a recognition which, in a sense, would represent a 

sort of absolution. 

 Frankenstein‘s Monster, on the other hand, has completely crossed the threshold 

in this respect. He does not quote conceptualize himself in those same terms of Milton‘s 

Satan. His hell is neither where he flees nor what he is. His hell is not, in other words, an 

ontology doubly signifying both being and appearing. Rather, the Monster claims, ―I, like 

the arch fiend, bore a hell within me.‖ His hell figures as a burden to carry than a 

sentence to suffer. Unlike Milton‘s Satan, whose complete damnation carries with it the 

anxiety of a paradoxical greater or more intense damnation, the Monster has already 

reached the limit of his condition. He believes himself singularly deprived of rest, 

enjoyment, and, most importantly, human sympathy. Others abhor him. Even his creator 
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abhors him. Yet, unlike Satan‘s creator, God, the Monster‘s creator, Victor Frankenstein, 

can visit no miseries on his creation than those attending his horrifying appearance. The 

Monster suffers an absolute hell for appearing horrifying, to be sure, but it is an 

absolutely absolute hell, one which cannot achieve a greater degree of hellishness than 

the degree which it has already achieved. In this respect, Frankenstein‘s Monster finds 

that peculiar sort of absolution which eludes Milton‘s Satan, the absolution that comes 

with knowing one is completely damned. 

The Monster‘s condition recalls even more than John Milton‘s verse that of 

Friedrich Hölderlin, who writes, ―But where there is danger, / a rescuing element grows 

as well.‖
80

 The Monster demonstrates some awareness of the fact that his damnation also 

avails him of the means of his salvation when he relates how he ―wished to tear up the 

trees, spread havoc and destruction around [him], and then to have sat down and enjoyed 

the ruin.‖ More than just acts of wanton malice, tearing up trees and spreading havoc and 

destruction disturb the rest and enjoyment of those in whom the Monster elicits no 

sympathy, which, as far as the Monster is concerned, is the whole of humanity. The 

consequent ruin, the Monster admits, would bring him the rest and contentment that have 

thus far eluded him. In other words, the Monster occupies a positionality of alterity to 

humankind generally. He comes to understand that his own desire‘s realization depends 

on conditions peculiar to him as humanity‘s other; the conditions facilitating humankind‘s 

rest and enjoyment produce the Monster‘s restlessness as displeasure. Only by ruining 

humankind‘s rest and enjoyment by tearing up trees and spreading havoc and destruction 
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can the Monster find his own rest and enjoyment. He comes to see his relation to 

humankind as one dialectically determined. Believing himself made miserable by a 

humanity enjoying rest and contentment, he concludes that he can only enjoy rest and 

contentment by making humanity miserable. 

Armed with the realization that his happiness depends on humanity‘s misery, the 

Monster abandons his petition to join the political community envisaged by Kant, and, in 

so doing, comes to enjoy a particular liberty and mobility that comes with an essentially 

extrapolitical existence. Because the Monster is neither dead nor alive, is composed of 

other individuals and is forsaken by a creator ―[u]nable to endure the aspect of the being 

[he] had created,‖ he in his particularity represents an excess unassimilable to the social, 

political and aesthetic canons of Western European Enlightenment hegemony. Indeed, his 

person not only exceeds such hegemony but challenges it, calling into question its 

enabling assumptions and, more importantly, presenting contestative alternatives to the 

modes of being licensed by this hegemony. In inhabiting a space that undermines all 

absolutes, the very existence of the Monster questions the reigning assumptions of the 

Enlightenment episteme, the Monster fits the profile of Giorgio Agamben‘s concept of 

homo sacer, a juridical designation that has its root in Roman law and that applies to 

individuals who for legal reasons cannot be sacrificed. Individuals designated homo sacer 

have been juridically divested of qualities which conventionally apply to them in ordinary 

circumstances. Agamben introduces a distinction in what Foucault takes to be a unitary 

status on the part of the living human individual; Foucault‘s disciplined subject represents 

bios, the organic expression of interlocking discourses that animate her subjectivity, 
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whereas homo sacer represents zoë, ―bare life‖ that‘s been placed outside regimes and 

discourses by the very powers from which these regimes and discourses flow. Homo 

sacer as subject is no longer subject to the law, or, more specifically, is a subject who is 

subject to the law that no longer applies to her. The power of this designation resides with 

the sovereign. He can decide on who or what counts as zoë or bios and can determine 

what Agamben calls ―the state of exception.‖ 

Homo sacer, life that may be killed without the charge of homicide being leveled 

at the perpetrator, denotes ―persons sentenced to death,‖ writes Agamben, 

the entry into which meant the definitive exclusion from the political 

community. Precisely because they were lacking almost all the rights and 

expectations that we customarily attribute to human existence, and yet 

were still biologically alive, they came to be situated in a limit zone 

between life and death, inside and outside, in which they were no longer 

anything but bare life.
81

 

 

A death sentence as ushering one out of inclusion into ―definite exclusion from the 

political community‖ crucially does not result in any sort of annihilation or juridical 

limbo. Rather exclusion from the political community means inclusion in the community 

of those excluded from the political community. Such proscribed individuals, in other 

words, though they lack juridical standing as possessors of ―the rights and expectations 

[…] customarily attribute[d] to human existence,‖ remain effectively human in the 

biological and ontological terms. 

Those condemned to death thus represent a limit case in the problematic of state 

versus individual sovereignty. In reserving unto itself the right to sentence a person to 
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death, the state betrays that its sovereignty rests on the power effectively to confer a 

fuller, more robust identity on individuals than that which falls to them by dint of 

existence. That which nature distributes promiscuously and in more or less equal 

measure—the host of characteristics marking a being as human—the state diminishes by 

subordinating it to that which the state distributes according to a power–knowledge 

calculus devoted to maintaining the state‘s power over individuals. Juridical designations 

qualifying the individual for inclusion in the political community take precedence over 

the empirical designations qualifying the individual for inclusion in the human species, 

which become simply the hallmarks of ―bare life.‖ Respiring, metabolizing, 

circumambulating, descending from human parents, thinking and speaking—these and 

other signature characteristics become necessary but ultimately insufficient qualities of 

the human being as a fully fledged member of the political community.  

Precisely because they were lacking almost all the rights and expectations that one 

customarily attributes to human existence, and yet were still biologically alive, 

individuals designated homo sacer came to be situated in a limit zone between life and 

death, inside and outside, in which they were no longer anything but bare life. ―In such a 

state of exception,‖ Agamben writes, ―subjection to experimentation can, like an 

expiation rite, either return the human body to life […] or definitively consign it to the 

death to which it already belongs.‖
82

 In the Monster‘s case, death is his fate. By relating 

his narrative, however, he creates the possibility for experimentation that can undermine 

the political community by illuminating a space between spaces, an alternative to the 
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communities that excludes him. In other words, the Monster‘s state of exception opens up 

the possibility for a new way of being that neither consigns the individual to death, nor 

requires that individual to capitulate to a political community hostile to difference.  

In the closing paragraphs of The History of Sexuality: An Introduction, Foucault 

alludes to vague means of countering ―the grips of power with the claims of bodies, 

pleasures, and knowledges in their multiplicity and their possibility of resistance.‖
83

 

Thwarting ―the grips of power‖ requires, at minimum, assailing power‘s claim, which, 

because it is devoted to single aim of maintaining the current power configuration‘s hold 

over individuals, is to this extent a singular claim, with ―the claims of bodies, pleasures, 

and knowledges,‖ themselves each singular, incommensurable with others like them, and, 

more importantly, each resistant to assimilation to―forms that [make] an essentially 

normalizing power acceptable.‖
84

 ―[I]n their multiplicity‖ thus defined, the claims of 

bodies, pleasures, and knowledges strike at the very heart an essentially normalizing 

power ―whose task it is to take charge of life‖ by defying ―the continuous regulatory and 

corrective mechanisms‖ by which this power establishes norms.
85

 Also known as 

―biopower,‖ this essentially normalizing power driving continuous regulatory and 

corrective mechanisms places ―growing importance assumed by the action of the norm‖ 

as it extends its influence, because the action of the norm is, conveniently, the action of 

no one person, but the aggregate mean of countless individuals engaging in whatever 
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actions are relevant to the assessment.
86

 

Biopower insists that bodies become literally no-body, that they introject 

standardized behavioral norms distilled from observed behaviors of the population in 

question, rather than emulate other actual bodies (if they themselves deviate from the 

norm) or obey the impulses of one‘s own. In terms of Agamben‘s theoretical exegesis on 

homo sacer, biopower induces subjects to forget their status as ―bare life,‖ and, more 

importantly, the interstitial positionality which goes along with it, and instead to embrace 

a false belief in an integral individuality organized around and governed by imposed 

behavioral norms. Like the denizens of the graveyard on the innkeeper‘s sign, bodies 

forgetful of their bare life occupy a space where all forms of being resolve into one: non-

being. Only biopower exchanges the nihility of the dead body for the nihility the 

behavioral norm, which inheres purely in discourse, finding no objective correlative in 

any one exemplary body, but merely an abstract correlative of a concept extrapolated 

from a statistical mean. Those bodies which endeavor to embody this behavioral norm 

constitute, also the like Kant‘s burial ground, just so many signifiers of an impossible 

signified, because the signified in question—the behavioral norm—does not, strictly 

speaking, exist. 

The constitutive impossibility of embodying this behavioral norm means that 

bodies seeking to embody it do not in fact represent a behavioral norm as such, but the 

effort of representing an unrepresentable behavioral norm. Such bodies sustain 

themselves in the effort, never consummately embodying behavioral norms yet constantly 
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striving to do so. Their continual effort forges an identity that achieves structure in 

tension. Biopower‘s regulatory and corrective mechanisms, in other words, present 

bodies with a disciplinary regime devoted to producing subjects suited to a modern, 

transnational state that bases it requirements for membership solely on the fact that one‘s 

body betokens an integral as opposed to multiple being, the constitutive impossibility of 

this fact notwithstanding. While appearing merely an unobtainable ideal, such a state sets 

into motion certain technologies of power that seek to render the ideal an absolute reality 

by means of colonizing human life and subjecting it to regulatory norms. 

The Monster‘s resistance to regulatory norms renders him incapable of being 

incorporated into the harmonious, social body envisioned by Kant, because the 

significance of the body (specifically, the Monster‘s own: a body that refuses 

incorporation into the larger body of the state) of a figure like the Monster—or, for that 

matter a figure like the American cannibal, the Monster‘s counterpart in Kant‘s 

―Perpetual Peace‖—evades the transnational state‘s assimilative regimes to become 

instead an undisciplined body that in its indiscipline mounts a critique of those 

Enlightenment codes which eventually coalesce into what Foucault terms a ―great bipolar 

technology—anatomic and biological, individualizing a specifying, directed toward the 

performances of the body, with attention to the processes of life.‖
87

 The anatomic pole of 

this ―great bipolar technology,‖ Foucault writes, ―center[s] on the body as a machine.‖
88

 

Positioned thusly, the body becomes an object of scrutiny in the interest of a three-fold 

end: namely, ―the optimization of [the body‘s] capabilities, the extortion of its forces, the 
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parallel increase of its usefulness and its docility,‖ and ―its integration into systems of 

efficient and economic controls.‖ The ―body as a machine‖ is the body in its complete 

and thoroughgoing instrumentality, an object whose functions and requirements can be 

tuned to the demands of the political, juridical and economic systems in which it is 

embedded. Forming the other pole of Foucault‘s ―great bipolar technology‖ is the 

biologic, which ―focus[es] on the species body, the body imbued with the mechanics of 

life and serving as the basis of the biological processes.‖ This biologic pole is specifically 

concerned with ―propagation, birth and mortality, the level of health, life expectancy and 

longevity, with all the conditions can cause these to vary.‖ The biologic pole, which, 

Foucault writes, ―formed somewhat later‖ than the anatomic pole, essentially extends the 

latter to a consideration of human beings as machinic bodies of a certain kind, possessed 

of particular tendencies, of a particular form, of particular needs, of particular virtues and 

of particular limitations. The two poles, simultaneously deployed and acting in concert, 

delimit a field in which the anatomic pole articulates bodies as machines and the biologic 

pole sustains and modulates this articulation in order to serve the demands of a capitalist 

mode production that requires ―controlled insertion of bodies into the machinery and the 

adjustment of the phenomena of population to economic processes.‖ 

The operation of this bipolar technology, i.e., biopower, essentially seeks to effect 

a comprehensive adequation of the demands of a capitalist mode of production to those of 

the human population. This adequation requires that the technology effecting its 

implementation be supple, mobile, all pervasive and scaleable, able to act upon bodies in 

isolation or en masse. Biopower must have at its disposal ―methods of power capable of 
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optimizing forces, aptitudes, and life in general without at the same time making them 

difficult to govern.‖ In it aim of balancing the forces, aptitudes, and life it optimizes with 

continued tractability of those bodies whose forces, aptitudes and life have been 

optimized by it, Foucault‘s concept of biopower comes close to the claims of Max 

Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno, who warn of the creeping onset of the ―totally 

administered life,‖ a hegemonic, all-ensnaring ideology that ―preforms every sector of 

modern existence, including language and perception,‖ and that thus ―represents 

objective necessity.‖
89

 

Indeed, biopower works conjures an effect in which the imperatives it imposes on 

modern existence take on an aprioristic appearance. But, unlike the suffocatingly 

monolithic bureaucratic regime envisaged by Horkheimer and Adorno, a regime of 

biopower enjoys a different relationship to its object. Though biopower, Foucault writes, 

represents the force that ―[brings] life and its mechanisms into the realm of explicit 

calculations and [makes] knowledge-power an agent of transformation of human life,‖ 

human life never fully becomes assimilated to these mechanisms and calculations or to 

this agent of transformation; for to become so would mean the annihilation of both life 

and biopower—an utter caesura. Rather, biopower and the human life exist in a kind of 

structure in tension, the latter in its resistance producing, coextensively and 

contemporaneously, the calculations upon which biopower‘s particular applications are 

based, as well as the calculus from which those calculations derived. ―Its not that life has 

been totally integrated into techniques that govern and administer it,‖ continues Foucault, 
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―it constantly escapes them.‖ It is precisely life‘s escape that engenders the techniques 

that seek to integrate it into themselves in order to govern and administer it. Life‘s 

flight—its energy, its vectors—in turn describe both the method and path of pursuit taken 

by technologies of biopower. Life and technologies of biopower thus exist in a relation 

that, while not dialectical, is mutually determining, albeit in an atelic manner. This 

mutually determining relation, in other words, moves not through progressive stages but 

through successive iterations or configurations.  

A particular configuration—say, one conditioned by sovereign power, with its 

emphasis on autocratic authority and spectacular, bloody might—cedes to the next 

configuration with a change in the conditions of power: say, that of an administrative, 

bureaucratic authority with its diffuse arrangements. This, according to Foucault, is 

precisely the case as the sixteenth century gave way to the seventeenth. He writes of ―the 

growing importance assumed by the action of the norm, at the expense of the juridical 

system of the law.‖
90

 The norm‘s signal virtue, which recommends it over ―the juridical 

system of the law,‖ rests on its making possible a more efficient and economic exercise of 

power, one which exchanges the ―absolute menace‖ of sovereign violence for 

―continuous regulatory and corrective mechanisms.‖
91

 Necessitating these continuous 

regulatory and corrective mechanisms are conditions under which ―[i]t is no longer a 

matter of bringing death into play in the field of sovereignty, but of distributing the living 

in the domain of value and utility.‖
92

 The contrast Foucault draws between the field of 
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sovereignty and the domain of value and utility turns on death. The field of sovereignty is 

one in which the sovereign body exercises its absolute power, expressed as power of life 

and death, over the subjected body and, in so doing, apotheosizes its sovereignty. ―The 

sovereign exercised his right of life only by exercising his right to kill, or by refraining 

from killing,‖ Foucault writes, ―he evidenced his power over life only through the death 

he was capable of requiring.‖
93

 

The sovereign imposes equivalency where he finds difference. The two gestures, 

that of exercising his right to kill and that of refraining from killing, become simply two 

inflections of a common expression of sovereign power. The condemned subject and the 

pardoned subject both bear the mark of sovereign power, despite the fact that the former 

dies while the latter continues to live. In superceding the field of sovereignty and the 

juridical order supporting it, the normalizing regime of technologies of biopower 

effectively elide death as an implication of its functions. Life achieves a singular 

positivity as this normalizing regime attends to the life of bodies, the loci and support of 

utility and value. Utility and value must be divested of their self-annihilating potentiality 

in order to endure as such. With the shift in emphasis way from the field of sovereignty in 

its ―murderous splendor,‖ and toward the domain of utility and value, death and 

sovereignty, as mutually presupposing concomitants yoked together by necessity, recede 

to the tenebrous margin of a new configuration, one which ―does not have to draw the 

line that separates the enemies of the sovereign from his obedient subjects,‖ but instead 
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―effects distributions around the norm.‖
94

 

Power in a society organized around biopower as opposed to sovereign power no 

longer adheres to a model of bloody, spectacular force. Rather, biopower modulates quite 

differently. Whereas sovereign power was applied episodically, biopower is applied 

constantly; whereas sovereign power‘s effects had devastating effects on its object, 

biopower‘s effects has conservative, corrective, almost orthopedic effects on its object. 

And these conservative, corrective, almost orthopedic effects served the interest of 

preserving the life of subjected bodies, which amounts to preserving their continued 

utility and value. ―A normalizing society is the historical outcome of power centered on 

life,‖ writes Foucault, which is to say that such a society is the historical outcome of 

power no longer centered on death, an event to which the sovereign‘s power is 

inextricably linked by reason of its dependence on a maximality of application at the 

expense of the optimality of the various aptitudes and abilities conducive to the 

conservation of utility and value. 

In order for for utility and value to be conserved, then, power had to undergo a 

transformation, the effect of which was the the decoupling of power—effectively that of 

life and death—from the person of the sovereign in order to be deposited in disciplinary 

apparatuses (dispositifs) devoted to exercise this power in a measured, rational measured 

manner. What came to be considered as a perception to be avoided, Foucault writes, is 

that of power ―as arbitrary, as despotic.‖ Power instead ideally should insinuate itself into 

the tissue of the social body, anonymously, yet intensively and extensively, with the aim 
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that, in Foucault‘s lapidary formulation, it ―would no longer be perceived as a power of 

certain individuals over others, but as an immediate reaction of all in relation to the 

individual.‖ Eliminated must be the gaps, the margins, the recesses, the blind spots, 

available to those not implicated in the immediate context in which ―power of certain 

individuals over others‖ is exercised.
95

 That this order may extend to every member of a 

social body now considered a population as opposed to a people instead becomes the end. 

―A power to punish that ran the whole length of the social network‖ would thus see to it 

that there remained available no such beyond powers reach.
96

 

But in so transforming the social space, power itself transformed. If, as Althusser 

distills from Friedrich Engels 1890 letter to Joseph Bloch, the economic stands as 

―determination in the last instance‖ of historical events, then similarly the power over life 

and death stands as the determination in the last instance of sovereign power.
97

 Under a 

biopolitical regime, death, Foucault writes, ―is power‘s limit, the moment that escapes it.‖ 

Because death confronts biopower with the limits of its power, it must concern itself with 

the determination of the present instant, as each present instant so determined moves 

toward but never reaches a last instance, which is constantly in flight from it. 

One finds a rather absurd instance of biopower‘s relationship to death in at the 

extreme point of its asymptotic approach to the latter. Biopower strains at the very limit 

of its reach to fetch value and utility from death. This takes shape as in the designations 

―dead body‖ and ―corpse.‖ ―A dead body is not necessarily a corpse,‖ writes William 
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Bogard. ―It only becomes one in virtue of a social machine that needs dead bodies, and 

the flows of organs, tissues, and fluids they generate, to function.‖
98

 Unlike a dead body 

offalous and abject, a corpse constitutes a last instance of utility on a horizon of disutility. 

Nothing physical or biological differentiates a corpse from a dead body. Only within the 

discourse of biopower does there obtain such a distinction; ―corpse‖ retrieves utility from 

death in the form of a knowledge–power amenable to biopolitics dedicated to life and its 

optimization. Foucault writes of ―[a] fine transmutation of the corpse [which] had taken 

place‖ with the ascendancy of the Enlightenment.
99

 Whereas formerly ―gloomy respect 

condemned [the corpse] to putrefaction, to the dark work of destruction,‖ the 

Enlightenment proved a time when anatomists scrupled not to interdict such 

inevitabilities: ―in the boldness of a gesture that violated only to reveal, to bring to the 

light of day, the corpse became the brightest moment in the figures of truth.‖
100

 The 

boldness of a gesture that violated only to reveal signals a shift in perception of dead 

bodies such that a shift also occurs in the status of the perceived objects. ―Gloomy 

respect‖ showed itself purblind to the utility to be claimed right from where one would 

least expect it, i.e., in the very body which custom or decorum decreed inviolable, and 

was therefore permitted to carry volumes of knowledge with it to oblivion. 

With the shift in perspective during the Enlightenment came a corresponding shift 

in discourse, as one épistémé retreated before the advance of another. ―The corpse was 

part of the medical field,‖ Foucault writes, ―and this was unchallenged by religion and 
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morality.‖ The corpse came to belong to the medical field by what one may describe as a 

sort of medicalizing symbolic economy. ―It is […] the implicit labor of language in 

description […] that authorizes the the transformation of symptom into sign and the 

passage from […] the individual to the conceptual.‖
101

 The implicit labor of language 

involves valorizing the phenomena visiting the body into signs indicative of the relative 

state of the body‘s health. Descriptors applied to bodies, the particular sort of implicit 

labor performed by language, become valorized through this very process as figures of 

truth. Foucault writes that ―it is at death that disease and life speak their truth: a specific, 

irreducible truth, protected from all assimilations to the inorganic by the circle of death 

that designates them for what they are.‖
102

 

As an individual raised from the dead and situated beyond the limits of a 

supposedly cosmopolitan society, Frankenstein‘s Monster quite literally embodies this 

specific, irreducible truth belonging to death and disease. He not only resists assimilation 

to the ―inorganic‖ spirit of Kant‘s argument but also exposes its inherent aporetic nature. 

He as it were burrows beneath the Kantian ethico-political edifice of orderly transnational 

state in order to explore the netherworld of Kant‘s master trope, the burial ground, which, 

like the spectacle of Damiens‘s torture and execution, demarcates a space of uncertainty 

where individuals enter into composition with other individuals and bodies open enter 

into fluid exchanges of identity.  

Frankenstein‘s explanation for creating the Monster suggests awareness on his 

part that his experiment threatened to produce just such a revolutionary being. ―No one 
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can conceive the variety of feelings which bore me onwards,‖ Frankenstein states. 

Life and death appeared to me ideal bounds, which I should first break 

through, and pour a torrent of light into our dark world. A new species 

would bless me as its creator and source; many happy and excellent 

natures owe their being to me. No father could claim the gratitude of his 

child so completely as I should deserve their‘s. Pursuing these reflections, 

I thought, that if I could bestow animation upon lifeless matter, I might in 

process of time (although I now find it impossible) renew life where death 

had apparently devoted the body to corruption.
103

 

 

The intensity of the Promethean impulse bearing him onwards he characterizes as 

a ―variety of feelings,‖ one which he claims defies distillation and organization into a 

single coherent abstract representation. And yet this impulse is no less intense for its 

pluriform character, being intense enough, in fact, to position Frankenstein adversarially 

against no less considerable foes than life and death, foes whose ―ideal bounds,‖ as he 

puts it, could mean either ―constraints on what one imagines possible‖ or ―constraints that 

recommend themselves for destruction.‖ Perhaps Frankenstein intends both meanings: 

the ideal bounds of life and death place constraints on what one imagines possible, and 

thus merit destruction for this very reason. Taken in combination, the two meanings 

sharpen the Promethean thematic pervading Shelley‘s novel. From an upwelling of 

amorphous emotional intensity Frankenstein mounts his challenge to the life and death‘s 

hold on humankind. He contests their power, which rests on the perception of it as 

thoroughgoing and total. The ideal bounds of life and death‘s circumscription of all 

human affairs stands for Frankenstein as the ultimate epistemological problem—which he 

ends up confronting in not an emotional, not intellectual, manner. In other words, Pathos, 

not logos, motivates Frankenstein‘s Promethean desire to ―pour a torrent of light into our 
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dark world.‖ ―Light‖ or reason (logos) follows only after this initial inconceivable, 

emotional impulse has situated Frankenstein in a position of resistance vis-à-vis the 

seemingly unassailable power of life and death. 

The Monster eventually issuing from Frankenstein‘s Promethean project is 

conceived in the unconceivable ―variety of feeling‖ impelling Frankenstein to this 

project. As the pioneer member of ―[a] new species‖ swept into being as if on the torrent 

of light Frankenstein pours into a dark world, the Monster is born(e) into a qualitatively 

different world than that into which was his creator, Frankenstein. It is a world where no 

recess or corner escapes illumination, a world in which the emotive and rational powers 

of one man have overcome the greatest scientific—indeed, existential—problem 

confronting humanity: the problem of mortality. The seemingly insignificant fact that the 

Monster, a creature free of death‘s power, has appeared in the world is a difference that 

makes all the difference, because, for the first time in history, death‘s power over living 

creatures becomes less than absolute. Formerly the absolute horizon for every living 

creature, death becomes instead only an obstacle that human intellect, impelled by 

emotion, can now overcome. The Monster‘s creation is at once and at the same time the 

creation of a new world; the creature is creation, creation the creature. Because this new 

world is created in the same instant as the Monster is created, the Monster does not and 

cannot know the world which preceded him, a world darkened by death‘s shadow, a 

world as yet unillumined by Frankenstein‘s efforts. 

Presumably, the Monster ―would bless [Frankenstein] as its creator and source‖ 

for the ―many happy and excellent natures‖ he enjoys as a result of Frankenstein‘s 
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Promethean project. Yet this expectation is misguided, and, indeed, is never fulfilled by 

the Monster, precisely because Frankenstein in his world-altering intent fails to anticipate 

his project‘s world-altering effects, its scope and ramifications. Instead, the Monster, 

having come to realize his thorough unassimilability to human society, orchestrates own 

his destruction. The Monster relates his anticipated end to Walton: ―Soon […] I shall die, 

and what I now feel be no longer felt. Soon these burning miseries will be extinct.‖ As 

soon as he utters these words, the Monster springs ―from the cabin-window […] upon the 

ice-raft which lay close to the vessel‖ to be ―borne away by the waves, and lost in 

darkness and distance.‖
104

 

It is fitting that the Monster‘s end takes place where fluidity has literally been 

arrested, turned to vast, static ice floes. Relation of his tale ensures, however, that his 

presence will continue to haunt the transnational community he fled. The trace of his 

being is enough to undermine the Kantian ideal of a unified social body capable of being 

ruled by common legislation. While he may be ―lost in darkness and distance,‖ the 

Monster‘s ―antimemory,‖ his afterimage, will continue to haunt the society that rejected 

him. His rhizomatic person is ―always detachable, connectable, reversible, modifiable, 

and has multiple entryways and exits and its own lines of flight.‖
105

 Such a person is 

incapable of management, of subjection to a rule of law. Always in the process of 

bursting the constraints placed upon him, the rhizomatic individual refuses to conform to 

the normalizing regimes of the transnational community. 

Two competing norms—that of the self-enclosed, unseeing member of the 
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transnational community, and that of the heterogeneous ―Monster,‖ rhizomatic, 

cannibalistic, endlessly imbricated and imbricating—enter into antagonistic tension, and 

in so doing open a space between the discursive categories of the Kantian world-republic 

citizen and her deleuzoguattarian rhizomatic foil that becomes a site of experimentation 

and innovation from which emerges the Gothic as a novelistic subgenre. According to 

George Levine, from the experimentation and innovation fostered in this tensive 

interstice are released ―energies to be suppressed by the realist ideal, […] by worldly wise 

compromise with the possible.‖
106

 This ―realist ideal‖ carries the sense that only through 

an adequation one‘s of one‘s thoughts does the world as it is disclose itself empirically. 

Through such adequation one effects the ―worldly wise compromise with the possible.‖ 

Such adequation, however, also forecloses an entire domain that is neither realistic 

nor ideal nor possible. This domain, foreclosed under the reigning ideology of the realist 

ideal, which demands worldly wise compromise with the possible, becomes—despite, or 

perhaps, because of such condition of circumscription—the very matter of the Gothic 

Imaginary. In this Imaginary, such matter attains forms that may be unreal, not at all 

ideal, and indeed impossible from an empirical standpoint, but that are nonetheless 

conceivable, quickened into form by the very energies repressed by the realist ideal. This 

domain of the Gothic Imaginary, in other words, discovers possibilities in the impossible. 

It stands as the domain of impossible possible. This is not to say that the matter of the 

Gothic Imaginary deals with the possible actual; that remains the ambit of the realist 

ideal. But it does deal with what one might call the possible possible, or, more precisely, 
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possibilities of possibilities. Such a broad notion as possibilities of possibilities casts a 

wide net, encompassing that which the realist ideal categorically excludes from 

consideration; for, unlike the realist ideal, whose preeminent condition of possibility 

requires that a phenomenon be sensible (be empirically verifiable), the Gothic Imaginary 

demands that a phenomenon simply be conceivable (be imaginable). 

The suppressed energies of which Levine writes are, then, those possible 

possibilities of the Gothic Imaginary seeking conception, which for them represents their 

only recourse to form. Once it coalesced into its hegemonic expression, however, the 

realist ideal imposes a procrustean standard (that of empirical verifiability) which 

perforce leads to a suppression of all possibilities not suited to this standard. The realist 

ideal, in other words, disciplines minds to adequate themselves with empirical givens, 

forsaking all else in interest of compromise with the possible. The suppression of 

energies circumscribed by the realist ideal, however, has the effect of as it were 

pressurizing these energies by denying them expression. The shadow-line dividing the 

realist ideal and the Gothic Imaginary marks an exceedingly volatile zone where the 

realist ideal‘s repressive force bodies into fantastic and grotesque figures and shapes. As a 

Gothic novel, Frankenstein participates in this suppression–release dynamic. Like the 

innkeeper‘s sign Frankenstein is a volatile signifier that both represents the ideal and the 

impossibility of achieving that ideal. The Monster‘s suicide points to the impossibility of 

incorporating such an individual into a society predicated on the idea that individuals are 

self-enclosed, isolable and governable monads of the state and the tension of the 

impossibility marks the text. 
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The Gothic novel‘s signal innovation, then, is that it opens an imaginary space 

wherein these other bodies and pleasures may perform their ideological work. In its 

resistance to the Enlightenment episteme, the Gothic novel represents a tonic mode of 

knowing, one characterized by multiplicity and the visionary possibility of inverting 

codes precisely through the dominant codes of its historical moment. The Gothic novel‘s 

counter-signifying practices are never static, never fixed. They are therefore immune to 

the dispositifs that would seek to regulate and correct it. As embodiment of a significance 

that remains en route, figures like the Monster, the cannibal, and even Damiens the 

regicide offer means for evading these reigning technologies of power. They are figures 

figured through defiguration, through an amorphous yet contestative sovereignty that vies 

against the designation ―bare life‖ made by an absolute sovereign whose state of 

exception endangers individual experience with political reification. They hover between 

life and death, embracing neither, but containing both, their tactical resistance depending 

on setting significations in motion without determinant referents, on the claims of the 

diversified body that manipulates its position as bare life—and as death. This potential 

for manipulation lies not in bodily singularities, but rather in the uncertainty of 

multiplicities, in the flesh that resists by relinquishing any claim of control over its own 

organism, allowing instead for endless possibilities of transference and amalgamation. 
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―THE VOICE WAS GONE. WHAT ELSE HAD BEEN THERE?‖:THE 

HAUNTOLOGY OF HEART OF DARKNESS AND THE PRACTICE OF LITERARY 

IMPRESSIONISM 

Graham Greene, who like his fellow novelist Joseph Conrad frequently traveled to 

the exotic, far flung reaches of the British Empire, finds a regrettable inadequacy in Heart 

of Darkness (1902), Conrad‘s fictionalization of his trip into the Congolese interior. The 

novella‘s subject, Greene concluded, ill suited its style of expression to its subject. To 

Greene‘s way of thinking, this had a deleterious influence on the novella‘s overall literary 

effect. ―The language of [Heart of Darkness],‖ he writes, ―is too inflated for the 

situation.‖
1
 What Greene means precisely by ―too inflated‖ is not altogether certain, 

though he does state that Conrad‘s prose has the general effect of rendering Kurtz, the 

once promising renegade agent of the ―Trading Society‖ that hires Marlow to captain a 

steamboat, somewhat less than compelling. ―Kurtz never really comes alive,‖ Greene 

writes.
 2

 ―It is as if Conrad had taken an episode in his own life and tried to lend it, for the 

sake of ‗literature,‘ a greater significance that it will hold.‖
3
 Greene‘s conjecture may veer 

into thorny critical territory, flirting as it does with the biographical fallacy, but it 

nonetheless does leave one with the lingering impression that Conrad‘s subject 

fundamentally lacks some implicit qualification which would merit literary treatment. 

The result, curiously, is not mirthful Augustan deflation or subtle satire (nowhere does 

Greene suggest that this inadequacy ever reveals itself to be intentional), but simply 
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abortive, misdirected high seriousness that has the effect of rendering Kurtz lifeless.
4
 

 Elsie Hueffer, wife of Conrad‘s friend and frequent literary collaborator, Ford 

Madox Ford appears, interestingly, to have been anticipated Greene‘s objection. The 

character of Kurtz must have struck her as implausible or ―flat,‖ and she made known her 

criticism to Conrad. This drew from Conrad a rather pained partial confession of 

culpability to this apparent shortcoming. ―I don‘t admit to the whole of your case,‖
5
 

Conrad writes to Mrs. Hueffer in response to her critical cavil. ―What I distinctly admit is 

the fault of having made Kurtz too symbolic or rather symbolic at all.‖
6
 Here Conrad 

accepts, in terms that seem to lend force to Greene‘s later criticism, the impression that 

Kurtz somehow fails as a character by some more or less understood literary norm. Kurtz, 

as Conrad himself puts it, is ―too symbolic,‖ a condition that results from being 

―symbolic at all.‖ According to Conrad‘s reasoning, to be symbolic is in the same 

instance to be too symbolic; the very designation ―symbolic‖ denotes a quality that is in 

its very moment of recognition is recognized as an excess. Kurtz is, in other words, 

excessively literary, at least according to prevailing literary sensibility of Conrad‘s time—

a sensibility to which Greene, writing decades after Conrad, is to some degree heir, 

inasmuch as he has a similar reaction to Kurtz as that of Conrad‘s contemporary, Elsie 

Hueffer. 

 Conrad appears well aware of the fact that Kurtz in his particular nature violates 
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this sensibility. Conrad glibly attributes it to a sort of authorial indolence afflicting him at 

the time of his novella‘s composition. ―But the story being mainly a vehicle for 

conveying a batch of personal impressions,‖ he continues in his letter, ―I gave rein to my 

mental laziness and took the line of least resistance.‖
7
 It is of course impossible to 

determine how seriously to take Conrad when he pleads ―mental laziness,‖ but his archly 

worded final statement suggests disingenuousness on his part. ―This is then the whole 

Apologia pro Vita Kurtzii,‖ Conrad writes, ―or rather for the tardiness of his vitality.‖
8
  

Conrad effectively retracts whatever concession he made to Elsie Hueffer in the letter‘s 

opening lines. Kurtz‘s vitality is not absent from the character. It is simply late in 

arriving, and the narrative suspends within itself as it were this vector of approach of 

Kurtz‘s vitality-in-transit. The narrative style Conrad employs, in other words, is inimical 

to the sort of characterization Greene and Elsie Hueffer apparently wish for, which is 

established immediately upon the character‘s introduction and is elaborated as the 

narrative wears on. Kurtz‘s apparent flatness or lifelessness thus appears to stem from the 

fact that, as far as Greene and Mrs. Hueffer are concerned, Kurtz‘s tardy vitality in fact 

never arrives. It is not simply tardy but altogether absent in other words. 

 The divergent assessments of Greene and Elsie Hueffer on the one hand, and 

Conrad on the other, resolve into a critical antinomy: Kurtz of Heart of Darkness lacks 

vitality. Kurtz is possessed of vitality, one admittedly late in arriving. Who, then, is to be 

believed? One can dismiss Conrad‘s remarks in his letter to Elsie Hueffer as simply 

strained raillery from author confronted with his poor craftsmanship. To conclude this, 

                                                 
     7.  Ibid. 
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however, would be to fail adequately to account for the acerbic tone to Conrad‘s letter, 

which suggests playful patronizing on Conrad‘s part. This latter conclusion finds support 

in remarks Conrad makes in a letter he wrote nearly six months later to William 

Blackwood, Conrad‘s publisher, in which he offers Blackwood his assurance that, 

whatever Heart of Darkness‘s deficiencies, they accord with his vision for the work. ―I 

know exactly what I am doing,‖ Conrad writes to Blackwood, attesting the utmost artistic 

control over his work. He does, however, acknowledge Blackwood‘s brother George‘s 

criticism that ―the story is not fairly begun‖ which Conrad concedes ―is in a measure 

correct.‖
9
 No sooner does he concede this, however, than he dismisses it as ―on a large 

view, beside the point,‖
10

 and he gives as his reason one very similar to the one he offered 

Mrs. Hueffer in his letter to months before, namely, that the novella‘s literary effect, 

though late in emerging, does eventually cohere. ―[I]n the light of the final incident,‖ 

continues Conrad, ―the whole story in all its descriptive details shall fall into place—

acquire its value and significance.‖
11

 Conrad thus again defends his work on the very 

same grounds as he did in his letter to Elsie Hueffer. 

Held to standards of literary realism Heart of Darkness of course fails, and cannot 

help but do so; because its unity, rather than being the outcome of developing elaborating, 

complicating and eventually resolving a linear plot involving full-bodied and psychically 

transparent characters, precipitates out of a diffuse ―batch of impressions‖ involving a 

character whose excessive symbolic value robs him of vitality. And it precipitates thusly 
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because of a decisive ―final incident‖ that Conrad tasks with conferring ―value and 

significance‖ on the whole. More than just a structural element of an Aristotelian 

dramatic arc, then, the Conradian climactic moment represents the instant in which the 

narrative quite literally undergoes transformation as the ―final incident‖ both 

retrospectively and prospectively achieves artistic unity, thus securing its ―value and 

significance‖ as literary work. Conrad‘s literary technique positions dramatic climax not 

as an inevitable consummation so much as a coup de main aimed at a field of stylistic 

flourishes of uncertain literary effectiveness: highly symbolic, turgid characterization; a 

litany of impressions; inflated rhetoric addressed to an unsuitable subject. Once this 

climax is realized it effectuates the entire narrative field‘s shift from incoherence to 

coherence, from a ―batch of impressions‖ to descriptive details firmly in place. 

 Conrad brings Heart of Darkness to thematic unity not in methodical plot 

development characteristic of realist novels, but in a violently transformative blow 

courtesy of ―the final incident‖ which wrests the narrative away from its own nebulous 

drift. As such, in its ninety or so pages, the novella places at stake Conrad‘s 

impressionism as viable literary counter-practice vis-à-vis the dominant convention of 

fictive realism. From a technical standpoint, this is no small task that Conrad sets for 

himself, although it is one that is consonant with the fundamental philosophical attitude 

informing Conrad‘s approach to his craft. This approach Conrad articulates in a letter to 

his close associate, R. B. Cunninghame Graham: ―There is no morality, no knowledge 

and no hope.‖
12

 Recognition of this bleak truth leads to an awareness of ―the 
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consciousness of ourselves which drives us about the world‖
13

 as the only reliable 

loadstar for our life‘s course. This truth provides no solid epistemological foundation, 

however, because the world itself ―is but a vain and floating appearance.‖
14

 Such an 

outlook, in which a spectral ego is buffeted about a world only seemingly substantial and 

lacking familiar coordinates of meaning making (morality, knowledge, hope), denies the 

more stalwart empirical outlook underwriting fictive realism. Philip M. Weinstein 

describes this more stalwart empirical outlooks as rooted in the faith in the assumption 

that ―the subject who would know and the object to be known share structural 

affinities.‖
15

 Girded by this faith, the realist novel constructs a ―representational field of 

space and time‖ that ―corresponds to the objective world itself.‖
16

 Literary realism as a 

generic convention depends crucially on this necessary bit of legerdemain. Conrad‘s 

remarks to Cunninghame Graham, however, dispel this illusion as itself predicated on a 

―vain and floating appearance.‖ The implication is that if literary realism has as its 

referent the real world, and this referent is itself illusory, then one can only regard realist 

fiction as an illusion predicated by or anchored in illusion. The external world, in other 

words, loses its objective character when subjected to Conrad‘s skepticism, becoming 

instead ―the external world,‖ that is, a mere apparition, an ideologeme (to employ Fredric 

Jameson‘s useful term), a signifier whose signified, previously considered part of all that 

is solid, melts into air. 
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 Literary realism‘s narrative logic must preserve and sustain purblindness to the 

apparition-like, insubstantial nature of its referent, the external world so as to be able to 

display to readers characters carrying out their assigned functions in an apodictic playing-

out of some sociological assertion. It is, in this respect, a logic of exclusion. The essential 

proposition of fictive realism is, as Raymond Williams writes, that their narrative worlds 

constitute ―knowable communities‖ whose ways are ―communicable‖ and ―essentially 

transparent.‖
17

 This pretension to mimetic accuracy depends crucially on the investiture 

of its original, the external world, with substantial being. Yet, because this pretension is 

predicated on this condition of elision—i.e., the convincingly knowable nature of fictive 

communities remains knowable only so long as the knowable nature of the external world 

after which it is patterned remains unchallenged—it brings about its own crisis of 

meaning: The narrative mastery of subject matter and the coherence of this subject 

matter‘s narrative treatment grow increasingly dubious when held against its original—

particularly the economic, social, political and technological forces at work in this 

original—which exists at a level of complexity that far outstrips its literary representation 

and thus casts the very prospect of mimetic fidelity into doubt.
18

 

Conrad‘s literary impressionism, a repudiation of literary realism‘s spurious 

empirical pretensions in favor of epistemological inquiries of a more penetrative sort, re-

imagines the strivings of an actor in her environment as that of an itinerant subjectivity at 

large in a world most of which is opaque, save for the spectral regions in which she 

moves. The aesthetic principle around which literary impressionism is organized is not so 
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much mimetic as it is epistemological in the sense that it does not seek primarily to depict 

a world of objects and entities so much as one of moods, thoughts and mind states. 

Literary impressionism stages, in other words, the turn from Umwelt to Innenwelt that 

would become a literary commonplace in those later literary works described as 

―modernist.‖ At the time of the publication of Heart of Darkness as a stand-alone 

novella,
19

 however, the turn from Umwelt to Innenwelt was not yet complete, and would 

not until on or around 1910 be so, as Virginia Woolf famously proclaimed.) 

 Published as a stand-alone work in 1902, Heart of Darkness risked uncertain 

reception if for no other reason than it represented an innovation on established novelistic 

conventions: hence Elsie Hueffer and George Blackwood‘s (and later Greene‘s) quibbles 

with Conrad‘s method. The disparity between the professed design of Heart of Darkness 

and its eventual effect on (at least the three aforementioned) readers presents a 

paradigmatic instance of the distinction Roland Barthes draws between ―readerly‖ and 

―writerly‖ texts.
20

 In contradistinction to ―readerly texts‖
21

—which, by placing the reader 

in ―a kind of idleness‖ or ―intransitive‖ condition, limit the reader to ―the poor freedom‖ 

of the text‘s passive consumption—―writerly texts‖ enlist readers as collaborator in ―the 

literary work‖ of producing the text‘s manifold signifying potentialities. Whereas writerly 

texts achieve their literary effects through collaborative effort, and are therefore 

―productions‖ in this exact, dynamic sense, readerly texts emerge simply as ―products‖ 

characterized by the unassailably monologic perdurance of their narrative discourse. 

                                                 
     19.  Conrad first published Heart of Darkness serially in 1899. The first of what came to be three 

installments began in February issue of Blackwood‘s Edinburgh Magazine. 

     20.  Roland Barthes, S/Z, trans. Richard Miller (New York: Hill and Wang, 1974), 4. 

     21.  Ibid. 



172 

 

Readerly texts thus enforce a ―pitiless divorce between the producer of the text and its 

user, between its owner and its customer, between its author and its reader.‖ In short, they 

distill in themselves prevailing market relations. Texts become mere property, ―titles‖ 

little more than a formal convention. Considered in light of Barthes‘s ―basic typology of 

texts,‖ then, Elsie Hueffer, George Blackwood and Graham Greene‘s respective reactions 

throw into relief a readerly-text reader‘s positionality: namely, that of consumer, one for 

whom ―reading is nothing more than a referendum‖ on the text in question. 

 Conrad‘s so-called ―Apologia Pro Vita Kurtzii,‖ the crux of his letter to Elsie 

Hueffer, is for its part a referendum on the sort of reader rendered passive by the regime 

of readerly text—and its judgment is not terribly favorable. In Heart of Darkness there 

are no anastomoses of incidents and events for the reader‘s eye effortlessly to trace, only 

a ―batch of impressions‖ lacking any apparent ―logical ‗paste‘‖ (to use Barthes‘s 

felicitous description) to hold them together; the reader tutored by readerly texts can only 

allow this batch of impressions to remain a batch of impressions. The too-symbolic, 

lifeless Kurtz and the overwrought diegesis that bodies him forth can likewise only 

remain, respectively, too-symbolic and lifeless, and overwrought, because each of these 

characteristics violates what Barthes terms ―the law of value of the readerly,‖
22

 under 

which ―chains of causality‖
23

 must be ―fill[ed] in‖
24

 in such a manner as to lead to ―an 

ultimate progession.‖
25

 

Conrad‘s fellow novelist Ford Madox Ford, who collaborated with Conrad in the 
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development of literary impressionism, writes of his and Conrad‘s epistemological 

conviction ―that Life did not narrate, but made impressions on our brains.‖
26

 The 

narrative principle that he and Conrad developed was thus in the interest of giving literary 

expression to this conviction. ―We, in turn, if we wished to produce on you [the reader] 

an effect of life,‖ Ford continues, ―must not narrate but render [...] impressions.‖
27

 

According to Ford and Conrad, realism does not and cannot be a property of diegesis. 

Life cannot be channeled into narration for the simple reason that it does not narrate. 

Narrative treatment of Life, the amorphous flux of phenomena, radically and 

irremediably overdetermines its subject for the very reason that it exists to compensate 

for the underdetermination of Life‘s constitutive heterogeneity in relation to itself. 

Ford and Conrad‘s theory of narrative calls for a whole-cloth refitting of fictive 

literature to its subject. Immediate to this aim is the eschewal of diegesis for mimesis in 

the strict sense of mimicking the effects of the world upon individual subjective 

experience; literary experience must, in other words, simulate the experience of Life 

itself, must seek to ―[make] impressions on [one‘s] brains‖ with no view toward 

establishing a linearly rational sequence of causally related incidents and events. As an 

atelic batch of impressions, Fordian–Conradian literary impressionism is inherently 

―writerly‖ in a Barthesian sense, because it requires the reader‘s participation in realizing 

the text‘s overall literary effect. Such enlistment of the reader in the narrative project 

involves a degree of uncertainty, however; how disposed or inclined the reader is to 
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engage in this work remains in question. Readers like Elsie Hueffer and George 

Blackwood, untutored as they are in a ―writerly‖ reading modality, risk missing the point 

entirely and may return unfavorable impressions of their own—too baggy, too diffuse, 

too nebulous, the drama (what there is of it) too poorly established to be terribly 

engrossing. 

 ―Life [does] not narrate, but ma[kes] impressions on our brains.‖ Ford‘s metaphor 

is apt in its implication that the relation of life and consciousness as a force relation, the 

former imposing itself on the latter, and shaping the latter in so doing. The 

epistemological principle grounding Ford and Conrad‘s theory is itself mimetic: 

consciousness serves as the pliant surface upon which life impresses itself, the resulting 

impressions thus becoming the very shape and contours of life itself. Taking this principle 

as a veritable law of genre, Ford and Conrad identify a writer‘s duty as that of 

―render[ing] impressions,‖ as opposed to narrating. A writer must take as her referent the 

impressions made on an individual consciousness by the external world rather than the 

external world itself. These impressions, mimicking life‘s actions upon a brain, are thus 

devoted to creating impressions. The text in impressionistic fiction is thus intended to 

serve as a sort of vanishing mediator for these latter impressions, disappearing as their 

impression-making effect takes hold, extinguishing themselves in the act of impression-

making.
28

 The supreme literary accomplishment of such a text is to abolish itself as the 

graphic and material stuff of writing—to abolish itself as text—and to become simply an 

analogue to the external world‘s phenomenality. Impressionistic fiction, in other words, 
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endeavors to become simply a subset of a long series of impressions that comprise an 

individual consciousness‘s history, having no peculiar character of its own, in spite of its 

mediate character as text as opposed to an immediate character as raw phenomena. 

 In order to execute this authorial trick whereby reading becomes indistinguishable 

from sensory experience, literary impressionism must first overcome a particular 

contradiction, the terms of which are contained in the preface to The Nigger of the 

“Narcissus”, a novel Conrad published in 1897, two years before Heart of Darkness. 

This preface contains Conrad‘s early attempt at a programmatic formulation of literary 

impressionism. The novelist‘s task, Conrad writes, is to harness ―the power of the written 

word to make you hear, to make you feel [...] before all, to make you see.‖
29

 Though 

visual sensation enjoys special emphasis in Conrad‘s preface, it stands as simply the most 

important of three sorts of sensation (the other two being aural and tactile) that are the 

conduits through which phenomena reaches an individual consciousness in order to make 

impressions upon it. The end to which the author directs ―the power of the written word‖ 

is nothing other than the written word itself, introducing into it a certain synesthetic 

texture so that it may make a reader simultaneously hear, feel, and see the narrative 

subject, as opposed to just having it described for her as having these sensuous qualities, 

in a manner which, ideally, is indistinguishable from a direct encounter of the object 

itself. 

 The epistemological and neurophysiological particulars of how a writer may 

accomplish the task of evoking literarily an effect indistinguishable from a direct 
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encounter with the object are elements left largely undeveloped in the preface to the 

Nigger of the “Narcissus,” an early articulation of the principle of literary impressionism. 

This principle appears, however, to have behind it two basic assumptions: that there 

obtains between words and their objects more or less invariable meaning; and, relatedly, 

that crises in meaning originate not in the relations of words and their objects but in the 

relations between words and the subjects who utter them. The speaking subject, isolated 

in time and space, possessed of limited perceptual acuity and reach, can only hang words 

on the manner and form in which phenomena reach her in this condition; the aporia and 

lacunae of her discourse is therefore an effect not of a deficiency of language but of the 

speaking subject‘s faculties. Words can make perfectly apparent one‘s subjective 

impressions, but this is precisely the problem; the result is a perfectly render partial (and 

potentially distorted) view of the matter under consideration. Marshaling words to 

achieving just the right sort of synesthetic texture thus accords with the ego-primacy of 

the worldview expressed in Conrad‘s letter to Cunninghame Graham, the key assertion of 

which—―the consciousness of ourselves [...] drives us about the world,‖ which itself ―is 

but a vain and floating appearance‖—forecloses any literary strategy save the 

maximization of the synesthetic saturation of syntagmata as recourse to some truth of 

existence. Ego-monads striving against vain appearance, specters grappling with 

illusions—such are the fictive worlds of Conrad‘s texts, worlds devoid of knowledge, 

morality, and hope. If, as Philip M. Weinstein writes, fictive realism bears ―structural 

affinities‖ to an empirically discoverable world, in which knowledge unfolds, morality 

obtains, and hope abides, then literary realism bears structural affinities to this very 
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world‘s negation. Confusion, egoism, doxa, ignorance, and violence rule such a mirror-

darkly world, offering little stability in terms of the metaphysical architecture around 

which to arrange a fictive order. Any fictive narrative consonant with such a worldview, if 

it is to achieve maximum mimetic fidelity in relation to its subject under a regime of 

literary impression, must seek to distill in itself the character of the world it represents, 

and must do so directly in its flourishes and effects. As opposed to simply relating 

incidents and events, literary-impressionistic must make its reader hear, feel, and see—

must effect the salto mortale from diegesis into mimesis. 

 Conradian literary impressionism‘s imperative to make a reader hear, feel, and see 

—an acid bath that dissolves narrative encrustations to expose the pure mimetic kernel—

results in a Barthesian encounter between writer and reader that is anything but 

collaborative. It shows itself to be rather the former‘s deliberate imposition on the latter. 

The series of sensual responses the text works to elicit—hearing what is to heard, feeling 

what is to be felt, seeing what is to be seen—constitutes a model subjectivity, which takes 

the form of an implied reader whose character is precisely the appropriate responses to 

those cues: She hears precisely what is to be heard, feels precisely what is to be felt, sees 

precisely what is to be seen.
30

 The aimed-for effect of Conradian literary impressionism 

involves therefore in the gesture of taking any incidental, actually existing reader as it 

                                                 
     30.  ―Implied reader‖ as it is used here conforms to Wolgang Iser‘s use of the term, which he coined. 

Iser defines an implied reader as a textual entity that ―embodies all those predispositions necessary for a 

literary work to exercise its effect‖ and that establishes ―a network of response-inviting structures, which 

impel the reader to grasp the text‖ Of course, because the implied reader presents actual readers with ―a 

transcendental model‖ whose elements are ―the structured effects‖ of the text‖ that become ―transmuted 

through [readers‘] ideational activities into personal experience,‖ some errancy, or as it were signal loss (if 

one allows a mixing of metaphors), is bound to occur. The Act of Reading: A Theory of Aesthetic Response 

(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978), 27. The fact remains, however, that any errancy 

remains at any rate a particular errancy, one determined by the implied-reader-actual-reader encounter and 

the dynamics of its resulting structured effects. 
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were in hand in order to force these impressions on her, because, left to her own devices, 

she may not sufficiently appreciate the text‘s synesthetic evocativeness and may instead 

gather unaccountably contrary impressions of her own. Graham Greene, Elsie Hueffer, 

and George Blackwood‘s individual responses to Heart of Darkness are symptomatic of 

just this hazard. In other words, any subjectivity which fails to coincide perfectly with the 

implied reader constructed by the text, which proves unresponsive to the text‘s 

conditioning cues, threatens to thwart the text‘s creating its aimed-for series of 

impressions. 

 To the extent that it functions as both a means and mise en scène for the 

emergence of an appropriately responsive implied reader, Heart of Darkness, a literary-

impressionistic text par excellence, bears a striking similarity to the concept of 

―presentation‖ (Darstellung) that Louis Althusser discovers in Marx‘s theoretical 

apparatus.
31

 That is, like Marx in his critical engagement with political economy, Conrad 

favors presentation over representation (Vorstellung in the Marxian context). The power 

of the written word is brought to bear on words themselves. Thus suffused with this self-

acting power, these words conjure a series of impressions that in the aggregate constitute 

the responses of the text‘s implied reader, one whose subjectivity consists of the potential 

for just these sorts of responses, and whose Barthesian contribution to the text‘s meaning 

making takes on a determinate character under compulsion from this series of 

impressions. In Althusserian terms, the Conradian literary-impressionistic text generates 

                                                 
     31.  Marx‘s Capital never explicitly identifies itself as striving for ―presentation‖ over ―representation‖; 

it remains, Althusser, claims, an unarticulated, implicit procedure of the text‘s critical approach to its object, 

political economy, and comes to light only through a ―symptomal reading‖ of Marx‘s text. Louis Althusser 

and Étienne Balibar, Reading Capital, Trans. Ben Brewster (New York: Verso, 2009), 192. 
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its own concept of its literary character. One finds, in other words, no difference between 

the text‘s form and its content, these designations being simply two registers of the 

expression of the text‘s concept. Conradian impressionism‘s sui generis concept thus 

stands as a sort Althusserian ―structure in dominance‖ in that, like industrial capitalism of 

Marx‘s time, the concept of Conradian impressionism enjoys ―the co-presence of all its 

elements and their relations of dominance and subordination.‖
32

 The concept is integral, 

is ―ever–pre-given‖ with respect to the text.
33

 It therefore preserves itself against 

misreading or misapprehension. Specifically, the lukewarm critical reactions of Graham 

Greene, Elsie Hueffer or George Blackwood do not lead to the concept‘s attenuation. It 

obtains fully despite them, and, in fact, conditions that in which the tepidity consists. 

Lukewarm critical reactions are lukewarm in a manner consistent with the concept of 

literary impressionism. Reader misapprehension, in the last instance, shows itself as 

determined as any aimed-for reception suggested by the manner by which the text in 

question constructs its ideal reader. It thus stands as its own sort of Barthesian 

collaboration on the part of the misapprehending reader, her misunderstanding and failure 

of appreciation standing as a sort of negative impression of the contours of the text‘s 

concept. 

 The misunderstanding and failure of appreciation of the misapprehending reader 

moreover becomes an external instantiation of the epistemological principle around 

which its concept is organized—that the word is a ―vain, floating appearance‖ dooming 

atomized egos to chase chimera and to suffer the buffets of chance, their only positive 

                                                 
     32.  Ibid., 319. 

     33.  Ibid. 
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knowledge that of their existence as atomized egos. Once a reader begins as it were to 

head up the turbid river of misunderstanding and misapprehension, she embarks a 

paradigmatically Conradian experience; understanding becomes uncertain, meaning 

undiscoverable, the very act of reading vain. The text‘s concept thus extends its compass 

to the reader, its structuring power constituting her as a real instance of the antithesis of 

the text‘s implied reader, the subjectivity that resolves from the aggregate of the text‘s 

impressionistic cues. If the reader falls short of the standard set by the text‘s implied 

reader, it remains nonetheless the case that her falling-short falls precisely within the 

terms set by this standard. The text‘s concept thus brings form, content, and reader into a 

sort of sympathetic expressive resonance: Every element is a facet of the concept‘s 

presentation.  

Althusser likens the concept‘s presentation to ―stage direction‖ for ―the theatre 

which is simultaneously its own stage, its own script, its own actors.‖
34

 In such a theater 

―spectators can [...] be spectators only because they are first of all forced to be its 

actor.‖
35

 The Conradian literary-impressionistic text likewise forces its reader into the 

status of actor, because her reactions—whether they accord with the standard set by the 

text‘s implied reader, or they lapse into a reception akin to those of Greene, Elsie Hueffer, 

and George Blackwood—ultimately perform a role scripted by the text‘s concept. Before 

this concept, derived from Althusser‘s analysis of Marx‘s Capital, spontaneity collapses 

into determinacy, because no one reader can generate a response to the text that is not 

anticipated and conditioned by the text‘s concept. The act of reading thus becomes an 

                                                 
     34.  Ibid., 193. 

     35.  Ibid. 
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apodeixis of the determining potentialities of the text‘s concept. The literary 

impressionistic text therefore engenders legions of implied readers: Alongside the ideal 

implied reader, whose nature consists of the aggregate determinations proceeding from 

the appropriate sensuous responses to the text‘s synesthetic texture, stands a host of other 

implied readers whose characters consist of the (practically infinite) potentialities of 

textual misapprehension. All of these implied readers, to extend Althusser‘s metaphor of 

presentation as theater, take their place in the text‘s repertory company as managed and 

directed by the text‘s concept. 

 As concerns any actually existing, flesh-and-blood reader, the Conradian literary 

impressionistic text accomplishes a remarkable feat of transubstantiation in making word 

flesh. The actually existing reader serves as the site of expression for whichever implied 

reader enjoying affinities with that reader‘s particular unfolding apprehension of the text 

that the actually existing reader conjures forth in the act of reading—an act consummated 

under the orchestrative power of the text‘s concept. The actually existing reader, in other 

words, enters into composition with the text, the latter‘s impressionistic powers playing 

upon her faculties in such a manner that they become the site for that implied reader in 

reserve whose qualities correspond to the reader‘s particular responses to the text. 

Conrad‘s literary impressionism, as articulated in the preface to The Nigger of the 

“Narcissus”, effectively draws actually existing readers into a field of immanence in 

which text, textual effects, and reader resolve into a relational phenomenal–expressive 

complex that problematizes the notion that texts have a peculiar ontology vis-à-vis other 

phenomena. In other words, literary impressionism resists the sorts of perceptual 
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augmentation crucial to the idea of reading as a certain kind of experience. In his literary 

method Conrad seeks to return to literary texts to their proper status of figments of a 

world of ―vain and floating appearance.‖ The literary text as just one sort of appearance 

in a world of appearances should remain immanent to and consubstantial with that world. 

This conviction emerges in Conrad‘s preface as a sort of ethical impulse behind the more 

methodological particulars of making the reader hear, feel, and see his literary subject. 

That is, the impressions upon the reader‘s faculties that Conrad‘s literary method is meant 

to make, Conrad writes, supply the means of ―a single-minded attempt to render the 

highest kind of justice to the visible universe, by bringing to light the truth, manifold and 

one, underlying its every aspect.‖
36

 The ethical conviction expressed here turns crucially 

on a mereological investment in the visual; ―every aspect‖ of ―the visible universe‖ 

expresses ―the truth‖ isotropically distributed across it, the truth being ―manifold and 

one.‖ Part and whole stand in univocal relation. Scrutiny of any one part will thus reveal 

the truth of the whole. Discovery of this property of universe depends on ―bringing [it] to 

light,‖ that is, on making it scrutable. 

The discovery of the universe‘s truth is solely a visual proposition; for if as 

Conrad writes in his letter to Cunningham Grahame the world or universe ―is but a vain 

and floating appearance‖ then seeing it as such, which involves simply seeing it, 

sufficiently establishes the world‘s truth. To see the world is to fathom its unitary truth 

prevalent throughout the ―manifold‖ of its ―every aspect.‖ In this Conradian literary 

impressionism stops short of representation of the sort suggested by Marx‘s term 

                                                 
     36.  Conrad, ―Preface,‖ 11. 
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Vorstellung, stops short of constructing a linguistic and tropic facsimile of a referent 

external to this facsimile‘s sign system, and instead aims for pure presentation (or 

Darstellung), that is, aims for staging narrative events so that they may ―render the 

highest kind of justice to the visible universe.‖ Such rendering involves, then, dispensing 

altogether with pretensions to the positivist or empiricist notion that an array of 

substantial referents, external to the text, stand behind the text‘s significations in favor of 

a literary method that treats appearances strictly as appearances and not as intimations of 

a more substantial sort of being to objects of the universe of which any array of referents 

forms merely a subset.
37

 The ontological assumption behind Conradian literary 

impressionism, that ―the world is of a vain and floating appearance,‖ when elaborated 

into an epistemological position, which asserts that the truth of the universe, isotropically 

distributed across all of its aspects, and that one can discover by being made to hear, see, 

and feel it, executes the neat trick of mitigating the aporetic nature of textual signs‘ 

relation to their referents. For under the regime of literary impressionism a text, being 

simply one sort of appearance, has behind it an array of referents that are themselves 

appearances. 

The literary-impressionistic text, in other words, collapses the perceptual 

distinction of referents as textual signs and referents as the extra-textual array of objects 

into a continuum of appearances differentiated only by the shapes assumed by these 

appearances. The text and its array of referents, each equally an appearance in a world of 

appearance, also equally partake in that world‘s manifold yet unitary truth, a truth that 

                                                 
     37.  The question, amply considered in the writings of Jacques Derrida, of a signified‘s ―presence‖ to its 

signifier is what is basically at the heart of this consideration. 
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may be discovered by being seen. Literary impressionism thus establishes its mimetic 

principle ostensively as opposed to discursively, its internal organization showing forth 

the truth of the world it proclaims. The power of the written word harnessed by literary 

impressionism, then, overcomes the text‘s mediatic character not by engrossing textual 

expression to a point where it manages to efface this mediatic character and become a 

convincingly verisimilar version of the external world—not by enargia, in other words—

but precisely by situating it in this external world so that, as a newly minted constituent 

of this world, it may partake of this world‘s truth. In this way, the truth of a literary 

impressionist text achieves validity in its being subsumed into the general truth of the 

world; it establishes itself as a locus of articulation of the truth isotropically distributed 

throughout all the world‘s aspects. 

Stated simply, at the heart of Conradian literary impressionism entire theoretical 

armature lies the chiastic assertion that the appearance of the world is its truth and the 

truth of the world its appearance. Yet, its rhetorical adornments notwithstanding, the 

essentially tautological claim at the heart of Conradian literary impressionism follows a 

conceptual movement that is best described as pursuing an analogous development as that 

of the labor product into a commodity. The commodity, Marx writes, achieves its value as 

such (that is, its exchange value) as a result of entering the market where its use value and 

association to a particular laborer‘s labor expenditure are dissevered and where it comes 

to be regarded as ―merely congealed quantities of homogeneous human labor.‖
38

 The 

commodity‘s formal particularities fall into oblivion once it takes its place in the market 

                                                 
     38.  Karl Marx, Capital, Vol. 1, trans., Ben Fowkes (New York: Penguin, 1976), 128. 
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alongside other objects that may be different in form from it and that may be useful in 

other contexts from it. These differences become matters of indifference, however, once a 

commodity is no longer referable to the specific activity of a specific laboring individual 

but instead to a generalized process of human labor in the abstract that becomes the 

measure of value. This new measure of value, which is generalized and abstract, confers 

upon the commodity its ―phantom-like objectivity‖ that excludes its former value 

correlates from consideration. Similarly, Conradian literary impressionism experiences a 

radical devaluation of its conventional ontological character once it is denied a concrete, 

undeniably solid, and real world and is instead deposited in ―a world of vain an floating 

appearance.‖ In a world isotropically phantasmal all constituents of that world share a 

common substance, or, in this case, a common insubstance, the unkenned ether of a ―vain 

and floating world.‖ Consequently, whereas the commodity encountered in the 

marketplace takes on a phantom-like objectivity as result of its situation, the object 

encountered in Conradian fiction takes on, as a result of its situation, an objective 

phantomality much in the sense found in the writing of Jacques Derrida.  

―Phantom preserves the same reference to phainesthai,‖ Derrida writes, ―to 

appearing for vision, to the brightness of day, to phenomenality.‖
39

 Yet, unlike its 

etymological cousin, phenomenality, which denotes the appearance of real, substantial 

objects, ―what happens with spectrality, with phantomality,‖ Derrida continues, ―is that 

something becomes almost visible which is visible only insofar as it is not visible in flesh 

                                                 
     39.  Jacques Derrida and Bernard Stiegler, Echographies of Television: Filmed Interviews, Trans. 

Jennifer Bajorek (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2002), 113. 
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and blood.‖
40

 Phantomality represents an instance of an object bereft of substance. It is an 

appearance, an apparition. Conradian literary impressionism, however, imputes 

phantomality to all phenomena. The implication thus becomes, then, that the objects of 

the Conradian fictive worlds appear in these worlds already as mere appearances. As 

such, their nature bears close affinity to Marx‘s commodity, the labor product in its 

phantasmal iteration as an item in the marketplace. But whereas in Marx‘s writing the 

phantasmal quality of objects (their transmutation into commodities) represents a stage in 

a process (the development of social relations under Capital), in Conrad‘s writings the 

phantasmal quality of objects represents the very condition of their existence. The objects 

of Conrad‘s fictive worlds thus share with Marxian commodities what Derrida describes 

as ―a supernatural and paradoxical phenomenality, the furtive and ungraspable visibility 

of the invisible, or an invisibility of a visible X.‖
41

 

Both Conradian literary impressionistic objects and Marxian commodities partake 

in that which Derrida describes as ―that non-sensuous sensuous of which Capital speaks,‖ 

the latter by being thrown into the market, the former simply by being.
42

 But whereas 

―that non-sensuous sensuousness‖ Marx terms the object-cum-commodity‘s ―phantom-

like objectivity‖ the object in Conradian literary impressionistic texts attains an object-

like phantomality—a seeming solidity, a seeming substantiality. This rhetorical inversion 

notwithstanding, the non-sensuous sensuous character common to the former and the 

latter excludes them from considerations of ontology because in this character indicates 

                                                 
     40.  Ibid. 

     41.  Jacques Derrida, Specters of Marx, Trans. Peggy Kamuf (New York and London: Routledge), 7. 

     42.  Ibid (emphases in the original). 
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their belonging to a domain prior to that of ontology, a domain for which Derrida coins 

the concept ―hauntology.‖ Hauntology concerns precisely the ―supernatural and 

paradoxical phenomenality‖ of Marxian commodities as well as objects in Conradian 

literary impressionistic fiction. That is, in Conradian literary participate in a non-

sensuous sensuousness remarkably similar to that of the Marxian commodity, the critical 

difference being that, whereas the former experiences a particular attenuation from the 

more concrete status of use value and a particular laborer‘s labor expenditure into 

phantomal status as a commodity, the objects of Conradian have this phantomal status 

from the outset; it is for them the very condition of their existence. In other words, 

whereas the phantom-like objectivity of the commodity form of a labor product 

represents a stage in a process, for the objects in Conradian literary impressionistic 

fiction, it represents an a priori. 

An object that achieves its phantomality at the end of a process of development, 

as the labor product does in Marx‘s Capital, however, enjoys a slightly different fate from 

one that achieves its phantomality at its genesis, as it does in Conrad‘s Heart of Darkness. 

The latter‘s non-sensuous sensuous character suggests—as another way of expressing the 

same thing—that the latter is possessed of sensuous qualities beyond or in addition to 

those which are immediately sensibly sensuous. It is both sensibly sensuous and, if one 

were able somehow to sense it, suprasensibly sensuous. It is, in other words, absolutely 

sensuous—without excess, without remainder. No quality of the object eludes escapes 

being sensuous; only certain sensuous qualities remain so suprasensibly. The object‘s 

absolute sensuousness offers, then, some refinement of the reigning concept of Conradian 
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literary impressionism: That the world is one of ―vain and floating appearance,‖ but that, 

despite its being so, literary impressionistic technique can given expression to this truth 

―manifold and one.‖ For the manifold oneness of the world of Conradian literary 

impressionistic fiction rests on the fact that the world is one vast phantomal–phenomenal 

plenum, and that each being and object stands as a zone of differentiation of this vast 

phantomal–phenomenal plenum in that a specific form of sensation resolves within that 

zone, becoming the phantomal object of Conradian literary impressionistic fiction. And 

their phantomality means that they remain objects of primarily visual sensation. In 

Derrida‘s terms, they ―becom[e] almost visible which is visible only insofar as [they are] 

not visible in flesh and blood.‖ The world of Conradian literary impressionistic fiction, 

no matter the multitude of objects into which it is arrayed, is for all this a phantomal 

world, a world of ―vain and floating appearance.‖ This is its truth, which is isotropically 

distributed throughout it. Each object in such a world becomes localized phantomal 

expression of an isotropically phantomal world. Any change in the population of objects 

furnishing such a world—any increase or decrease in them—does nothing to change that 

world‘s nature, whose array of objects furnishing it appear and disappear as a result of 

modulations in that world‘s infinite self-expressive potentialities. 

The world of Conradian literary impressionistic fiction, in other words, obeys a 

Deleuzian principle of development. ―Development does not go from smaller to greater 

things through growth or augmentation,‖ Gilles Deleuze writes, ―but from the general to 

the special, through differentiation of an initially undifferentiated field either under the 

action of exterior surroundings or under the influence of natural forces that are directive, 
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directional, but that remain neither constitutive or preformative.‖
43

 The object under 

consideration in Conradian literary impressionistic fiction becomes simply a special case 

of a general condition of phantomality. With the appearance or disappearance of any 

object, then, nothing is added to or subtracted from this world; it neither grows nor 

augments itself in adding or subtracting to its population of objects. It is self-consistent; it 

remains monistic before, during, and after each variegating and ramifying modulation of 

its self-expression. Each object, in Deleuze‘s terms, thus demarcates a zone of 

differentiation in ―an initially undifferentiated field‖ that is the world prior to arraying 

itself into a world of objects. Yet Deleuze cautions that there lies no sufficient reason 

behind the appearance of objects in such a world. Rather the appearance of any object 

results solely from the chance encounter of the world‘s endogenous conditions at a given 

moment as the world roils endlessly on in its self-manifestation. Each object is in this 

respect a singularity, a haecceity, an event, determined purely through the differentiating 

movement from the general (the phantomal world) to the special case (the phantomal 

object). There are no immutable principles anterior to it to condition its genesis—no 

―constitutive or preformative‖ principles. There are, rather, ―directive and directional‖ 

forces at work immanently on the object in the very moment of its resolving into 

visibility, which, for Deleuze is an effect of a relative intensity vis-à-vis the rest of the 

field. 

The array of objects furnishing the world is, then, an array of just so many zones 

of varying degrees of intensity. Achieving a certain degree of intensity is the manner in 

                                                 
     43.  Gilles Deleuze, The Fold: Leibniz and the Baroque, Trans. Tom Conley (Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 1993), 10. 
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which objects are differentiated into their singularities and haecceities. ―Every intensity is 

differential, by itself a difference,‖ Deleuze writes.
44

 Objects thus assume their 

singularity and haecceity in a manner closely analogous to the way in which signifiers 

achieving their meanings in Ferdinand de Saussure‘s linguistic theory. Just as ―in 

language there are only differences without positive terms,‖
45

 according to Saussure, that 

is, without anything mediating or structuring the differences, so too in Deleuzian 

ontology does one find differences without positive terms between and among objects. 

However, the fact that only differences obtain between objects Deleuze does not take in a 

negative sense as a void or nullity. Deleuze sees differences, rather, as positive traces 

connecting objects‘ peculiar zone of differentiation to the undifferentiated field out of 

which it resolved. 

Every object‘s peculiar zone of differentiation, its singularity and haecceity, 

according to Deleuze, is a coefficient to an isotropic positivity of an anterior 

undifferentiated field that happens to appear at a time and place, giving rise to an 

intensity situating the zone of differentiation that is the object. In Deleuzian ontology, 

objects become topoi—peaks and wells on the taut fabric of Being. This isotropic 

positivity common to all differentiated objects Deleuze terms the ―univocity‖ of Being. 

―In effect,‖ Deleuze writes, ―the essential in univocity is […] that [Being] is said, in a 

single and same sense, of all its individuating modalities.‖
46

 All individuating modalities 

are, in other words. They exist, and therefore can be said to exist. This is the ontological 

                                                 
     44.  Gilles Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, trans. Paul Patton, (New York: Columbia University 

Press, 1995), 222. 

     45.  Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, ed. Albert Riedlinger, trans. Charles Bally 

and Albert Sechehaye (LaSalle, IL: Open Court, 1983) 118. 

     46.  Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, 36 (emphasis in the original). 
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principle common to all objects. ―The essence of univocal being is to include 

individuating differences,‖ Deleuze continues, ―while these differences do not have the 

same essence and do not change the essence of being—just as white includes various 

intensities, while remaining essentially the same white.‖
47

 Each object hypostatizes an 

intensification of a zero-degree of being, the degree of intensity of Being itself. The 

interstices, the spaces of the gradients among the various degrees of intensity as 

hypostasized in objects, represent the modalities of being of differences themselves. 

―Being is said in a single and same sense of everything of which it is said,‖ Deleuze 

concludes, ―but that of which it is said differs: it is said of difference itself.‖
48

 Every 

object, every being, is a power of Being degree-zero; difference, Being degree-zero itself. 

When raised to a power, however, the original value is nonetheless conserved. All beings 

equally express Being, the original value, but their relative manners of expression, the 

relative powers to which they raise this value, are themselves not necessarily equal. The 

univocity of Being, according to Deleuze, thus means ―one Being for all forms and all 

times, a single instance for all that exists, a single phantom for all the living.‖
49

 

Objects in Conradian literary impressionistic fiction, though discreet and 

differentiated bodies, are only relatively so, for they partake of the phantomal oneness 

Conrad imputes to the world as a whole, ―a vain and floating appearance.‖ In light of this 

phantomal oneness of the world as a whole, objects achieve only a relative difference. 

                                                 
     47.  Ibid. 

     48.  Ibid. 

     49.  Gilles Deleuze, The Logic of Sense, trans. Mark Lester with Charles Stivale (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 1990), 180. 
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Their ―numerical distinction,‖ Deleuze writes, ―is a modal, not a real distinction.‖
50

 Thus 

there is indeed ―a single phantom‖ for all phantomal objects, for any one objects are 

nothing more than modal expression of the world‘s phantomal oneness, its phantomal 

univocity. For no world exists separately from the objects constituting it, just as no object 

exists separately from the world of which it is a constituent. Every object in Conradian 

literary impressionism expresses phantomality in equal degree and irrespective of 

outward differences or spatiotemporal situation, creating conditions of radical 

equivalence among all objects. Under such conditions the world of Conradian literary 

impressionistic fiction takes on a character similar to the world of Samuel Beckett‘s 

Molloy, one where ―[t]he shadow in the end is no better than the substance,‖
51

 since both 

shadow and substance are equally modal expressions of ―a single phantom for all the 

living‖ that is the phantomal world itself. A phantomal world of whose object–

constituents are local modal expressions can only beget more modal expressions—

variations on a single immutable theme—leading to a quantitative proliferation of what is 

fundamentally the same thing. The efflorescence of Being into beings represents an event 

of pure excess, their ―extremity in differentiation‖ into singularities and haecceities 

representing just this ―state of excess,‖ as Deleuze writes.
52

 Every object emerges as 

literally a superfetation of Being. Being is in this respect an excrescence, a Being 

pregnant with itself, constantly delivering itself of itself.  

 Unitary yet multiple, without remainder yet wholly excessive, the world in its true 

                                                 
     50.  Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, 303-304. 

     51.  Samuel Beckett, Molloy: A Novel, trans. Samuel Beckett and Patrick Bowles (New York: Grove 

Weidenfeld, 1955), 33. 

     52.  Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, 304. 
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character follows a Mandelbrot-like increase in complexity of a uniform isotropism. The 

world in its true character, according to the metaphysical assertion found in Conrad‘s 

letter to Cunningham Grahame, is one of purely quantitative proliferation, a truth which 

extends to literary texts, themselves objects in the world. A text‘s materiality—ink marks 

on sheets paper bound together—means that its distinction as an object from other objects 

is only a relative consideration, its fundamental truth remaining, of course, an expression 

of a univocal Being expressing itself as difference. Deleuze remains adamant in his 

insistence that nothing can escape the fate of expressing Being along with other beings, 

that though objects may achieve a singularity and haecceity as a function of difference, it 

remains the case that difference, the ever-convolving movement of Being, keeps the 

object bound to Being. No object can dissolve this bond. This holds especially true for 

textual signs. ―Signs are the object of a temporal apprenticeship,‖ Deleuze writes, ―not of 

an abstract knowledge.‖
53

 Signs as features of the world, if Deleuze‘s theory is to remain 

consistent, cannot be considered mediators between two domains—one of objects and the 

other ideas—but simply as one sort of constituent in a field of immanence that includes 

objects and ideas. Deleuze continues: ―To learn is first of all to consider a substance, an 

object, a being as if it emitted signs to be deciphered.‖ 
54

 The hypothetical ―as if‖ of this 

assertion denotes that an object‘s expressive character is not secondary, deriving from its 

materiality, but is a coeval, co-equal constituent along with the latter, and is therefore of 

as much ontological value as the latter. The encounter between object and perceiver 

                                                 
     53.  Gilles Deleuze, Proust and Signs, trans. Richard Howard (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
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Deleuze terms an ―event‖ and the content of an event‘s happening expressed in language, 

its meaning or ―sense.‖ Sense is but one aspect of the event, its happening being the 

other. An event and its sense are simply two modal expressions of the same intensive 

topos in a field of immanence. The difference between the two remains relative. Object, 

sense, percept, and sign become for Deleuze one as it were a singular intensive complex: 

object–sense–percept–sign (or, better: objectsenseperceptsign). Textual signs remain 

bound to their originary moment in the event, whence derives their meaning, as a result 

of the former and latter‘s bi-univocal correspondence consecrated under univocal Being 

itself.  

 

* * * 

 Part One of Heart of Darkness offers abundant evidence of a political economy of 

the sign foundering on the impossible exchange of the sign system itself under conditions 

of the phantomality of Conrad‘s fictive world. Conrad‘s Marlow implicitly endorses a 

British civilization, praising its capital, London, as ―the biggest, and the greatest, town on 

earth.‖
55

 The city‘s grandiosity fades to merely ―a flicker‖
56

 when compared to the eons 

of dark barbarity that Britain had endured. Held against the vast backdrop of history, it is, 

Marlow says, as if ―darkness was here yesterday.‖
57

 Marlow spins his observation into an 

imaginary encounter between a colonizing Roman and the indigenous British colonized. 

This Roman, ―a commander of a fine […] trireme in the Mediterranean, suddenly ordered 
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north,‖
58

 Marlow depicts as a man whose civility expresses itself through his disdain for 

the rude subsistence such a trip makes necessary. ―Imagine him here [in England],‖ 

Marlow requests of his audience: ―Sandbanks, marshes, forests, savages,—precious little 

to eat fit for a civilized man, nothing but Thames water to drink. No Falerian wine here, 

no going ashore.‖
59

 The absence of nearly all trappings of civilization, the rudeness of 

available foodstuffs, and the savagery of the island‘s inhabitants converge to suggest a 

barbarity that stands in stark contrast to the civilized refinements of Marlow‘s imagined 

Roman, who confronts a mode of existence antithetical to his own, one 

―incomprehensible‖ and ―also detestable.‖
60

 

 Marlow presents civility in his figure of the Roman commander as a concept not 

simply abstract, however, but as rooted in the real. Like the indigenous Britons, whose 

savage nature is a direct reflection of their food and drink, the Roman commander‘s 

refinement is similarly determined; civility and barbarity in Marlow‘s heuristic are 

indexed to the category of the alimentary, a category of biological necessity. But whereas 

the indigenous Britons drink, Thames river water, occurs naturally, the Roman‘s ―Falerian 

wine‖ results from human artifice. It is, in short, a commodity. As such, it must pass 

through human hands in order for its value to be engrossed. As signified by ―Falerian 

wine,‖ civility as a concept thus shows itself as also indexed to socially necessary labor. 

Fit provender for Marlow‘s Roman, if he is to preserve his civility, consists exclusively of 

foodstuffs which have passes through the value engrossing mechanism of human labor. 
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Civility as a concept exists suspended in a nexus of social relations to which savagery, as 

signified by the indigenous Britons‘ elementary, non-commodified foodstuffs, remains 

absolutely prior; so much so, in fact, that Marlow‘s Roman finds his civility in jeopardy, 

because it finds no context in which to express itself in the unimproved wilds of the 

British Isles. Marlow finds neither delicacies to eat nor Falerian wine to imbibe. The 

absence of these things signals the absence of civility itself, and no bulwark obtains 

against the Roman‘s descent into the barbarity he imputes to his colonized Other. Marlow 

thus concludes his heuristic with the observation that it was just a matter of time before 

the Roman and his cohort ―grabbed what they could for the sake of what was to be got.‖
61

 

The entire project‘s essence is quickly thereafter laid bare for what it was, namely, ―just 

robbery with violence, aggravated murder on a grand scale and men going at it blind—as 

is very proper for those who tackle the darkness.‖
62

 

 Marlow‘s account of his imagined Roman‘s tackling the darkness suggests that 

there is no metaphysical distinction between civility and barbarity, or more specifically, 

suggests that regarding civility and barbarity as antithetical concepts is not even tenable. 

For what Marlow‘s heuristic depicts is a world completely anterior to primitive 

accumulation, that dirty business which Marx identifies as requisite to colonial 

expansion.
63

 By tackling the darkness of the British Isles, which amounts to mere robbery 

and murder, Marlow‘s Roman sets in motion the perturbations of the social field from 

which resolve the class categories of colonizer and colonized. His person quite literally 
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represents that which Derrida identifies as a ―maximum intensification of a 

transformation in progress.‖
64

 The murder and rapine he visits upon the indigenous 

Britons stands as an instance of legal authority‘s foundational violence, whose legitimacy 

rests solely on itself. ―Since the origin of authority, the founding or grounding, the 

positing of law cannot by definition rest of anything but themselves,‖ Derrida writes, 

―they are themselves a violence without ground.‖
65

 The transformation of the British Isles 

from the indigenes‘ lifeworld to resources ripe for imperial plunder expresses itself with 

utmost intensity in Marlow‘s Romans violence. Self-legitimizing, anchored solely in its 

own action, this violence utterly disjoins the state of affairs it discovers from the state it 

creates. The British indigenes‘ life-world, as if fated to become a colony, achieves this 

status via the catalyzing event of Marlow‘s Roman‘s devastating first visit. Civility and 

barbarity thus emerge not so much as terms situated in dialect as terms resolving from 

Derridean différance, the temporalizing and temporizing movement conditioning all 

phenomena—one which moreover involves a large measure of recursion, even eternal 

recursion. Marlow‘s civilized Roman must throw himself into barbarity in order to 

inaugurate the conditions of his civility. The distinction between the two terms cannot 

hold up, mutually infecting and inflecting as they are shown to be.  

 Marlow wishes his heuristic of the Roman commander to make the point that the 

mutually infecting and inflecting senses of civility and barbarity no longer pertain to the 

real colonial situation of his contemporary moment, because from historical progress has 

arisen a principle that preserves European colonizers from barbarity, and thus preserves 
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whole and entire their civility. ―What saves us is efficiency—the devotion to efficiency,‖ 

Marlow proclaims to his audience aboard the Nellie. The fact that the rest of Marlow‘s 

Congo ―yarn‖ gives the lie to this assertion would suggest a certain irony, albeit of an 

exceedingly subtle kind, behind his words. Suresh Raval, however, takes Marlow at his 

word. Marlow‘s attesting to the salvific power of efficiency ―seems not to be meant 

ironically,‖ Raval writes, ―otherwise it could have nothing reassuring about it. Yet the 

miracle that the ideal performs, of protecting one from primal, ego-shattering experience, 

is surely too great for it to perform.‖
66

 Efficiency, however, remains indivisible from the 

procedures of colonialism. Thus it is something more than an ideal. It is even more 

fundamentally the reigning principle for the concrete practices of imperialism in it 

nineteenth-century, European iteration. Specifically, it the activity of Empire‘s 

foundational violence rationally choreographed for optimal exploitation and resource 

extraction. In this respect it is supremely activity. 

The figure of chief accountant whom Marlow meets at the Outer Station offers a 

clear instance of this violence on the part of imperialism. Marlow expresses admiration 

for how he bears up in the face of ―the great demoralization of the land.‖
67

 The 

accountant‘s books Marlow describes as ―in apple pie order,‖ though ―[e]verything else in 

the station was in a muddle,‖ including the accountant‘s office, a tenebrous, rickety room 

in which ―big flies buzzed fiendishly‖ and ―some invalided agent from up-country‖ lay 

dying.‖
68

 What wins Marlow‘s admiration is the fact that the chief accountant manages to 
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elide entirely the disorder attending the moment of inscription from his inscriptions in a 

supreme instance of that which Derrida terms ―arche-writing,‖ itself an act of ―arche-

violence,‖ which is the violence of inscription itself, that results in ―loss of the proper, of 

absolute proximity, of self-presence.‖
69

 The fiendish flies buzzing, the agent from up-

country dying—these bear relation to the textual signs of the chief accountant‘s orderly 

books only as elements strategically suppressed at the moment of inscription, while the 

signs themselves, originally a products of the constituent activity of the scene of their 

inscription, are as it were instantly commuted to a signifying regime of colonial 

administration. In this they become less the product of the moment of inscription and 

more an epiphenomenon collocated with that activity, as the latter undergoes erasure in 

order for the signs‘ acquired character as signs of a signifying regime assumes primacy. 

The abolition of the scene of writing‘s constituent conditions from the text written 

happens only as a consequence of foundational violence, which in the chief accountant‘s 

case is, as Marlow remarks, the ―backbone‖ he shows by ―[keeping] up appearances‖ in 

the face of ―the great demoralisation of the land.‖
70

 This fortitude, supremely sustained, 

enables him to muster the ―attention‖ without which, he tells Marlow, ―it is extremely 

difficult to guard against clerical errors in this climate.‖
71

 

 The fact that the chief accountant guards against clerical errors so well would 

seem to qualify him as a paragon of Marlow‘s cherished efficiency. Indeed, the 

relationship between the chief accountant and his duties stands as a fitting example of an 
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individual engaged in the sort of ascetic practice defined by Michel Foucault as not ―a 

morality of renunciation but […] an exercise of the self on the self by which one attempts 

to develop or transform oneself, and to attain to a certain mode of being.‖
72

 The chief 

accountant astonishes Marlow with his inerrant punctiliousness in the most adverse 

conditions. He becomes for Marlow ―a sort of vision‖ and a ―miracle,‖
73

 a transfiguration 

that results not from elements external to the accountant but entirely from within, and 

thus as far as Marlow is concerned, has conjured for himself an ethos of almost 

superhuman excellence. ―[T]his man had verily accomplished something,‖ Marlow tells 

his Nellie crewmates. Yet it is superhuman excellence in the service of an inhuman 

enterprise. Transforming himself into a consummate colonial-administrative appendage 

entails banishing from his consciousness the horrific goings-on of the Outer Station in 

order to banish from his bookkeeping the errors such goings-on constantly threaten to 

visit upon his bookkeeping. The signifying regime of colonial administration represents 

to the chief accountant a discourse resplendent in its thoroughgoing rationality, a 

discourse purged of the exigencies of its moment of production. It is in this respect pure, 

and its purity conjures the chief accountant to achieve a similar purity of person—hence 

his ―unexpected elegance of get-up,‖
74

 as Marlow describes it. The chief account strives 

to make himself an appropriate subject of this discourse, which in turn enables him to 

produce further similar discourse. His exercise of the self crucially involves entering into 

composition with this discourse so that he can transform himself into an effective 
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producer of this discourse. Preserving this discourse‘s purity preserves his own; yet this 

discourse remains undecidable in terms of order of priority—and crucially so. That is, 

Marlow discovers the chief accountant as already both subject and producer of the 

discourse of colonial administration. He reliably executes his duty flawlessly, and thus 

maximizes an efficiency which both determines and arises from this flawless execution. 

That which allows the chief accountant to execute his duty flawlessly is his 

devotion to this discourse over the really existing conditions of the outer station: that it is 

a ―grove of death‖ rife with ghastly spectacles. Upon arriving at the Outer Station, 

Marlow witnesses ―[b]lack shapes […] half coming out, half-effaced within the dim light, 

in all attitudes of pain, abandonment and despair.‖
75

 He also describes these dying 

laborers as ―shadows,‖ ―moribund shapes,‖ ―bundles of acute angles.‖ Impressionistic 

flourishes he adds to his description of the grove-of-death scene Marlow repeats in his 

description of the chief accountant. Marlow describes him as ―bent over his desk […] 

barred from neck to heels with narrow strips of sunlight.‖
76

 As subjects of literary-

impressionistic sketching, the two scenes bespeak as much of epistemo-aesthetic 

principles governing their depiction as they do the subject depicted. Marlow brings a 

painter‘s eye to the scenes before him; how things before them impress themselves on his 

senses become as much the content of his narrative. This narrative habit of Marlow‘s 

tends to produce both an effect of desubstantialization—the subjects of his descriptions 

attenuate from a gross corporeality to a certain spectrality consisting of light and shadow, 

and geometry—as well as an effect of relativization: the subjects of his descriptions tend 
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to resolve into compositions. The dual aspects of spectrality and relativity are certainly 

quite consistent with Conrad‘s impressionistic literary aesthetic and with the 

epistemological conviction undergirding it, namely, that the individual is merely an ego–

monad striving vain in a floating phantomal world.  

The resulting renderings tend to lose, however, the gravity of the situation 

rendered. The highly figural, chiaroscuro impressionistic flourishes of Marlow‘s narrative 

emphasize the phenomenology of a subject‘s witnessing a scene as much as it does the 

specific contents of the scene witnessed. Conrad‘s literary impressionism, which not only 

adapts itself to the ineluctable subjectivity coloring all literary depictions but moreover 

elevates it to a programmatic assertion, confronts the daunting task of conjuring a sense 

of horror via a medium of an subjectivity (namely, Marlow‘s) without simply being 

reducible to the particular psychology thereof. It endeavors, in other words, to establish 

objective conditions of horror without resorting to the objectivity associated with fictive 

realism, a recourse it rules out a priori in order to remain consistent with its enabling 

epistemological assumption of a fundamentally phantomal world. If horror is to be 

experienced in Heart of Darkness as Marlow experiences it, it must be an effect of the 

compositional whole, with all its subjective glosses. Horror must be an emergent property 

of the event (in the Deleuzian sense) of Marlow‘s impressionistic renderings of the scenes 

he witnesses. Subject, scene, light, shade, and perspective become what Deleuze terms an 

―assemblage,‖ especially once a consciousness arrives to occupy the perspectival 

positionality that in evoking the scene impressionistically completes the assemblage. 

Deleuze defines an assemblage as ―a multiplicity which is made up of heterogeneous 
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terms and which establishes liaisons, relations between them, across ages, sexes and 

reigns—different natures.‖
77

 The elements of a multiplicity comprising an assemblage 

need not have any preordained affinities, such as those pulleys have for belts or camshafts 

for pistons, because assemblages do not result from design or intent but from the chance 

encounter. The expressive modalities of the constituent elements both condition and are 

conditioned by other proximate modalities. The ―liaisons‖ and ―relations between them‖ 

are contingent, ad hoc affairs. They are events. 

Marlow‘s witnessing laborers dying in the ―grove of death,‖ as well as his 

observing the chief accountant ―bent over his desk […] barred from neck to heels with 

narrow strips of sunlight‖ are two instances where the subjective quality of these 

renderings, rather than undermining the objective horror of Marlow‘s Congo sojourn 

generally, grant it a completeness. In this respect the two tendencies of Conrad‘s literary 

impressionism—desubstantializing narrative subjects, relativizing the narrator‘s 

positionality—have the virtue of granting freer rein to narrative subjects‘ expressive 

modalities while the former grants both the event‘s completion. That is, Marlow can 

abstract the bodies of dying men into ―bundles of acute angles‖ without sacrificing the 

scene‘s import. Likewise, Marlow can add chiaroscuro touches to the image of the chief 

accountant at his desk without the scene settling into some sort of compositional serenity. 

Rather, despite their compositional quality, their remains to these scenes, as well as other 

such similar scenes, a sense of their being happened upon, their being events in the full 

Deleuzian sense. It is as if these scenes, already complete compositions, impress 
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themselves on Marlow‘s consciousness, which serves as the medium of their passing into 

language. 

Undiminished in this passing is precisely the sensation of horror Marlow 

experiences and wishes to evoke in either scene; for, unlike other poststructuralists, 

Deleuze does not consider literary representation as a descent into the undecidability and 

drift of signification, but as a different expressive modality informed by expressive 

content common to it and its subject, an expressive content which Deleuze calls ―sense.‖ 

Sense demarcates ―the boundary between propositions and things,‖ Deleuze writes.
78

 It 

exists as ―at once [both] extra-Being and inherence,‖
79

 that is, something that stands apart 

from yet is discovered in both a subject and its representation. Dorothea Olkowski, in her 

study of Deleuze‘s thought, offers a clear definition of his notion of sense. ―Merging 

neither with bodies nor propositions,‖ she writes, ―sense is […] the event at the surface of 

states of affairs and things that belongs to language, which is said of things.‖
80

 As 

simultaneously a phenomenological, perceptual–cognitive, and linguistic manifestation, 

Deleuzian sense militates against the commonly held conviction that fundamentally there 

lies in the relationship between a thing or scene and its linguistic representation a 

fundamental estrangement resulting from the latter‘s arbitrariness as heterogeneous 

lexical bits fitted to the former. Rather, Deleuzian sense brings signifier and signified into 

a unity that manages to avoid logical or analogical reductions for the very reason that 

sense appears prior to these reductions. This unity is an effect of the univocity Deleuze 
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finds to be characteristic of all being. 

The horror that Marlow wishes his narrative to convey to his audience aboard the 

Nellie arises precisely from the event-al integuments of the depicted scenes‘ sense. 

Marlow, at once perceiver and narrator, thus comes to function as the site of sense‘s 

extension into language. As such, Marlow finds himself drawn into an ascesis not unlike 

that of that of the chief accountant in that Marlow‘s function is enlisted to the cause of 

expressing consummately the horror permeating his voyage into the Congolese interior 

just as the chief accountant is enlisted into the cause of expressing consummately the 

discourse of colonial administration. One finds, in fact, that ascesis, the surrender of 

one‘s being to univocal Being, figures crucially in sense‘s achieving its fullest expressive 

capability. Only by entering into composition with the philosophical discourse of Being‘s 

univocity does Marlow facilitate sense‘s modal plenitude by allowing it to find in him 

expression in language. The chief accountant‘s ―miracle,‖ maintaining his preternatural 

clerical assiduity or ―backbone,‖ instantiates the puissant univocity of colonial 

administrative procedure; it sustains the chief accountant against ―the great 

demoralisation of the land,‖ and against his many mile‘s removal from the European 

home office, even as he sustains it, he becomes an ascetic exemplar for Marlow. 

Distance, obscurity, and conditions notwithstanding, there is for the chief accountant truly 

one procedures for all procedures, and his own practice of ―making correct entries of 

perfectly correct transactions‖ expresses perfectly this univocity. 

 The idea of work, along with that which is in work, sustains Marlow throughout 

his journey into the Congolese interior precisely because it represents this ascetic relation 



206 

 

to the burdens of empire exemplified so perfectly by the chief accountant. The chief 

accountant‘s impressive comportment against the great demoralization of the land finds 

an objective correlative
81

 in the monograph on sailing that Marlow discovers during his 

voyage upriver. This monograph, entitled ―An Inquiry into Some Points of Seamanship,‖ 

elicits from Marlow an immediate affinity. He states that ―at first glance you could tell 

see there a singleness of intention, an honest concern for the right way to go about 

work.‖
82

 This ―singleness of intention‖ and ―honest concern for the right way to go about 

work,‖ two virtues with which Marlow credits Towson‘s monograph, could just as easily 

apply to the chief accountant. And, indeed, Marlow describes the latter in similar terms. 

Marlow discovery of these qualities elicits in him ― a delicious sensation of having come 

upon something unmistakably real.‖ Marlow‘s force of sentiment regarding Towson‘s 

―Inquiry‖ is such that the book‘s reality, its character as a concrete object, does not rely 

on any individual perception. Perception, sensation, belief—none are required either to 

confirm or to affirm the concrete reality of Towson‘s ―Inquiry.‖ 

At least as concerns Marlow‘s initial encounter with it, Towson‘s ―Inquiry,‖ as a 

text, apparently need not make its reader, Marlow, see, hear, or feel in order to persuade 

him of its ontological or phenomenological validity, as would a Conradian literary 

impressionistic fictive text. In this respect, Towson‘s ―Inquiry‖ as a phenomenal entity 

deviates from—indeed, runs directly counter to—the epistemological position 

undergirding Conrad‘s literary-impressionistic program as Conrad presents it in his 
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preface to The Nigger of the “Narcissus”.
83

 Rather than striking Marlow as being simply 

a transient, insubstantial shadow, the book elicits in him ―a delicious sensation of having 

come upon something unmistakably real.‖
84

 No sooner does Marlow experience this 

sensation then the unmistakable reality of Towson‘s ―Inquiry‖ begins to recede as a result 

of Marlow‘s closer scrutiny of it. The condition in which Marlow finds the book is that it 

has been covered with apparently encrypted marginalia that is later revealed to be notes 

made by the motley Russian in response to the context of the original text. The Russian‘s 

notes are, of course, unintelligible to Marlow. Thus Towson‘s ―Inquiry‖—at least, the 

particular copy discovered by Marlow—takes on an enigmatical character: It is an object 

upon which one text, Towson‘s, which is at once intelligible, familiar and comforting, has 

literally circumscribe around it another text, the motley Russian‘s, which is itself 

unintelligible, unfamiliar, and unsettling. 

The copy of Towson‘s inquiry, in the particular condition in which Marlow finds 

it, becomes an objective correlative to the manner of narrating which the framing narrator 

describes as characteristic of Marlow. Marlow, the framing narrator observes, was not a 

―typical‖ yarn-spinning seaman in the sense that typical yarn-spinning seamen spin yarns 

that have ―a direct simplicity,‖ because their ―whole meaning‖ lies within them in the 

same way that nutmeat lies ―within the shell of a cracked nut‖; whereas Marlow conjures 
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tales whose meaning was ―not inside like a kernel but outside, enveloping the tale which 

brought it out only as a glow brings out a haze, in the likeness of one of these misty halos 

that sometimes are made visible by the spectral illumination of moonshine.‖
85

 

Though in a sense, the cracked-nut metaphor enjoys some relevance (the motley 

Russian responsible for the indecipherable margin notes in the copy of Towson‘s 

―Inquiry‖ is certainly a bit cracked), closer consideration recommends the haze–halo 

metaphor enjoys greater applicability. Marlow‘s reaction to Towson‘s ―Inquiry‖ suggests 

that the latter‘s contents are direct and straightforward, having persuaded Marlow of its 

―singleness of intention‖ and its ―honest concern for the right way to go about work.‖ The 

fact remains, however, that Marlow‘s response to Towson‘s ―Inquiry‖ owes as much to 

the context of Marlow‘s encounter with this text as it does to the text‘s actual content. 

That is, the indecipherable marginalia stands in the same relation as moonshine does to a 

misty in Marlow‘s peculiar narrative method, the longhand, indecipherable characters of 

the motley Russian‘s marginalia envelope the comprehensible, orderly printed characters 

of the text of Towson‘s ―Inquiry‖ as meaning does one of Marlow‘s yarn, the first 

―bringing out‖ the virtues of the second in much the same way that ―a glow brings out a 

haze.‖ 

The singleness of intention and honest concern with the right way of going about 

work are significances someone who is himself similarly intent and concerned is pre-

disposed to discover in such a book as Towson‘s ―Inquiry.‖ Himself prompted to it as a 

result of his envelopment in the haze of incomprehensibility that has marked his African 
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sojourn, Marlow invests ―work‖ to such an extent it becomes a veritable idol fashioned in 

his mind. He completely prostrates himself to work, insisting that ―you must back upon 

your own innate strength, upon your own capacity for faithfulness.‖
86

 Marlow the pious 

adherent gathers this innate strength from the faith he places in this idol, and in so doing, 

draws meaning from it, as well—meaning established not through any empirical 

observation, but through sheer ―power of devotion […] to an obscure, back-breaking 

business.‖
87

 The cult of Marlow fashions for himself relies, as all religions do, on 

legitimization in a numinous tautology—inviolable, an ordering principle resolving, in 

Marlow‘s case, out of the obscurity of back-breaking effort. Anchored in no prior 

synthesis (no tautology can be), the tautology undergirding Marlow‘s cult of work rather 

floats, as would a fog or haze, requiring a glow to illuminate its insubstantial form, yet 

nonetheless charged with the substantial task of conferring some sort of ineffable salvific 

power to its faithful. 

 Like a haze, however, the definite shape and apparent substantiality of Marlow‘s 

copy of Towson‘s ―Inquiry‖ is characterized by evanescence. No sooner does it present 

itself to Marlow, as if precipitating out of the ether of the European colonial imaginary, 

then it begins to suggest that it might disintegrate at any moment. Marlow apparently 

recognizes the volatile fragility of this book. He mentions ―handl[ing] this amazing 

antiquity with the greatest possible tenderness, lest it should dissolve in [his] hands.‖ Yet 

as fragile as Marlow‘s copy of Towson‘s ―Inquiry‖ is in terms of its physical being, in its 

linguistic being it exhibits robustness. Marlow states that ―to leave off reading it was like 
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tearing [himself] away from the shelter of an old and solid friendship.‖ The book thus 

manages to straddle contradiction: Its ―amazing antiquity‖ puts in danger of ―[dissolving] 

in [Marlow‘s] hands, and yet it also shelters Marlow ―like an old and solid and 

friendship.‖ The book, in its ―amazing antiquity,‖ lends itself with equal facility to tropes 

that register two distinctly opposite senses: fragility and stability, evanescence and 

endurance. In Marlow‘s narration, this Janus-faced trope of age remains equivocal, 

contradictory—as does Marlow‘s characterization of Towson‘s ―Inquiry‖ generally. 

Marlow credits the book with having on the one hand a ―singleness of intention, an 

honest concern for the right way to go about work,‖ and with being on the other hand 

―luminous with another but a professional light.‖ This dual character accords with the 

general tropology of Marlow‘s yarn spinning, embodying the glow–haze relationship 

central to the latter. The other-than-professional light illuminates the singleness of 

intention and honest concern with respect to the right way of going about work. 

Yet, although this other-than-professional light illumines this intention–concern 

inhering in Towson‘s ―Inquiry,‖ Marlow‘s indistinct characterization of the nature of this 

light introduces no small of amount of ambiguity into the matter. Whether Marlow means 

that this other-than-professional light stands as other to the nature of the subject matter of 

Towson‘s ―Inquiry,‖ which concerns pursuing the profession of seamanship, or that it 

stands as other to the impulse that motivated the author Towson to compose his 

monograph remains a consideration Marlow articulates in a sort of via negativa in brief, 

defining this light by that which it is not: namely, ―professional.‖ Yet, whether Marlow 

means that the Towson‘s monograph pursues, despite its putative concern of inquiring 
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points on seamanship, an other-than-professional theme, or that Towson, despite his effort 

in drafting and publishing his monograph, pursues an other-than-professional aim, the 

fact remains that there nonetheless results a text which to Marlow bespeaks of ―a 

singleness of intention, an honest concern for the right way to go about work.‖ 

One discovers behind the tropology of Marlow‘s yarn-spinning a concept of the 

unspecific and the specific that is neither linearly causal, nor strictly speaking dialectical. 

The honest concern for the right way to go about work—for proper professional conduct, 

in other words—owes its disclosure to another but a professional light thrown upon it. 

Only when it is suffused with everthing indistinctly other to it does a distinct impression 

coalesce to avail itself to perception. In this respect, the tropology of Marlow‘s yarn-

spinning pursues a logic closely similar to what Deleuze has termed ―the logic of 

sensation.‖ ―Sensation has one face turned toward the subject […], and one face turned 

toward the object,‖ Deleuze writes.
88

 ―Or, rather, it has no faces at all, it is both things 

indissolubly.‖
89

 Sensation consists solely of superficies, a state of being that permits 

Deleuze to write that sensation ―has no faces at all,‖ if one understands a face as a zone 

of the anatomy differentiated from other zones (the extremities, the thorax, and so on). In 

this sense, such an entity as sensation, consisting as it does solely of faces, can be 

properly said to have no face, that is, no anatomical zone thus differentiated. Sensation 

exists as both a multiplicity and a unity, which means that ―there are not sensations of 

different orders, but different orders of one and the same sensation,‖ Deleuze continues.
90
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―It is the nature of sensation to envelop a constitutive difference of level, a plurality of 

constituting domains.‖
91

 According to Deleuze, the unitary nature of ―one and the same 

sensation‖ finds expression precisely in the multiplicity of sensations to be had in the 

world. Sensation, in other words, denotes not the event of an encounter between the 

sensing subject and the sensible object so much as that which inheres in all such events, 

supplying otherwise qualitatively different events—a bee sting, a laugh-inducing gesture, 

a blinding light—with an element of consistency that in turn reveals sensation as an ever-

unfolding spatiotemporal occurrence of a single, unitary sensation. 

 In his critique of Deleuze, Alain Badiou discovers what he considers the 

Platonism of the former‘s system of thought. ―Deleuzianism is essentially Platonism with 

a different accentuation,‖ Badiou writes.
92

 According to Badiou, what distinguishes the 

former from the latter is ―the disjunctive synthesis‖ that subsumes the many beings into 

manifold Being.
93

 ―[B]eings are merely disjointed, divergent simulacra that lack any 

internal relation between themselves or with any transcendent Idea,‖ Badiou writes in 

further explication of Deleuze.
94

 ―Conceived as immanent production of the One, the 

world is thus, in the same way as for Plato, a work and not a state.‖
95

 This larger 

ontological notion applies mutatis mutandis to the various formal and modal expressions 

thereof: Sensations are the immanent production of one and the same sensation, and as 

such attest to the fact that the sensible world is a work and not a state. The tropology of 
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Marlow‘s yarn-spinning displays an ontological position similar to Deleuze‘s. The honest 

concern for the right way to go about work that Marlow discovers in Towson‘s ―Inquiry‖ 

lacks any relation to anything other than the other-than-professional light that illuminates 

it. Indeed, it is not until it is illuminated that it even becomes sensible; the convergence of 

the glow of this other-than-professional light brings out this honest concern. 

This glow–haze mutuality inhering between the professional and other-than-

professional remains consistent with the epistemological position articulated in Conrad‘s 

preface to The Nigger of the “Narcissus” and in his letters to Cunninghame Graham, as 

well as with the fundamental ontological position of Deleuze‘s thought. If for Deleuze 

there is one and the same sensation for all sensations, then for Conrad—and, by 

implication, for Marlow—there is one and the same sensation for all sensations. The 

various impressions made upon the sensing subject elaborate the disjunctive synthesis by 

which these impressions produce—immanently—the one impression. This one 

immanently and continually produced one impression is in turn the work into which are 

synthesized the various impressions made on sensing subjects. In this Conradian 

conception, inflected and informed by Deleuzian notions, the world is thus shown to be 

one vast impressionistic work. In this ultimate implication Conrad thus finds license to 

impute a homology between the world and the literary-impressionistic fictive work—a 

homology of so precise a nature that it effectively dissolves any real distinction between 

the former and the latter, and leaves only a formal, virtual, or apparent distinction. 
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* * * 

A view of the world as one vast impressionistic work, because it effectively 

dissolves any real distinction between the world and a literary-impressionistic fictive 

work, leaving only a formal, virtual, or apparent distinction, cannot brook any such 

principle insisting on a concrete, external reality ―out there‖ as that which underwrites 

Victorian fictive realism, and thus tends to desubstantialize any subject that happens to 

fall within its ambit. This latter effect one discovers at work most clearly in the figure of 

Kurtz. Greene‘s objection that ―Kurtz does not come alive,‖ while it does strike one as a 

quaint sort of criticism, is perhaps more apt than perhaps even Greene realized, because, 

curiously enough, Kurtz never comes alive for Marlow either, despite his meeting Kurtz 

in the flesh. Rather, Marlow‘s impression of Kurtz is remarkable for its being 

disembodied and at the same time possessed of a certain indistinct yet active power. ―The 

man presented himself as a voice,‖ Marlow says of Kurtz.
 96

 ―Not of course that I didn‘t 

connect him with some sort of action. […] The point was in his being a gifted creature, 

and that of all his gifts the one that stood out pre-eminently, that carried with it a sense of 

real presence, was his ability to talk, his words.‖
 97

 

The tropes Marlow deploys to describe Kurtz recall, if indeed, do not in fact refer 

to, a central dogma of Roman Catholic liturgy: communion bread and wine substantially 

transform into the body and blood of Christ, and effecting this transformation 

(―transubstantiation‖ in the argot of Catholic dogma) are words, in the form of the 

celebrant‘s prayer, spoken over the bread and wine. Similarly, Kurtz‘s ―ability to talk, his 
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words,‖ enjoy the power of conferring ―real presence.‖ Yet, whereas in the case of 

Catholic liturgy, words confer real presence to the ritual items of blood and wine, in 

Kurtz‘s case, his words confer real presence to himself. This presents a striking contrast. 

Soon after the Congolese natives‘ attempted repulse of the steamer under Marlow‘s 

command, Marlow completely prostrates himself to the idol he has fashioned in his mind, 

insisting that ―you must fall back upon your own innate strength, upon your own capacity 

for faithfulness.‖
98

 Prostrating himself to the idol he has fashioned in his mind, he 

becomes one of work‘s faithful through the ―power of devotion, not to [him]self, but to 

an obscure, back-breaking business.‖
99

 Invested with the occult power of conferring some 

sort of ineffable, salvific power to its faithful, ―that which is in work,‖
100

 the object of 

Marlow‘s veneration, stands in stark contrast to Kurtz, who having ―kicked himself loose 

of the earth,‖
101

 becomes an entity that, paradoxically, achieving a sort of supreme reality: 

namely, the pure voice. 

Kurtz exemplifies the idea that ―[v]oice […] becomes in Heart of Darkness, much 

more than an aspect of literary technique, or a noun that refers to human utterance,‖ 

Vincent Pecora writes.
102

 ―It becomes an object of scrutiny, the focus for an investigation 

of identity and presence, and for a phenomenological critique.‖
103

 As Pecora points out, 

the sort of supreme reality Kurtz achieves by becoming the singularity of the pure voice 

shows itself to be a relative supremacy. Voice becomes an object of scrutiny, the focus for 
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an investigation of identity and presence, and for a phenomenological critique precisely 

as a result of Conradian literary impressionism‘s central epistemological conviction that 

the world is but ―vain and floating appearance,‖ thus making the voice, which, while 

insubstantial, nonetheless constitutes ―real presence,‖ a fitting master trope around which 

to arrange not only the drama of Heart of Darkness, but its thematic as well. Submitted to 

the procedures of literary impressionism, world differentiates itself from void only by 

virtue of its manifold distinctions and bodied forth by the various entities furnishing it.  

These manifold distinctions, however, remain merely apparent—one may even 

say, apparitional—as they are, for all of their apparent difference vis-à-vis each other, 

ultimately consubstantial with the world in which they appear; nothing disrupts, alters, 

qualifies, or negates this mereological relation. Itself a constitutive entity in the world, 

voice participates in this mereological relation. Voice is at once a medium of impressions 

and itself an impression, that of sound upon the medium of air. This peculiar character 

notwithstanding, the voice remains in the last instance but one vain floating appearance 

among others. Its power, which according to Marlow confers upon Kurtz ―real presence,‖ 

and which enabled Kurtz to kick himself ―loose of the earth,‖ is, for all this, less than 

absolute. Indeed, the voice is powerful relative only to the vast many other vain and 

floating appearances of the world. Kurtz only appears to achieve real presence, only 

appears to kick himself loose of the earth. Kurtz‘s appearing to accomplishing these 

feats, in other words, does not elevate him to a differential ontological order, does not—if 

one is to hew to the tropological apparatus of Heart of Darkness—effect Kurtz‘s 

transubstantiation out of the domain of ordinary appearance into some abiding realm of 
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the essential, the noumenal, the concrete. The voice then, recommends itself as a fitting 

master trope precisely by virtue of its peculiarly extreme volatility. Evanescent, fleetingly 

short-lived, the voice stands as the most convincing ―real‖ entity in a literary-

impressionistic narrative, precisely because it concentrates in itself, and thus comes to 

exemplify, the character imputed to the world generally: a manifold of vain and floating 

appearances. 

The voice becomes a most fitting trope for not only the events of Heart of 

Darkness, but for literary impressionism, generally, because it is the least substantial and 

least enduring means by which an entity differentiates itself. Voice represents, in other 

words, the first remove from void to world. Yet, though it is situated at this first remove, 

it nonetheless shares greater affinity to the world than the void. Though the voice‘s 

phenomenological character places its extremely close to the void—as close as an entity 

can be to the void without itself becoming a nihility—it nonetheless remains an 

impression of and on the world. To state it in deleuzoguattarian terms, voice represents 

the asymptotic limit of the world, the shadow line where world meets void. 

Voice enjoys the distinction of being the phenomenal entity that, because it marks 

this asymptotic limit, stands as the entity most appropriately reminiscent of—indeed, 

even allegorical for—the void lying just beyond it. Voice purged of the dross of 

phenomenality and haecceity becomes voice no longer, but silence. ―The pivotal event, 

the point around which this investigation of voice turns,‖ Pecora writes, 

will be that point in the story where Marlow experiences Kurtz‘s voice in 

its most extreme crisis: at his death. It is here that Kurtz‘s voice has 

reached the limits of its powers of signification, where it strains almost 
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beyond these limits in order to represent Kurtz‘s intentions.
104

 

 

Kurtz‘s voice confronts its own limitation. It ―strains almost beyond its limits,‖ but this is 

to say that it never exceeds its limits, that it nevertheless remains bound by its limits. For 

all its apparent power to confer ―real presence‖ and to allow Kurtz to kick himself ―loose 

of the earth,‖ Kurtz‘s voice remains a constituent phenomenon of a world whose 

character, according to the convictions undergirding Conrad‘s literary impressionism, is 

one of vain and floating appearance. Itself enduring but briefly, voice finds ultimate in the 

silence anterior, superior, and posterior to it. 

 Perhaps as a means of amplifying the significance of this insight into voice‘s 

relationship to silence, the narrative of Heart of Darkness is structured in such a manner 

that Kurtz person figures not at all in its time-present. He is long dead before Marlow 

tells his tale on the deck of the Nellie, and whatever one learns of him passes through the 

two mediators of Marlow, and the framing narrator. Everything about Kurtz, up to and 

including his most significant utterance, ―The horror! The horror!‖, reaches one as series 

of echoes, the source of which having had long since returned to silence by the time these 

echoes arrive. This peculiar presentation of character recalls M. H. Abram‘s objection to 

Derrida‘s deconstructive practice, which, Abrams writes, reduces meaning ―to a ceaseless 

echolalia, a vertical and lateral reverberation from sign to sign of ghostly non-presences 

emanating from no voice, intended by no one, referring to nothing, bombinating in the 

void.‖
105

 

Abrams‘s critique rests on the notion that Derrida‘s inquiry into the nature and 
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function of significations somehow robs them of their capacities as significations, and 

thus that ―ceaseless echolalia‖ and ―vertical and lateral reverberation,‖ rather than 

representing meaning‘s (at least partial) preservation, signals its utter etiolation. It may 

be, however, that in light of this ceaseless echolalia, this vertical and lateral reverberation 

from sign to sign to which meaning is subjected represents precisely its means of perdure, 

or what Derrida terms ―living on‖ (survivance in Derrida‘s original French text). This 

―living on‖ loses its supernatural trappings, becoming not merely something to follow the 

disappearance of a life, an after-impression or spectral remainder, nothing less than that 

life itself, for the simple yet profound reason that the characteristic function of an 

afterlife, to live on, is always already the characteristic function of presently lived life 

itself. To live is to live on, to survive—from one moment to the next. ―The afterlife 

[survivance] no longer means death and the return of the specter,‖ Derrida writes, ―but 

the surviving of an excess of life which resists annihilation.‖
106

 The ceaseless echolalia, 

vertical and lateral reverberations, and bombinations in the voice that Abrams regards as 

the condition to which meaning is reduced in deconstructive practice can instead be 

considered effects of the surviving of an excess of life. Significations are living acts, 

performed in space and time. If, as Derrida writes, the essential character of life is to 

resist death, then any entity, phenomenon, event, or act that arises in life will itself 

partake of this character. Signification will therefore also partake of this character, will 

also possess an excess of life which resists annihilation. 

Indeed, it would be difficult for any entity, phenomenon, event, or act to avoid 
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such excess, because this excess of life is nothing other but life itself. To live is to live on, 

to survive, to exceed the conditions to which death, the antithesis or ―other‖ of life, would 

reduce life.
107

 Because it is not an event in life, and therefore lacks an excess of life—

which is to say, lacks life—it attains no character as a positive entity vis-à-vis life, living 

on, survival. To do so would mean that death would have to resist itself in order to rate as 

a living event. Death, then, represents the term whose exclusion gives impetus to the 

logic of Derrida‘s concept of life, living on, survival. Death is not so much banished from 

life as it is shown to be completely alien to it. Ipso facto death is for Derrida in a strong 

sense inconceivable, because any conception formed of it is done so under conditions of 

life, living on, survival. Since death defies conceptualization, it likewise defies deposition 

into a signified.
108

 Yet, precisely as a result of its irremediable a-conceptuality, death, 

Derrida argues, death stands as the ultimate referent of all significations. ―The only 

referent that is absolutely real is [...] of the scope of or dimension of an absolute [...] 

catastrophe that would irreversibly destroy [...] all symbolic capacity,‖ writes Derrida, 

―would destroy the ‗movement of survival,‘ what I call ‗survivance,‘ at the very heart of 

life.‖
109
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If, as Thomas Mann wrote, life is a ―fever of matter,‖
110

 then death is the pathogen 

causing this fever. The movement of survival is life‘s mobile defense against death, a 

defense which can be mounted, Derrida writes, ―only through an economy of death, 

through deferment, repetition, reserve.‖
111

 Efforts in this direction are, however, ill-fated; 

the constituent activities of an economy of death—deferment, repetition, reserve—result 

not in death‘s abrogation, but, as Derrida writes, in ―expenditure without reserve, […] the 

irreparable loss of presence, the irreversible usage of energy,‖ that characterizes an 

―entirely other relationship that apparently interrupts every economy‖—the effects of 

―différance,‖ the incessant spatiotemporalizing to which is submitted every entity, 

phenomenon, event, an act that arises in life.
112

 ―Derrida […] insists on the stricture of 

‗life–death,‖ writes Martin Hägglund. ―On the one hand, life is opposed to death because 

to live is [...] to resist and defer death. On the other hand, life is internally bound to what 

it opposes because mortality is inextricably linked to death. The defense of life is thus 

attacked from within.‖
113

 The actions of deferment, repetition, and reserve, though they 

each aim to negate, offset, or postpone the inevitable effect of spatiotemporal existence 

(death, destruction, annihilation), do not manage to accomplish this aim for the very 

reason that these actions, directed at space and time themselves, nonetheless transpire in 

space and time, and thus have space and time as the fundamental conditions of their 
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occurrence. 

The condition to which, as Abrams asserts, meaning is reduced when submitted to 

deconstructive practice—ceaseless echolalia, a vertical and lateral reverberation, 

bombination in the void—represents simply the making manifest of an effect already at 

work that has nonetheless been effaced precisely through the necessarily imperfect and 

incomplete defense against death. What one understands as meaning is the living on, the 

survival, of a particular living act of signification, which in living on echoes, reverberates 

vertically and laterally, bombinates in the void, and in so doing encounters other such 

particular acts engaged in exactly the same activity. Only where there is life can there be 

significations, living acts in space and time. Death, at once life‘s other and its obverse, 

stands as signifiers‘ ultimate referent precisely because it alone gives impetus to the very 

activity of signification; all such activity (indeed, all activity) transpires under threat of, 

and against, death, whose arrival is at one and the same time life‘s departure. All living, 

signifying entities, merely by virtue of engaging in the activity of signifying, vie against 

the possible and imminent cessation of not only their own participation in this activity, 

but the cessation of the activity itself. As Derrida writes, because death represents 

precisely ―the scope of or dimension of an absolute [...] catastrophe that would 

irreversibly destroy [...] all symbolic capacity,‖ it stands as the only ―absolutely real‖ 

referent in that it fundamentally conditions all living acts of signification, as well as all 

living acts in general. Life affirms itself in time and space diachronically by living on, by 

surviving from one moment to the next, and it affirms itself in time and space 

synchronically in the panoply of entities, phenomena, acts, and events that manage this 
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diachronic moment. 

Life attains its particular character via those elements of consistency common to 

every constituent of this panoply. Life‘s totality as a concept inheres nowhere but in its 

various instantiations, i.e., the constituents of this panoply. Eliminate every one of these 

constituents and one eliminates life, because one eliminates the predication common to 

these constituents: hence Derrida‘s insistence on death as something on the order of an 

absolute catastrophe, something capable of obliterating all present instantiations, as well 

as the very possibility of future instantiations along with it. Short of such an absolute 

catastrophe, one need not worry; instantiations endure, and living-on, surviving, remains 

these instantiations common activity. 

Yet there remains a fundamental asymmetry between the living on of a particular 

entity and the living on that is life itself. A particular entity emerges into a panoply of 

entities, phenomena, acts, and events each at particular stage of the duration of their 

survival. Life depends less on the survival of the particular entity in question than on the 

survival of a minimum number of surviving entities. This population comprising the 

panoply of constituent surviving entities may fluctuate, but as long as it manages to avoid 

dropping to zero, it lives on. The living on, the survival, of life does not therefore depend 

on the living on, the survival, of the particular entity in question, it simply requires that 

there is a general state of entities living on, surviving. 

Because each particular entities comprising this panoply of constituent surviving 

entities engages in a common activity of living on, of surviving, through various living 

acts that likewise instantiate survival, living on, each finds a kind of durability with 
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respect to death even when the entity in question is no longer living on, no longer 

surviving. ―Survival is life beyond life, life more than life [...] is not simply what 

remains,‖ writes Derrida, ―it is the most intense life possible.‖
114

 One should not, 

however, understand ―life beyond life, life more than life,‖ in any conventional sense of a 

heavenly afterlife. Eschatology is for Derrida wholly a consideration of immanence as 

opposed to transcendence, abiding in ―the stricture of ‗life–death,‘‖ as Derrida‘s expositor 

Hägglund terms it, that provides impetus for the living on of living entities, phenomena, 

acts, and events. 

The peculiar narrative construction of Heart of Darkness—which involves nested 

narrative and an important character, Kurtz, who before the narrative commences, has 

long since died—offers to illuminate the sense of Derrida‘s resolutely immanent 

eschatology. The moment during which Kurtz utters his dying words Marlow renders 

with peculiar vigor. ―Anything approaching the change that came over his features I have 

never seen before, and hope never to see again,‖ Marlow states. 

Oh, I wasn‘t touched. I was fascinated. It was though a veil had been rent. 

I saw on that ivory face the expression of somber pride, of ruthless power, 

of craven terror—of an intense and hopeless despair. Did he live his life 

again in every detail of desire, temptation, and surrender during that 

supreme moment of complete knowledge? He cried in a whisper at some 

image, at some vision—he cried out twice, a cry that was no more than a 

breath. 

―The horror! The horror!‖
115

 

 

Marlow confesses to being ―fascinated‖ by the succession of Kurtz‘s facial expressions. 

Similar expressions Marlow claims to ―have never seen before‖ and wishes ―never to see 
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again.‖ Unique and unprecedented in Marlow‘s experience, these expressions of Kurtz‘s 

constitute a quintessentially singular event, one which individuates itself based not on the 

novelty of any or all of Marlow‘s expressions (the human face is, after all capable of only 

so many), but on its situational particularly, involving just such expressions of ―somber 

pride,‖ ―ruthless power,‖ ―craven terror,‖ and ―intense and hopeless despair‖ made in 

precisely this order upon the particular face belonging to Kurtz before the particular 

witness who is Marlow and in the particular moment and place of an evening during the 

ill-starred trip downriver aboard the steamboat under Marlow‘s command. The singularity 

of this event rests not on any one factor or element; introduce any new factor or element, 

or alter any one aspect of any one element, and one completely obliterates its present 

singularity—its haecceity, to use Deleuze and Guattari‘s term—because one essentially 

creates a new, different singularity in so doing. 

The scene‘s particular disturbing character is perhaps best described as an 

emergent property of the particular elements of the scene in their particular combination. 

―[C]ertain combinations […] display emergent properties, that is, properties of the 

combination as a whole which are more than the sum of its individual parts,‖ writes 

Manuel De Landa.
116

 ―These emergent […] properties belong to the interactions between 

parts.‖
117

 The interaction among the constituents in the scene of Kurtz‘s death agony 

bodies forth the horror of the scene as an emergent property of their peculiar 

combination. The horror behind ―The horror! The horror‖ is, then, not at all 
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metaphysical—indeed, not transcendent in any way. Rather it is an instantiation of a 

qualitative character consisting of properties immanent to the particular elements in their 

combination and interaction. Returning to Derrida, one may say that the horror of Kurtz‘s 

final moment is not death but life, albeit live that has reached its extremity, its point of 

maximal intensification. This horror, to use Derrida‘s terms, is ―the most intense life‖ 

possible. 

Though most appropriate to Kurtz, whose career as an agent in the Congolese 

interior bespeaks, if nothing else, of a life intensely lived, the nature of the horror he 

perceives remains for all of its intensity unsignifiable, a-semous, atopic. ―Marlow is faced 

[…] with words that could mean any number of things,‖ Pecora writes, ―but are supposed 

to mean something fairly important.‖
118

 If one merely accepts the idea that the horror 

visiting Kurtz is an emergent property of all the particular elements in their particular 

combination and interaction, then one need not suppose; the horror is the referent to no 

one facial expression of Kurtz‘s, as each expression conveys a different feeling or 

notion—somber, pride, ruthless power, craven terror, intense and hopeless despair—each 

standing as qualitatively different from or opposed to the others. 

The event of Kurtz‘s death agony in all of its particulars, does, however, allow for 

the emergence of properties, as engendered by the relations of the all the various 

particulars in their relations, which displays something resembling signification, albeit in 

an essentially Derridean form. That is, horror as referent of Kurtz‘s death-agony 

expressions, or, more accurately, the properties emerging from the relations obtaining 

                                                 
     117.  Pecora, ―Phenomenology of Voice,‖ 1001 (emphasis in the original). 
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therein, stands in relation to these properties as death does to all signs in a Derridean 

paradigm. According to Derrida, all signs have death as their referent, those they refer to 

it only indirectly or obliquely. The character of this indirect or oblique reference involves 

the fact that all signs, which have as their sort living acts of signification, are haunted by 

the possibility of an abrupt and total cessation of all future potential for this activity 

(death: a possibility for each sign specifically, as well as for all signs generally) and in 

fact draw impetus from this possibility. 

For all of its uncertainty at the level of direct signification, Kurtz‘s death agony 

attains a suggestive power that, as Pecora observes, could mean any number of things but 

is supposed to mean something fairly important, one doubts any direct signification could 

manage, precisely because the tantalizing ambiguity of the entire scene elevates its above 

mere propositional attitudes
119

 vis-à-vis the narrative subject, as is found in many 

Victorian fictive-realist literary narratives, to a form more in keeping with Conrad‘s 

literary-impressionistic sensibilities. The scene of Kurtz‘s death agony instances with 

rather stark clarity the desired effect of literary impressionism as Conrad defines it in the 

preface to The Nigger of the “Narcissus”: to harness the power of the written word to 

make one hear, to make one feel, and before all, to one see. Apparently of relatively less 

importance (if, indeed, of any importance at all), since it ranks nowhere among the list of 

                                                 
     118.  Mark Richard offers two definitions of propositional attitudes, the first being a more pedestrian 

definition, and the second being a more formal. In an informal sense, Richard writes, propositional attitudes 

are ―relations—like belief, fear, hope, knowledge, understanding, assuming, and so on—between minds 

and propositions; whereas in a more formal sense, propositional attitudes are defined as being identified 

―with those mental states which (normally) have truth conditions (or the like) in virtue of their involving a 

representation as such‖ (Mark Richard, ―Propositional attitudes,‖ in A Companion to the Philosophy of 

Language, eds. Bob Hale and Crispin Wright [Malden, MA: Blackwell, 1999], 197). Considering Victorian 

fictive realism as a theory and practice of propositional attitudes within the context of a particular literary 

genre does much to shine light on the spirit of empiricism attending Victorian fictive realism. 
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effects, is harnessing the power of the written word to make one understand; the purpose 

of literary impression is adequately served, it seems, should one be made to hear, feel, 

and see, for the particular elements of the scene of Kurtz‘s death agony, in their particular 

combination and relations and with the properties suggestive of horror that emerge from 

them, remain in the last instance as nothing if not an impression—an impression rendered 

in words, as Pecora writes, that could mean any but are supposed to mean something 

fairly important. 

The insights offered by emergence theory, which supply some sense as to how 

Kurtz‘s death-agony scene achieves its effect through a sort of impressionistic 

intensification rather than any explicit or propositional indication, one need not reserve 

solely to a consideration this scene, but may extend to a consideration of Heart of 

Darkness as a whole. All the events leading up to Kurtz‘s death—from the more ominous 

or horrific ones, such as the story of Marlow‘s imaginary Roman, Marlow‘s encounter 

encounter with the dying native in the ―grove of death,‖ the bloody demise of Marlow‘s 

helmsman during the attack on the steamer, the spectacle of the natives dancing on the 

shore, the severed heads on display in Kurtz‘s village; to the more absurd, darkly comical 

ones, such as Marlow‘s phrenological examination at the Company‘s head office, the 

man-o-war‘s artillery barrage of the African shore, the ―objectless blasting‖ involved in 

the construction of an apparently destination-less railway, the head accountant‘s 

annoyance at the dying man sharing his hut, the ill-fated removal of Marlow‘s fever-

plagued ―white companion,‖ the fire at the Central Station, and the administrative bungle 

concerning the rivets necessary for the repair of the sunken steamer—come together at 
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the level of the larger narrative whole in the same manner as the details of Kurtz‘s death 

agony come together at the level of scene, creating a complex interplay whose resultant 

properties engender impressions of suggestive yet in an explicit sense indefinite gravity.  

Indeed, the poetics of Marlow‘s yarn-spinning, in which ―the meaning of an 

episode [is] not inside like a kernel but outside, enveloping the tale which [brings] it out 

only as a glow brings out a haze,‖ rests crucially on a sort of emergence theory: Meaning 

emerges only upon the instantiation of the glow–haze combination; it does not inhere in 

haze which has yet to be illuminated by the glow. Heart of Darkness thus manages not 

only to embody the artistic principle Conrad advances in his preface to The Nigger of the 

“Narcissus”—to cast upon Marlow‘s Congolese travail ―the light of magic 

suggestiveness‖ in order to make [one] hear, to make [one] feel, before all, to make [one] 

see‖ so as to draw meaning out of the haze of his travail‘s seeming absurdity and 

nonsensicality—but also manages to create an aura of momentousness by the indistinct 

and uncertain rendering of, among others, Kurtz‘s death-agony scene. ―Conrad [seeks] to 

create stylistic and textual dis-ease whose cumulative effects, although more intensely 

felt at the end of Heart of Darkness, have never the less been present from the very 

outset,‖ writes Susan J. Navarette. The deliberately impressionistic nature of Conrad‘s 

novella thus serves to enlist its reader into a consummately Barthesian writerly-text kind 

of engagement by producing in her an anxiety which impels her to illuminate the floating, 

haze-like apparitions of the text‘s manifold signifying potentialities in a bid to establish 

some meaning. ―The reader confronts this textual anxiety and, unwittingly, labors from 

the first to fix fleeting impressions and to fill in yawning gaps of meaning,‖ Navaratte 
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continues, ―thus acting from the earliest moments of the story as a coconspirator in the 

creation of an evolving horror.‖ 

Whether the reader is, as Navarette would have it, a coconspirator in the creation 

of an evolving horror, or the reader resembles more Barthes‘s collaborator in ―the literary 

work‖ of producing a writerly text‘s manifold signifying potentialities, she must 

nonetheless come to grips with the fact that the Heart of Darkness against which 

transpires the glow–haze interplay that gives rise to meaning is incapable of being 

signified, is in Derrida‘s sense eternally presignified. Marlow characterizes Kurtz‘s death 

as a ―moral victory paid for by innumerable defeats, by abominable terrors, by 

abominable satisfactions,‖ but he offers little sense as to what might be the nature or the 

spoils of this victory. The search for meaning behind ―The horror!‖ ends in a ―muddy 

hole‖ of indeterminacy, leaving one only with impressions of something significant 

having occurred or having been understood. 

The lack of vitality that Greene imputes to Kurtz appears, then, an effect of the 

fact that Kurtz enjoys little more than a spectral presence in Heart of Darkness. In fact, 

Kurtz is remarkable for his just how utterly insubstantial he is. In the course of the story, 

he goes from being merely a name, to a voice, to a dying god-man, to a corpse, to a voice 

again, and finally to ―a vague impress on the brain of shadows.‖ Marlow states that a 

voice is all that Kurtz really ever was to him, and then ―[t]he voice was gone.‖ Marlow is 

thus led to ask, ―What else had been there?‖Derrida defines a specter as a ―non-object,‖ a 

―non-present present‖ a ―being-there of an absent or departed one [who] no longer 

belongs to knowledge,‖ and as such ―comes to defy semantics as much as ontology, 
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psychoanalysis as much as philosophy.‖ Situated outside of all discourse, the specter 

nevertheless manages to exert influence on discourse precisely as it is a figure of death, 

the unsignifiable yet ultimate referent of all living acts. 

The specter belongs to the category which Derrida terms ―hauntology,‖ which is 

―irreducible, and first of all to everything it makes possible,‖ because it encompasses 

everything that lies beyond life, beyond living on, beyond survival. Hauntology 

demarcates the zone of contact, the shadow-line, between living on and not-living on, 

between surviving and not surviving. Itself ineffable yet no less the impetus behind living 

acts of signification for so being, it is death in its particular mode of eternality, is the 

irremediably enduring and abiding possibility of the impossibility of a surviving entity‘s 

not surviving. Only by realizing this possibility by dying does Kurtz reach the Heart of 

Darkness. Yet, curiously, he does do as it were offstage, after Marlow ―blew out the 

candle and left the cabin.‖ Marlow never witnesses, and thus never describes, Kurtz‘s 

passage into the void; it is only reported to Marlow by the Inner Station manager‘s 

servant: ―Mistah Kurtz—he dead.‖ Kurtz‘s transition from life to death, from living on to 

not living on, is marked by a certain narrative caesura or disjunction denoted by 

Marlow‘s absence from the cabin at the time of Kurtz‘s death. This disjunction offers 

intimations of hauntology that is the Heart of Darkness. It intimates absence, and, as 

Kurtz‘s hasty burial suggests, absolute negation or erasure from the realm of 

phenomenon. By exiting the cabin before Kurtz dies, Marlow honor in the omission the 

abiding, anxiety-producing power of death, and thus all that lives on, all that survives 

can, do both in spite of and in light of this power.
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―EXISTENCE WITHOUT HISTORY, ALWAYS NOW‖: TEMPORALITY AND THE 

WEAK MESSIANISM OF NARRATIVE IN THE FRENCH LIEUTENANT‘S WOMAN 

 

Michael H. Levenson‘s seminal A Genealogy of Modernism identifies two kinds 

of space found in novelistic fiction. Contiguous with one another and possessed of 

definite yet permeable borders, these spaces offer both narrator and reader easy transit 

between them. ―Part of every fiction is physis, the elaboration of an external physical 

space,‖ Levenson writes, ―and part is psyche, the construction of an internal, 

psychological space.‖
1
 Levenson orients his genealogical inquiry toward consideration of 

this fictive spatiality in order to discover the moment in which the modern novel comes 

into being, because the modern‘s novel origin, which is a question of form, reveals itself 

by how it reconfigures or re-imagines this spatiality. 

 Levenson illustrates his insight by discussing a passage from George Eliot‘s 

Middlemarch, a consummately realist Victorian novel. The novel‘s narrator ranges freely 

in both the physical space of scenes and the psychological space of characters. ―Casually 

and without hesitation,‖ writes Levenson, ―George Eliot passes from externality to 

internality, from behavior to consciousness, from a public to a private realm.‖
2
 Passage 

from physis to psyche and back again the narrator (whom Levenson unproblematically 

identifies as the author) manages with a confidence bolstered by the facility of the 

movement, the narrative resulting from which likewise ―pass[ing] easily through space 

and time, over boundaries of pesonality [sic], into the recesses of emotional intimacy.‖
3
 

Levenson‘s imagery drives home the idea that physis and psyche represent not a 

                                                 
     1.  A Genealogy of Modernism: A Study of English Literary Doctrine 1908-1922 (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1984), 7. 

     2.  Ibid. 

     3.  Ibid. 
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difference in kind, but a difference of scale and scopes. Vast plains of space and time lead 

to ―recesses of emotional intimacy.‖ 

 Eliot‘s narrator enjoys an advantage as a consciousness undeterred by the relative 

vastness or confinement of the space in question. She becomes ―not another character, but 

[rather] a disembodied presence, moving freely over the dramatic scene, and granted 

prerogatives not allowed to mere mortals,‖ writes Levenson.
4
 No mere mortal herself, the 

narrator is in fact godlike; subject to no body, and therefore none of a body‘s limitations, 

she unlike her characters, ascends to the status of Ralph Waldo Emerson‘s transparent 

eyeball,
5
 a consciousness ―uplifted into infinite space,‖ being nothing, seeing all, ―part or 

particle of God,‖ her words drawing ―the currents of Universal Being‖ into a monologic 

and thoroughly scrutable aesthetic whole.
6
 Eliot‘s narrator avoids ―becoming implicated 

in the recorded scene,‖ Levenson continues, acting instead as ―an assimilating, 

amalgamating force who makes transparent the opacities between individuals, who lets 

moral evaluation mingle freely with description, who sees hidden thoughts quite clearly 

as natural landscapes, who hears distinctly the faintest whispers of introspection‖
7
 The 

characters in such a fictive state of affairs the character are arranged before the narrator‘s 

gaze, at once both penetrative and panoptic, almost as if they were specimens in a habitat, 

carrying out for the reader‘s pleasure and edification, their functions in an empirical 

demonstration of the author‘s ideas. The relationship between the fictive spaces of physis 

                                                 
     4.  Ibid., 8. 

     5.  This image seems quite apt given that Emerson and Eliot met in 1841, an encounter which led 

Emerson famously to remark, ―that young lady has a calm and serious soul.‖ See George S. Haight, George 

Eliot: A Biography (New York: Oxford University Press, 1978), 65. 

     6.  Ralph Waldo Emerson, Nature: Addresses and Lectures (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1883), 17. 

     7. Levenson, Genealogy of Modernism, 8. 
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and psyche thus imposes on the Eliotean narrative a mimetic economy of a somewhat 

theological sort: characters are natural only because the narrator is supernatural; they are 

human only because she is superhuman. 

 The revision to which authors early in the modernist period submitted the novel 

form found motivation in a collective desire to purge the genre of these fumes of the 

supernatural and superhuman. They sought a narrative ―omniscience no longer confident 

that it knows all,‖ believing this conjured a greater degree of verisimilitude based on a 

commonly held conviction that an all-knowing, all-seeing narrator of complete moral 

certitude is the purest fiction of all. As a product of human thought, novel should evince 

the humanity of all individuals involved, from the characters to the narrator, in order to 

make for a more truly mimetic aesthetic experience. The system of values espoused by 

these novelists early in the modernist period upholds the principle that an author‘s 

presence to her work as a providential overseer and orchestrator of events is not enough. 

Required is, rather, the author‘s presence in her work as an individual with certain 

limitations as biases that color her representations. Only through this latter sort of 

presence does the work achieve a more nuanced, more fully realized humanity. 

 As an author of even more recent vintage than the modernists discussed by 

Levenson, John Fowles pursues a quite curiously situated project in his1969 novel The 

French Lieutenant‘s Woman, in which he revisits the sort of Victorian realist narrative 

exemplified by Middlemarch, but brings to it a decidedly contemporary sensibility 

convention designates as ―postmodern.‖ Though a vexed and fraught descriptor, 

―postmodern‖ as it suits present purposes one can without inviting controversy deploy in 
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a sense that follows from Levenson‘s observations, namely, that of an authorial sensibility 

content with neither the superhuman aspirations of the Victorian realist narrator nor with 

the all-too-human ones of the modernist narrator. 

As to what ―postmodern‖ may mean as far as The French Lieutenant‘s Woman is 

concerned, the text itself offers some clue. ―I am writing in […] a convention universally 

accepted at the time of my story: that the novelist stands next to God,‖ Fowles writes, 

essentially encapsulating the conceit of Victorian fictive realism discussed by Levenson.
8
 

Yet Fowles disrupts its procedure by making explicit referent to it, by identifying it as 

such, by disallowing its disappearing into its narrative. This constitutes the constative 

dimension of this rhetorical gesture. The performative dimension of this gesture consists 

of Fowles‘s establishing with his readers his bona fides as an author in touch with the 

literary zeitgeist. ―But I live in an age of Alain Robbe-Grillet and Roland Barthes,‖ he 

continues, driving home the performative significance of the earlier locution, lest it be 

lost on his readers, ―[so] if this is a novel, it cannot be a novel in the modern sense of the 

word.‖
9
 Fowles essentially intervenes in his own narrative in order to disrupt it fictive-

realist momentum, in order to dispel whatever reek of the passé such outmoded narrative 

convention has infected it with. And this intervention itself is itself avantgardist in spirit, 

working with the generic conventions of what critical convention terms ―metafiction.‖ 

Fowles intends his authorial intervention to effectuate in his reader‘s mind a shift in 

attention from narrative content to narrative form. This intervention, a stock means of 

estrangement at an author‘s disposal, Linda Hutcheon describes as a technique in which 

                                                 
     8.  John Fowles, The French Lieutenant‘s Woman (Boston: Little, Brown, 1969), 104. 

     9.  Ibid. 
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―the reader is made aware of the fact that literature is less a verbal object carrying some 

meaning, than it is his own experience of building, from the language, a coherent 

autonomous whole of form and content.‖
10

 Victorian fictive realism‘s effect depends 

largely on its remaining a verbal object carrying some meaning. Any protests to the 

contrary, such as those made by Fowles specifically, or those by metafictionists generally, 

tend to disable this effect, confronting readers with the material for their ―own experience 

of building […] a coherent and autonomous whole.‖  

The distinction Hutcheon draws between the novel as a verbal object and the 

novel as collaboratively built coherent and autonomous whole conforms to the distinction 

Roland Barthes, the critic whom Fowles enshrines as one of his historical moment‘s 

genius loci, draws between ―readerly‖ and ―writerly‖ texts.
11

 In contradistinction to 

―readerly texts,‖ which, by placing the reader in ―a kind of idleness‖ or ―intransitive‖ 

condition, limit the reader to ―the poor freedom‖ of the text‘s passive consumption, 

―writerly texts‖ enlist readers as collaborator in ―the literary work‖ of producing the 

text‘s manifold signifying potential.
12

 Whereas writerly texts achieve their literary effects 

through collaborative effort, and are therefore ―productions‖ in this exact, dynamic sense, 

readerly texts emerge simply as ―products‖ characterized by the unassailably monologic 

perdure of their narrative discourse. Readerly texts effect a ―pitiless divorce […] between 

the producer of the text and its user, between its owner and its customer, between its 

                                                 
     10.  Linda Hutcheon, Narcissistic Narrative: The Metafictional Paradox (Waterloo, ON: Wilfrid Laurier 

University Press, 1980), 42. 

     11.  Roland Barthes, S/Z, trans. Richard Miller (New York: Hill and Wang, 1974), 4. 

     12.  Ibid. 
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author and its reader.‖
13

 They distill in themselves extant market relations: texts become 

mere property, ―titles‖ more that just a formal convention. Considered in light of 

Barthes‘s ―basic typology of texts,‖ a readerly-text reader‘s positionality becomes strictly 

that of consumer, one for whom ―reading is nothing more than a referendum‖ on the text 

in question.
14

 

 If ever generic form sought to estrange the reader from her consumerist 

positionality, the so-called nouveau roman did. Alain Robbe-Grillet, the genre‘s presiding 

genius and most famous practitioner, declares what amounts to a new covenant between 

writer and reader, one which Barthes readerly–writerly distinction echoes in a more 

systematic fashion. ―[T]he author today proclaims his absolute need of the reader‘s 

cooperation, an active, conscious, creative assistance,‖ Robbe-Grillet writes.
15

 But he 

cautions the reader not to expect ―to receive ready-made a world completed, full, closed 

upon itself.‖ 
16

 That is, the reader should not expect the author to proffer a commodity to 

be passively consumed ―in a kind of idleness,‖ as Barthes writes; the reader must, rather, 

be prepared ―to participate in a creation, to invent in his turn the work—and the world—

and thus learn to invent his own life.‖
17

 The ambitious tone of Robbe-Grillet‘s text 

reveals that it imagines the nouveau roman as nothing less than a discipline directed 

toward the reader‘s transformation, or, better, a dispositif devoted to creating a reading 

subject of a particular sort. The nouveau roman prosecutes this disciplinary–

                                                 
     13.  Ibid. 

     14.  Ibid (emphasis in the original). 

     15.  Alain Robbe-Grillet, For A New Novel: Essays on Fiction, trans. Richard Howard (Evanston, IL: 

Northwestern University Press, 1992), 156. 

     16.  Ibid. 

     17.  Ibid. 
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transformative process by denying the reader the familiar conventions of novelistic 

fiction—character, story, commitment (a moral or didactic purpose), form and content, all 

of which Robbe-Grillet‘s text dismisses as ―obsolete notions‖
18

—leaving her with objects 

exhaustively described. 

And yet, exhaustively described objects, are intended to conduce to the reading 

subject‘s discovery of herself as a subject, that is, as a consciousness that perceives and 

considers the objects upon which lights her awareness. Robbe-Grillet‘s text asks, making 

same objection made, as Levenson observes, by modernist novelists concerning the 

central conceit of Victorian fictive realism, ―Who is that omniscient, omnipresent narrator 

appearing everywhere at once, simultaneously seeing the outside and inside of things, 

following both the movements of a face and the impulses of a conscience, knowing the 

present, the past, and the future of every enterprise?‖
19

 Lest the reader be made to 

wonder, Robbe-Grillet‘s text provides the answer: ―It can only be a God.‖
20

 Robbe-

Grillet‘s text is marked by a literary sensibility consonant with the modernist novelists 

discussed by Levenson. Any work that seeks to represent human affairs should have 

nothing superhuman about it. ―It is God alone who can claim to be objective,‖ Robbe-

Grillet‘s text continues: ―While in our books, on the contrary, it is a man who sees, who 

feels, who imagines, a man located in space and time, conditioned by his passions, a man 

like you and me. And the book reports nothing but his experience, limited and uncertain 

as it is.‖
21

 

                                                 
     18.  Ibid., 25–47. 

     19.  Ibid., 138–39. 

     20.  Ibid., 139. 

     21.  Ibid. 
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The nouveau roman endorses the modernists‘ distaste for deific third-person-

omniscient point of view, certainly, but it also seeks to innovate further on modernists‘ 

reform of the narrator‘s function, which, though divested of godhood and certainly no 

longer confidently omniscient, remains too conventional, too recognizably part of the 

furniture of ready-made narrative, for Robbe-Grillet‘s liking. Robbe-Grillet redacts 

narrative to objects minutely described, effectively eschewing most conventional features 

of the ready-made, thus obliging the reader to supplement these depictions of objects with 

his own extrapolations from them. The desired effect, the hallmark of the nouveau 

roman‘s peculiar innovation, is a fusion of reader‘s consciousness and narrator‘s into a 

single positionality that the text clears space for and the reader comes to occupy. ―It is a 

man here, now, who is his own narrator, finally.‖
22

 

The nouveau roman constructs narratives that remain fundamentally incomplete 

until they enlist a reader to perform the necessary narratorial function of projecting onto 

them his surmises prompted by detailed descriptions of objects. In this regard the 

nouveau roman redresses the vice of positioning the reader as passive consumer by 

answering the ready-made with the partially unmade. The nouveau roman, Elizabeth 

Deeds Ermarth writes, stages an ―attemp[t] to bring to the level of consciousness the 

imaginative process itself as it takes place in language.‖
23

 The dispositif of the nouveau 

roman thus consists of annihilating distances separating reader, author, and texts by 

revealing them as ultimately linguistically determined. In so doing, the reader come gains 

                                                 
     22.  Ibid. 

     23.  Elizabeth Deeds Ermarth, Sequel to History: Postmodernism and the Crisis of Representational 

Time (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1991), 115. 
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critical insight into the nature of his subjectivity. He discovers that it is as much an effect 

of language as is the pleasure had by reading. 

The implicit textual idealism lurking behind nouveau roman program—a textual 

idealism that receives its most famous formulation in the work of Jacques Derrida, and 

that becomes the cornerstone for many a French poststructuralist theoretical edifice, 

generally—conjures the reader to discover himself in his true condition as an effect of 

language. The usual criticism leveled against textual idealism in the critical–theoretical 

domain thus applies to Robbe-Grillet‘s intervention in the literary domain. In the nouveau 

roman the reader finds himself only to lose himself, the boundaries of his subjectivity 

dissolving into a plenum of textuality, though Robbe-Grillet‘s claims otherwise: ―Not 

only is it a man who, in my novels […] describes everything, but it is the least neutral, 

the least impartial of men: always engaged, on the contrary, in an emotional adventure of 

the most obsessive kind, to the point of often distorting his vision and of producing 

imaginings close to delirium.‖
24

 

The nouveau roman purports to present a full-spectrum humanity in its 

hypostatization of reader and narrator, but the fact that it does so in language means this 

hypostatization moves in one direction: rather than the word made flesh, the result is, 

rather, the flesh made text. Fredric Jameson proclaims the nouveau roman a ―self-

defeating experiment‖ for this very reason.
25

 Specifically, Jameson considers the nouveau 

roman as concerned solely with ―the breakdown of the relationship between words and 

                                                 
     24.  Robbe-Gillet, For a New Novel, 138. 

     25.  Postmodernism or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 

1991), 138. 
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things,‖
26

 its thematic and propaedeutic, that it instantiates serially, as a ―breakdown […] 

re-experienced over and over again as a process, leading to a ―temporary runoff between 

the habitual onset of linguistic belief and the inevitable degradation of the signified into 

its material signifier.‖
27

 The reader, whom the nouveau roman‘s procedures estrange from 

―the habitual onset of linguistic belief‖ (or what practitioners of Rezeptiontheorie call 

―literary competence‖
28

), confronts signs thrown into stark relief as mere graphemes. If 

one takes Robbe-Grillet at his word, then, his claim that ―Man is present on every page, 

in every line, in every word,‖
29

 then ―Man‖ in this respect appears an effect of the 

habitual onset of linguistic belief subject to dehiscence by the nouveau roman‘s process 

of staging successive breakdowns of the relationship between words and things. 

In other words, the nouveau roman manages to effect a hypostatic union of reader 

and narrator because of its agnosticism with regard to real qualitative distinction between 

subjectivity as a phenomenological category and as a textual effect. This agnosticism 

Jameson construes as outright denial. ―Robbe-Grillet‘s manifestoes can […] be read […] 

as a radical repudiation of phenomenological perception as such,‖ he writes,
30

 for reason 

of their predication of the abyssal discontiguity between two categories of the subject: as 

a cognizing, corporeal entity and as a discursive construct. The dubious epistemological 

legitimacy of the subject as a locus of phenomenological perception, a veritable docta 

ignorantia for the nouveau roman, means that the synthesis of positionalities, the reader‘s 

                                                 
     26.  Ibid., 139. 

     27.  Ibid. 

     28.  See: Wolfgang Iser, The Act of Reading: A Theory of Aesthetic Response (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 

University Press, 1978), 27–38. 
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and the narrator‘s, occurs mis-en-abyme as a set of intratextual figurations whose 

extratextual referents can only be posited, never proven.  

As a novelist whose narrator in The French Lieutenant‘s Woman proclaims 

himself a disciple of Robbe-Grillet and Barthes, Fowles appears curiously dissatisfied 

with the idea of a reader or narrator whose positionality emerges simply as an effect of 

intratextual figurations. His remarks in the novel‘s thirteenth chapter appear almost as 

directly refuting the textual idealism implicit in Robbe-Grillet‘s method, as well as in 

Barthes‘s theoretical assertions. Fowles appears to take particular exception to the fact the 

Barthes recognizes no flesh-and-blood human agent responsible for a text‘s creation. The 

author for Barthes remains merely an occasion, that is, merely a spatially and temporally 

delimited site of activity becoming text. ―Linguistically, the author is never more than the 

instance writing,‖ Barthes writes, ―just as I is nothing other than the instance saying I.‖ 
31

 

This ephemeral status Barthes attributes to writing‘s characteristic tendency to dissolve in 

itself the ontological categories entrusted to it for transmission. ―Writing is that neutral, 

composite, oblique space where our subject slips away,‖ Barthes continues, ―the negative 

where all identity is lost, starting with the very identity of the body writing.‖
32

 

Subject and writer undergo a depersonalization and de-realization as they make an 

abyssal leap into writing, becoming simply an occasion for a play of signs their leap sets 

in motion. In this respect, writing truly stands as ―the negative‖ of the world of existents 

it represents, consisting of wholly heterogeneous material (graphemes, signs) and of 

                                                 
     31.  Roland Barthes, Image, Music, Text, trans. Stephen Heath (New York: Farrar, Strauss and Giroux, 

1977), 145. The fact that Barthes begins his claim with the modifier ―Linguistically‖ suggests his adherence 

to a kind of textual idealism, acting as it does as a critical qualification for the entire locution, one which 

limits the question to one of language and its effect, to Barthes‘s mind the only question worth considering. 
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wholly heterogenous rules (semantic, syntactical and grammatical conventions and the 

economies these rules enforce). Writes Barthes: ―the space of writing is to be ranged over, 

not pierced.‖
33

 Barthes thus proclaims nothing less than the sovereignty, if not outright 

autarky, of writing—a domain integral, self-consistent, self-subsistent, into which no 

existent enter without jeopardizing its ontological particularity. This proclamation carries 

with it a concomitant implication that language cannot serve as the space for existential 

considerations as such, for precisely the reason that as soon as these considerations 

become subjects of discourse, they become no longer existential but linguistic 

considerations. 

Writing repudiates any notion of an ―ultimate meaning‖ behind its very play of 

signs, whose motion, on the contrary, ―ceaselessly posits meaning ceaselessly to 

evaporate it,‖ writes Barthes.
34

 In such positing, evaporating, playing, and slipping away, 

the idea of anything as stable and enduring as a person stands as anathema, as heteroclite. 

―[L]anguage knows a ‗subject,‘ not a ‗person,‘‖ Barthes continues, ―and this subject, 

empty outside of the very enunciation which defines it, suffices to make language ‗hold 

together,‘ suffices, that is to day, to exhaust it.‖
35

 Only a subject, an autochthonic effect of 

writing, proves suitable to writing‘s currents of play drifting toward consummation. A 

person, on the other hand, stands irreconcilably other to writing and its subject. A person 

and a subject may share similarities, may enjoy certain affinities, but the demonstration 

thereof in language remains impossible because of an insuperable incommensurability: a 
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subject occasions a particular discourse; a person engages with a world of objects and 

entities. 

The nouveau roman‘s desired merging of an individual consciousness (the reader) 

and a textually constructed sum of consciousness-effects (the narrator) happens only if 

the reader is persuaded to understand her positionality as rooted not in lived experience or 

an ongoing self-relation, but in textuality. ―[T]he reader is without history, biography, 

psychology,‖ Barthes writes, ―he is simply that someone who holds together in a single 

field all the traces by which the written text is constituted.‖
36

 The Barthesian reader is 

simply a discrete adjunct of the text that suspends in itself elements of prior texts toward 

which a text moves in order to consummate itself. Qualities not immediately conducive to 

this end—history, biography, psychology—rate not at all; the capacity to serve as a 

matrix of anterior traces, remains the sufficient condition for the status of reader. When it 

comes to individuals, then, Barthes limits his considerations to matters of language, its 

effects, and the reach of these effects, which entails bracketing consideration of history, 

biography and psychology, qualities which fall in categories of the existential, of lived 

experience. 

It is precisely the categories of the existential that most concern Fowles in The 

French Lieutenant‘s Woman. Though he situates his novel within the theoretical 

paradigm inaugurated by Alain Robbe-Grillet and Roland Barthes, he appears to retreat 

from the full-blown textual idealism of Robbe-Grillet‘s nouveau roman or of Barthes‘s 

linguistic categories. Fowles find rumors of the author‘s death greatly exaggerated. 

                                                 
     36.  Ibid., 148. 
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―[N]ot even the most aleatory avant-garde modern novel has managed to extirpate its 

author completely,‖
37

 Fowles writes, rendering his judgment of Robbe-Grillet‘s literary 

and Barthes‘s theoretical program as only partially successful. His reason for doing so 

rests on a conception of language that, unlike Robbe-Grillet or Barthes, for whom 

language precipitates a ―temporary runoff between the habitual onset of linguistic belief 

and the inevitable degradation of the signified into its material signifier,‖ and thus 

encompasses ―the negative where all identity is lost,‖ Fowles takes a far less problematic 

view of writing and its referents. Rather than maintaining that signs and their referents 

comprise two antinomial, autarkic domains, Fowles considers them simply the peculiar 

objects of these domains, their correspondences stable enough to encourage a 

constructivist literary aesthetic. The author, Fowles writes, ―wish[es] to create worlds as 

real as, but other than the world that is.‖
38

 The otherness of Fowles‘s fictive worlds is not 

the otherness of language as Robbe-Grillet or Barthes characterize it, because this 

produce worlds in which persons would be sublimated into subjects, and objects into 

signs—that is, into effects of language‘s autarkic regime. The otherness of Fowles‘s 

fictive worlds rests, rather, on identifiable variations on a world commonly experienced. 

Referents in Fowles‘s fictive worlds do not lose their substantial character by being 

alembicated into narrative discourse. 

Against Robbe-Grillet or Barthes‘s textual idealism Fowles asserts a critical 

realism as the alpha and omega of literary representation. Fowles‘s literary approach 

depends crucially on a reader with a history, biography and psychology as well as with a 
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ready supply of traces and fragments of other texts. Fowles requires a reader as a subject 

of experience, not simply a subject of discourse. Fowles‘s texts thus constitute, to modify 

Jameson‘s expression, a radical affirmation of phenomenological perception as such. The 

French Lieutenant‘s Woman thus shows Fowles‘s devotion to a notion Robbe-Grillet 

declared obsolete—commitment—albeit not in Robbe-Grillet‘s sense as dedication to 

lucubrating on language and its paradoxes,
39

 but, rather, in Sartre‘s sense of one 

dedication to a gospel of radical freedom.
40

 ―There is only one good definition of God: 

the freedom that allows other freedoms to exist, Fowles writes. ―And I must conform to 

that definition.‖
41

 Fowles‘s authorial commitment concerns itself exclusively with matters 

bearing directly on humankind‘s existential condition—matters that mercurial signifiers 

do little to disturb, gestures to Robbe-Grillet and Barthes notwithstanding. Language, 

rather than representing the world‘s negative as it dissolves sensuous objects into a 

lubricious play of signifiers, represents a mise en scène for alternative models for the 

world of sensuous objects. For Fowles, the world of experience, rather than being 

mastered by signifiers, retains its status as master signifier. 

Fowles‘s faith in the world as a master signifier, coupled with his Sartrean 

authorial ethic, situates him precariously among the modernist novelist whom Levenson 

identifies as reacting against Victorian fictive realism than with a subsequent innovator 

like Robbe-Grillet. ―The novelist is still a god,‖ writes Fowles, 

                                                 
     39.  ―Instead of being of a political nature,‖ Robbe-Grillet writes, ―commitment is, for the writer, the full 

awareness of the present problems of his own language, the conviction of their extreme importance, the 

desire to solve them from within.‖ For a New Novel, 41. 

     40.  See: Jean-Paul Sartre, What Is Literature?, trans. Bernard Frechtman (New York: Harper & Row, 

1965), 152–54. 

     41.  Fowles, French Lieutenant‘s Woman, 106. 
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since he creates (and not even the most aleatory avant-garde modern novel 

has managed to extirpate its author completely); what has changed is that 

we are no longer the gods of the Victorian image, omniscient and 

decreeing; but in a new theological image, with freedom our first 

principle, not authority.
42

 

 

Fowles‘s statement as to the author‘s enduring but altered godhood sets it‘s a tricky 

rhetorical task of essentially yoking together if not exactly harmonizing four theoretical 

strains to articulate his project in The French Lieutenant‘s Woman. That ―[t]he novelist is 

still a god‖ indicates that Victorian fictive realism persists as what Raymond Williams has 

defined as a ―residual‖ formation,
43

 though not without substantial modifications courtesy 

of the reaction it provoked among literary modernists, who toppled the novelist from his 

Olympian heights and saddled him with all the susceptibilities of a mere mortal, setting 

the stage for the postmodern practitioners of the nouveau roman, who, as if believing that 

it were better to have no god at all than one all too human, sought the author‘s execution 

by textual auto-referentiality. To this legacy of revolt against a resilient adversary Fowles 

brings his concept of the author, whose investment in the existential matter of human 

freedom—and indeed, narrative approach for the better part of the novel—remains reliant 

on Victorian realist conventions, while his abandonment of the very same in the thirteenth 

chapter shows an affinity for literary modernist‘s innovations, and while the nature of his 

authorial intrusion into the narrative in this thirteenth chapter flirts with the rebuses and 

legerdemains of the nouveau roman‘s postmodern textual idealism. 

 The French Lieutenant Woman‘s curious procedural synthesis remains a subject of 

                                                 
     42.  Ibid. 
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much critical speculation. Lynn Wells considers Fowles‘s deployment of these four 

literary historical elements as his attempt to make palatable to an audience whose tastes 

run to the readerly the challenging writerly nouveau roman by essentially writing what is 

a nouveau roman larded with realist readerly features. Fowles‘s project is market driven, 

in other words. By producing a ―hybrid fiction‖
44

 that synthesizes realist narrative 

techniques with those of the nouveau roman, Fowles ―bring[s] realism and innovation 

into mutually illuminating co-existence,‖ writes Wells.
45

 In this enterprise Fowles 

enjoyed success; he ―helped to bring about a shift in the taste of consumers of ‗serious‘ 

domestic literature,‖ continues Wells, ―a shift that was accomplished by using the on-

going English fascination with the realist novel and the ease of readerliness to convince 

reluctant readers of the virtues of some unconventional practices.‖
46

 Wells concludes that 

the primary significance of The French Lieutenant‘s Woman lies outside the text, between 

Fowles and his reader specifically, where the former engages in an elaborate act of 

―extratextual narrative seduction before the reader.‖
47

 The seduction of Charles Smithson 

by Sarah Woodruff, the woman of the novel‘s title, then, enacts intratextually what 

Fowles attempts to carry out extratextually. The two seductions are situated mise en 

abyme; thus they stand as the single greatest instance of writerly pyrotechnics in an 

otherwise staunchly readerly novel. 

 Wells‘s characterization of The French Lieutenant‘s Woman as a comfortably 

readerly novel punctuated by instances of writerly bravura goes some way toward 
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illuminating the novel‘s puzzlingly hybrid character, but for this very same reason, that is, 

because Fowles‘s commitment to producing a writerly text is neither complete nor 

consistent, there arises the problem of artistic unity. For the fact remains that The French 

Lieutenant‘s Woman is a readerly text punctuated by instances of writerly bravura, 

meaning it aspires to what it ultimately cannot achieve, and, therefore the best that can be 

said about it is that it is effective promotional copy for more outré works, even though it 

itself fails to become the very same. Mahmoud Salami considers the hybrid character of 

Fowles‘s work as realizing a different purpose altogether. Whereas Wells writes that 

Fowles‘s ultimate purpose is to seduce and to capture the reader in the interest of making 

her receptive to experimental fiction, Salami takes Fowles‘s ultimate purpose as the 

emancipation of the reader, citing as his main evidence the novel‘s multiple endings. 

―The novel‘s open-endedness is a form of freedom to Charles as well as to the reader,‖ 

Salami writes, ―a factor that undermines authority in the narrative.‖
48

 Salami finds that 

Fowles deploys modernist narratorial self-consciousness in tandem with a conventional, 

readerly narrative as a means of prosecuting an immanent critique of the authorial 

pretensions subtending the former. 

Whereas Wells maintains that the realist dimension of the narrative plays 

handmaiden to the more challenging modernist dimension, Salami maintains that these 

two dimensions remain irreconcilably opposed, producing a tension that gives the novel 

its Manichean character. The narrator‘s ―Victorian disguise,‖
49

 which he maintains until 
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the novel‘s thirteenth chapter,
50

 is thus ―a means of attacking the omniscient and godlike 

narrator,‖
51

 and is also ―another way of promoting freedom by showing that the narrator 

does not necessarily dominate […] the novel.‖
52

 Pace Wells, who insists equally upon the 

postmodern writerly elements and the Victorian readerly elements as equally prevailing 

over the other elements of Fowles‘s hybrid fiction, Salami considers Fowles‘s 

existentialist commitment, which cannot brook textual idealism‘s essentially negational 

effect on matter of the external world, as prevailing over the postmodern and Victorian 

elements. 

The relationship on display in The French Lieutenant‘s Woman among the various 

conflicting sensibilities certainly does not lack complexity, or even apparent 

contradiction. On one hand, evidence abounds that Fowles esteems the postmodern 

innovations of the nouveau roman of its dedication to adapting its procedures to 

contingency and to aleatoric emergences. On the other hand, Fowles rejects the nouveau 

roman‘s favoring puzzles and paradoxes of language, precisely because this sort aleatoric 

play, resulting, as Jameson describes it, in ―self-defeating experiment,‖ proves not at all 

suitable for The French Lieutenant‘s Woman‘s thematic if existential freedom. Fowles 

seeks a concept of the aleatory that avoids culminating in games of textual auto-

referentiality, a concept reflective of conditions of existence, not simply conditions of 

language. ―We know a world is an organism, not a machine,‖ writes Fowles, 
53

 his 

tropology of the biologic drawing a sharp conceptual distinction meant to distance his 
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work from ―the gods of the Victorian image,‖ whose interlocking physical and psychical 

elements execute the functions for which they were designed, thus forming the machine 

in question. Fowles claims an organic conception at work in The French Lieutenant‘s 

Woman, its physical and psychical elements not simply carrying out designed functions, 

but in fact evidencing wills of their own. ―It is only when our characters and events begin 

to disobey us that they begin to live,‖ 
54

 Fowles writes. This promethean quality of 

narrative elements informs the concept of the aleatory Fowles wishes to establish.  

Constructing a narrative in which characters or events refuse to advance a 

developing plot becomes the manner in which the novel shows itself alive. True 

organicity requires evidence of life, not simply of animation, because, as Fowles writes, 

―a planned world (a world that fully reveals its planning) is a dead world.‖
55

 Fowles‘s 

trope of the novelistic world as an organism illustrates the full sense of his conception of 

the aleatory: it is the possibility of willful deviation, of disobedience that introduces a 

vital form of chance or contingency to the narrative. An implicit corollary to this 

conception is that the aleatory as Robbe-Grillet and Barthes conceive it, as a function of 

linguistic indeterminacy remains for all its playfulness a rather inert sort; it invests textual 

components—signs, graphemes, syntagmata—as opposed to these components‘ effects—

sense, evocation, meaning—with aleatoric potentiality. This misplaced investment of 

aleatoric potentiality must for this reason result in self-defeating experiment, because 

semantic slippage, like a mechanical component‘s slippage (to extend Fowles‘s 

metaphor), typically leads to failure of the entire mechanism. The vital aleatory of 
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organic, on the other hand, facilitates a more robust literary representation, particularly 

when it concerns a thematic of human freedom, as it does in The French Lieutenant 

Woman. Fowles‘s organic novelistic world thus very much depends on the aleatory as a 

way of securing the narrative against ossification into a fully revealed plan, though not 

the aleatory as Robbe-Grillet and Barthes concieve it. 

Fowles conception of a vital aleatory, along with its pervasive tropology of the 

biologic, establishes a theory of the novel that gestures to Darwinian natural selection as 

a synthetic term. In this respect, Fowles, despite his very Sartrean commitment to 

existential freedom, deviates slightly from Sartre. Existential freedom for Sartre was an 

ontological proposition to be realized through politics, and writing, the means of bringing 

humankind to an awareness of its fundamental freedom, is a fundamentally political act.
56

 

Existential freedom for Fowles is essentially an ecological proposition predicated on an 

atheistic or negative conception of a Creator. ―There is only one good definition of God: 

the freedom that other freedoms to exist,‖ writes Fowles. The absence of a providential 

creator allows for the ascendancy of freedom to that of an absolute pre-condition for 

creaturely freedom, whose very arising follows from this freedom. An organism that 

arises not from any providential orchestration must arise as result of conditions immanent 

to its moment of arising. And this entails an element of constraint impinging on an 

otherwise absolute freedom, leaving one to consider that even under conditions of 

absolute freedom there occur instances of determinacy, because, as it concerns a given 

                                                 
   56.  ―The spiritual […] always rests upon an ideology,‖ writes Sartre, ―and ideologies are freedom when 
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creature, the moment of that creature‘s arising can be said to have been ordained at least 

in the instant of arising. 

If the condition of a creature for the duration of its existence is one freedom, yet 

each instant of that duration—duration being a span of time—demonstrates immanent 

constraints on a creature‘s possibilities for being, for expressing its being. For a span of 

time is nothing but a concatenation of such instants. We are thus left with instance of 

what Slavoj Žižek terms a parallax gap engendering the antinomies of, in the present 

instance, freedom and constraint. A parallax gap is an ―observed difference [that] is not 

simply ‗subjective,‘‖ Žižek writes, but ―is rather […] an ‗epistemological‘ shift in the 

subject‘s point of view [which] always reflects an ‗ontological‘ shift in the object 

itself.‖
57

 From one perspective, that which offers a view on the duration as a whole, the 

creature‘s condition indeed appears as one of freedom; from another, however, that which 

offers a view on an instance of that duration, it appears as one determined by immanent 

constraints. The validity of the one, moreover, does not depend on the other‘s 

invalidation, and, in fact, cannot be brought to invalidate the other. They simply exist as 

true propositions separated by a parallax gap. The task, then, becomes then not a matter 

of resolving the antinomies (by definition an impossible task) nor even to harmonize, but 

simply to think them in their mutually contradictory character as a precursor to their 

theorization. Fowles thus enlists Darwinian natural selection to his cause, the latter 

recommending itself based on the functional value it places on chance, which grounds a 

robust conception of the aleatory.  
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Specifically, Darwinian natural selection holds that humankind in its present form 

owes its character to an ongoing development whose mechanism is one of the chance 

occurence of mutation in an organism coupled with environmental conditions favorable 

to that mutation. The mutated organism finds itself in auspicious circumstances—at least, 

that is, until such time as circumstances become unfavorable. This development, known 

conventionally as evolution, explains the presence of all creaturely life, including 

humankind. Humankind, however, has reached a state of development where its nature, 

the sum of propitious mutations over its period of develop, has brought it to a 

consciousness of its environment that allows it to recognize the free hand of chance in its 

development. The human individual, in other words, stands as the evolutionary creature 

that understands herself as such. Yet the fact remains that, in a manner of speaking, that 

this unique creature can understand herself as such because the course of evolution 

culminating in her determines both her organism and its capacities. 

Darwinian thus negotiates the parallax gap between the aleatoric and the 

deterministic by eliding considerations of teleology. Gilles Deleuze credits Darwin with 

effecting a ―Copernican Revolution‖ consisting of ―three figures.‖ 
58

 ―The first concerns 

the differenciation of individual differences in the form of the divergence of 

characteristics and the determination of groups,‖ Deleuze writes: 

The second concerns the connections of differences in the form of the co-

ordination of characteristics within the same group. The third concerns the 

production of differences as the continuous matter of differentiation and 

connection.
59
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The revolution Darwin effects consists in elevating anentelechy to a functional status of 

modulating the advent of existents. ―Differenciation‖ (Deleuze‘s term for difference‘s 

instantiation in and among existents), along with connections, continuities and 

disjunctions all come to represent manifold being held together without a plan. Fowles 

thus finds the aleatory as it figures in natural selection as superior to its strictly literary 

cousin, because it allows him to articulate in a common metaphorics both the existential 

and the aesthetic. 

Fowles‘s The French Lieutenant Woman endeavors to articulate a narratorial 

positionality faithful to Darwin‘s Copernican revolution, by both effectuating 

instantiations of difference and modulating co-ordinations, continuities and disjunctions 

while at the same time abstaining from imposing a plan. 
60

 But, because this narratorial 

positionality inhabits a parallax gap between the aleatoric and the apparently 

deterministic, the narrative issuing from this positionality likewise bears the hallmarks of 

the aleatoric and the apparently deterministic in the form of an apparent vacillation 
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between avantgardist and conventional tendencies in the narrative. That is, the narrative 

will come to assume the character of a ―hybrid fiction‖ as Wells identifies. Pace Wells, 

this positionality‘s articulation in The French Lieutenant‘s Woman stands as more than a 

literarily instructive exercise of ―bring[ing] realism and innovation into mutually 

illuminating co-existence,‖ because this would suggest that neither realism nor 

innovation lose anything in the synthesis. Pace Salami, this positionality‘s articulation 

falls short of literarily realized propaedeutic for the reader‘s realizing her own freedom, 

because this overlooks the tremendously the fact that Fowles‘s ―hybrid fiction‖ betrays a 

particular orientation to the literary market, a consideration which is absolutely primary. 

For it is the case that, ultimately, Fowles‘s The French Lieutenant‘s Woman represents 

neither a synthesis of fictive realism and the nouveau roman‘s textual idealism, nor a 

simple articulation of their irreconcilable antagonism, but rather represents an 

assimilation of the nouveau roman to fictive realism. 

The condition of Fowles‘s narratorial positionality is illustrative—symptomatic, 

even—of the condition of market capitalism itself, which instills in individuals an idea of 

freedom and, at the same time, constrains that freedom‘s expression of to a narrowly 

consumerist modality. As much as it strives to preserve a sense of authorial commitment 

that is not limited to simply ―full awareness of the present problems of […] language,‖ as 

Robbe-Grillet‘s sense of it is, this positionality nevertheless describes in its articulation 

precisely these problems, for one finds a homology obtaining between language use and 

human freedom. Specifically, the individual confronts in language an impersonal, 

independent sign system upon which she must rely as a vehicle of expression for her 
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thoughts and feelings. Once she fits signs to her thoughts and feelings, however, they 

belong to language. Her thoughts and feelings, deposited in syntactical bits, take on a 

character Jacques Derrida terms ―iterability.‖ This iterability is ―the possibility of [a 

syntagma‘s] being repeated in the absence not only of its referent […],‖ Derrida writes, 

―but of a determined signified or current intention of signification, as of every present 

intention of communication‖
61

 Constrained by language when it comes to externalizing 

her thoughts and feelings, the individual undergoes erasure the very moment she 

externalizes her thoughts and feelings, setting in motion signs constrained not by her will 

or intentions but by the principles governing a sign systems functioning. These signs are 

admittedly constrained by their moment of emission, but only briefly. As soon as they are 

emitted, they express their freedom from the emitter, as well as the context of their 

emission precisely by their iterability. 

Iterability in this respect becomes emblematic of Fowles‘s narrator‘s own stated 

relationship to the characters and events of The French Lieutenant‘s Woman. ―[T]o be 

free myself, I must give [Charles], and Tina, and Sarah, even the abominable Mrs. 

Poulteney, their freedoms as well.‖
62

 Yet, as textual constructs, the novel‘s characters 

already enjoy the freedom of iterability from the instant of their inscription, a freedom 

which moots the narrator‘s own dispensation to this effect. The narrator pronounces free 

characters whose strictly textual existences already entail their freedom from the agent 

and context of their inscription. Fowles‘s narrator in his remarks, rather than simply 
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pronouncing his character‘s free, effectively overdetermines their extant freedom. A 

freedom inherent to their textuality is occulted by a freedom arriving by narratorial fiat.  

Fowles‘s narrator refigures his characters‘ freedom as owing not to an inherent 

condition of textuality (iterability) but as owing to the narrator‘s will. Fowles‘s narrator, 

in other word, obliges the novel‘s characters to him by making their freedom contingent 

on his gesture of bequeathal. Their freedom, really instant and absolute at the moment of 

their inscription from the conditions and context of that moment, is refigured instead as 

one depending on the narrator‘s bequeathal and his enduring effort to honor this 

bequeathal. The ―hybrid narrative‖ of The French Lieutenant‘s Woman thus shows itself 

as neither synthetic, as Wells argues, nor emancipatory–propaedeutic, as Salami argues, 

but as in fact assimilative, striking a blow—perhaps unwittingly—for Victorian fictive 

realism in its adapting the deific positionality characteristic of its procedures to those of 

more avantgardist innovations. 

Fowles‘s negotiations between the Victorian fictive realism and the nouveau 

roman thus represent an example of what Peter Starr calls ―logics of recuperation.‖
63

 

These logics of recuperation constitute conceptual mechanisms ―whereby specified forms 

of revolutionary action are said to reinforce, and thus to be co-opted by, established 

structures of power.‖
64

 If the nouveau roman represents a specified form of revolutionary 

action, Fowles‘s hybridization of it and Victorian fictive realism represents established 

structures of power‘s co-optation of it. Admittedly, this amenability to co-optation is part 
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of the nouveau roman‘s implicit content; Fowles‘s hybridizing intervention simply brings 

it to the fore by consummating this process of co-optation. 

 Fowles‘s The French Lieutenant‘s Woman as a hybrid narrative enacting a 

recuperative logic directed at consummating a process of co-optation toward which the 

nouveau roman is already ineluctably oriented one recognizes most immediately in its 

narrative progression. In the novel‘s first twelve chapters, Fowles‘s narrator traverses 

both the physical and psychological spaces with Eliotean ease. In the thirteenth chapter, 

however, such unlimited mobility comes to an apparent halt with the narrator‘s admission 

that the ―story [he is] telling is all imagination,‖ and that his authority rests simply in a 

self-conscious appropriation of an outmoded narrative voice.
65

 ―If I have pretended until 

now to know my characters‘ minds and innermost thoughts,‖ writes Fowles, ―it is 

because I an writing in […] a convention universally accepted at the time of my story: 

that the novelist stands next to God.‖
66

 The narrator‘s abrupt departure from third-person 

omniscient to first-person limited not only recasts the narrator, heretofore a figure present 

to his narrative as a sort of providential orchestrator, as a figure consciously present in the 

narrative as a speaking ―I‖ whose use of this personal pronoun effaces the all-seeing, all-

knowing objectivity he exhibits throughout the first twelve chapters, but also abruptly 

reconfigures the spatiality of the narrative. 

Spanning decades of the novel‘s development in a few locutions, Fowles‘s 

narrator effectively throws into relief a heretofore unacknowledged third psychological 

space, namely, that of the narrator, which partakes of neither the psyche or physis of his 
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characters, but stands at great historical distance from it. The physis to which the narrator 

is bound exists some one hundred years after the physis of the narrator world he creates. 

He lives ―in the age of Roland Barthes and Alain Robbe-Grillet,‖ both mid-twentieth 

century figures. As far as his characters are concerned, the narrator dwells in a moment of 

futurity well beyond the expectations of their own life span. 

With respect to his characters, the narrator embodies what Kojin Karatani 

considers the purest kind of Other, an individual yet to be born. ―When one says the 

other, it does not have to mean existing others,‖ Karatani writes: 

The others—those who do not share a common set of rules—are not only 

those in outside communities, but also include those who do not exist in 

the here and now—future humans as well as the dead. Rather, with respect 

to otherness, they should be the model.
67

 

 

The narrative spatiality that Fowles‘s narrator comes to reconfigure also introduces 

temporal complications. Two historical moments, that of Fowles‘s characters and that of 

Fowles‘s narrator, appear to overlap. Yet, strictly speaking, the former and latter are 

situated in a fundamental condition of alterity vis-à-vis the other: to Fowles‘s narrator 

inhabiting the mid twentieth century, the characters are the dead; to the characters, 

Fowles‘s narrator is one of the ―future humans.‖ There is, then, a situation of bilateral 

otherness, a mutual inexistence when considering one from the perspective other the 

other. Here and now consists as a parallax gap between the two temporalities, which the 

narrator‘s pretense to know his characters‘ minds and innermost thoughts does not span 

or close so much as efface. 
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One finds in the critique Fowles‘s narrator makes of Victorian fictive realism a 

sense of the absolute impossibilities besetting the pretense to deific omniscience from the 

outset. In addition to the comparatively banal sense of impossibility Levenson finds 

modernist novels exploiting, namely, that no human can know and see all, one discovers 

the impossibility predicated on an absolute, temporally imposed alterity in Karatani‘s 

sense of the term, one which situates the narrator and his characters in an insuperable 

parallax. The practitioner of Victorian fictive realism articulates an abyssal positionality 

in precisely this respect; whereas Fowles‘s narrator drops his pretense in order to point 

out that his characters stand remote from him in time, and he from them, in state of 

mutual alterity of the dead and the yet-to-be-born, the practitioner of Victorian fictive 

realism conjures a world into being that, because it consists in essence a physical–

psychical plenum, forecloses the possibility of such alterity. In such a fictive world, every 

creature is an expression of this plenum, and thus remain simply features or aspects of it. 

When Fowles‘s narrator drops his pretense, he lays bare a third psychic space, that of his 

own historical moment in the mid twentieth century, which, equally and at the same time, 

lays bare a parallax. This latter space in The French Lieutenant‘s Woman is an 

unelaborated period between the novel‘s close and the narrator‘s self-referential remarks. 

Writing, is rather, really more a passe-partout, more a spacing than a space unto itself, a 

featureless, nearly negative of unremarked-upon, pure time, demarcating and delimiting 

the parallactically opposed temporalities of the narrative without itself acquiring the 

character of a temporality. In this respect, the parallax‘s spatiality bears a close 

resemblance of Walter Benjamin‘s notion of ―homogenous, empty time,‖ time as the 



262 

 

concatenation of ticks of the clock, time without texture or positive content in the form of 

events and persons.
68

 

Conceptualized as homogenous, empty time, the parallax gap between The 

French Lieutenant‘s Woman‘s narrator and characters offers the only eligible site of 

inscription of a third-person omniscience in that, like the fictive world of Victorian 

realism, which presents a physical–psychical plenum purged of true alterity in that every 

existent of that fictive world is fundamentally an instantiation of that plenum, the 

parallactic homogeneous, empty time itself presents a self-subsistent plenum of pure 

chronological or calendrical sequence, that is, time as a substance abstracted from history. 

This abstracted, self-subsistent plenum is one in which conditions for events exist as a 

reserve of uninstantiated potentialities that give rise to situations, which, in turn, give rise 

to contexts. 

Yet, situations, and thus contexts, arise only in historical time; in empty, 

homogenous time, situations, and thus contexts, as it were lie in waiting as potentialities. 

Which is another way of saying that empty, homogeneous time, never serves as the site of 

situations, and, thus, context. Empty, homogenous time thus recommends itself as the 

temporality of Derrida‘s ―general text,‖ that is, writing as a self-subsistent plenum of 

virtually infinite significative potentialities anterior to and beyond writing‘s instantiations 

and the spatiotemporal conditions of these instantiations, that is, anterior to and beyond—

and yet, preliminary to—considerations of kairós, topos, logos, or other such 
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spatiotemporal elements of the moment of inscription. The general text is ―a ‗text‘ that is 

henceforth no longer a finished corpus of writing, some content enclosed in a book or its 

margins,‖ Derrida writes, ―but a differential network, a fabric of traces referring endlessly 

to something other than itself, to other differential traces.‖ 
69

 The nodes of this 

―differential network,‖ the threads of this ―fabric of traces‖ are as it were the spectral 

after-impressions of the general text always already in recessional transit into anteriority. 

They indicate gaps rather than any positive entities, and as such, express what Derrida 

terms différance, the delaying and deferring that spaces all acts of writing into discreet 

entities, thus differentiating them each from the other in this movement, which also 

provides the impetus for a syntagma‘s iterability.
70

 ―[A] written sign carries with it a 

force of breaking its context,‖ Derrida writes, ―that is, the set of presences which organize 

the moment of its inscription.‖
71

 

Every individual instance of writing appears in this movement of différance, 

whose gaps or ―differential traces,‖ while pointing up a constitutive inadequacy of an 

instance of writing when it comes to preserving in it the presence of its subject or its 

context, nonetheless remain to a certain extent, determinant in their inadequacy—that is 

to say, its inadequacy is a determinant inadequacy, is an inadequacy of certain sort. This 

determinant inadequacy is, in other words, the lacunary presentation of a particular 

fullness suggested by but never present to a sign. And the reason for the lacunary nature 

of the sign is its irremediably diachronic character; it finds itself from the outset situated 
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in time and space, and thus finds itself divided on the on hand from the theoretically 

atemporal complex of massively multitudinous significative potentialities that is 

Derrida‘s general text, as well as from the instant of utterance or inscription—its context 

or kairós—which is the double-movement, is the temporizing and temporalizing, of 

différance. 

Différance, in other words, stands as the general text‘s diffuse, dispersed, 

stochastic expression across individual instances of writing in time. The general text‘s 

anterior, atemporal holism, precisely because historical time cannot accommodate the 

general text‘s expression fully as such, only lacunarily as doubly differentiated singular 

events or instances. Only empty, homogeneous time—time conceived as merely 

chronological, calendrical sequence, that is, undifferentiated into situations or events—

can accommodate the general text‘s expression fully as such, non-lacunarily, precisely 

because the general text is writing conceived as an a-situational, an-evental plenum 

anterior and other to instances of writing, just as empty, homogenous time is time 

conceived as an a-situational, an-evental flux anterior and other to historical time. 

Empty, homogenous time, however, retains one critical difference from the 

general text. Whereas the temporal act of writing denotes the always already anteriority 

and alterity of the general text to this act of writing, historical time denotes something 

slightly different, because empty, homogenous time‘s anteriority and alterity to historical 

time does not concern issues of temporality, because empty, homogenous time and 

historical time both equally are temporalities. That is, both empty, homogenous time and 

historical time have a synchronic–diachronic character. That is, each can be understood as 
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having isolable units of time—a moment, an instant—as well as isolable spans of time—a 

week, a month, a year, a century. Yet, the crucial distinction rests on the fact that empty, 

homogenous time‘s synchronic–diachronic dimension remains a consideration of 

unvarying proportions and quantities, historical time‘s synchronic–diachronic dimension 

deals with widely varying and dispersed singular durations whose relative proportions 

and quantities bear very little on their singular particularities. That is, empty, homogenous 

time is the constant expression of the same; every unit of time is to all other units of the 

same duration, or equally proportional to other larger or smaller units: twenty four hours 

make one day, and 365 days one (non-leap) calendar year. 

Historical time, on the other hand, deals with singular situations and events: 

Napoleon‘s exile to Elba does not equal The Boer War, even though both events are of 

similar durations (one year). Empty, homogenous time, in other words, is time as 

apodeixis; historical time, time as endeixis. Homogenous, empty time continues to unfold 

as it were unhindered and unperturbed by events of historical time. Homogenous, empty 

time‘s imperturbability in this respect perhaps explains why revolutionaries have at 

various times attempted to bend homogenous, empty time to their will.
72

 Discussing 

France‘s July Revolution of 1830, Walter Benjamin writes that ―[o]n the first evening of 

fighting, it so happened that the dials on clocktowers were being fired at simultaneously 

and independently from several locations in Paris‖ 
73

 In the figure of the revolutionary, 

homogenous empty time and historical time collide, the latter in its absolutely singular 

particularity as it were refusing the chronometric designations that threaten to efface this 
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particularity, assimilating to mere temporal coordinates—a certain hour of a certain day 

of a certain month and year. 

Writing enjoys a similarly agonistic character. It is at once both a fragmentary and 

partial deployment of some of significative potentialities under the regime of a more or 

less coherent system—conventions of grammar, usage, syntax, and diction—this aligns it 

with empty, homogenous time, and an act or event of absolutely singular particularity in 

that it appears at a given moment in a given place under given conditions—this aligns it 

with historical time. And just as in the figure of the revolutionary empty, homogenous 

and the historical time collide, so too do convention and particularity collide in an 

instance of writing. The agonistic tension between writing as a deployment of linguistic 

convention and writing as a spatiotemporally singular act becomes the constituent tension 

of différance, which is, more generally, the tension between writing‘s apodeictic and 

endeictic character, just as empty, homogenous time and historical time represent the 

dimensions in tension in Benjamin‘s concept of time. 

If homogenous, empty time consists of units essentially equivalent or proportional 

values—minutes, hours, days—Benjamin considers historical time as also having its 

fundamental unit, now-time (Jetztzeit), a sort of infinitesimal of historical time. ―History 

is the subject of a construction whose site is not homogeneous, empty time,‖ he writes, 

―but time filled full with now-time.‖
74

 Because it concerns itself with singular situations 

and events, historical times sequencing is not one of quantitatively equal or proportional 

durations, but of a concatenation of nonetheless uniquely singular events. That is, 
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―homogeneous, empty time‖ does not dissolve into historical time nor does it cede to it. It 

remains qualitatively other to historical time, but finds itself coextensive with that to 

which it remains other. It is neither the site of nor the vessel for historical time, but 

simply a sort of perceptual character events assume in their immediate unfolding, that is, 

as accidental, as contingent, as not yet subsumed under some historiological idea. 

In this respect, Benjamin‘s image of ―time filled with now-time‖ comes to 

represent events in their becoming–historical character, in which the parallax between 

empty, homogeneous time and historical time is most apparent. That is, much like 

Derrida‘s concept of différance, which endeavors at the very least to name what is a 

mobile, multiple and dispersed character of linguistic signs, Benjamin‘s concept of now-

time similarly endeavors to name a mobile, multiple and dispersed character of events. 

Against, empty, homogenous time, which deals only with chronometric and calendrical 

durations, and against historical time, which concerns itself with reconciling the 

empirical with necessity, Benjamin posits now-time, a view of events that regards events 

and their relation to time as essentially agglutinative. At any one given moment there are 

a vast number or coincident events; Benjamin‘s materialist historian concerns himself 

with but a small subset of this synchronic agglutination, which becomes his subject; but 

in his approach to his subject, fully informed by the concept of now-time, he recognizes 

that the unity of this subset is a purely formal simultaneity, and not an essential one of 

historical necessity. In short, Benjamin‘s now-time is a concept that seeks to preserve 

against overdetermination into causality or necessity a sense of the parallax gap found 

between events in their coincident becoming on the one hand, and the synchronic 
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agglutination that occasions the advent of a historeme.
75

 

Similarly, Derrida‘s concept of différance seeks to preserve against 

overdetermination into presence or logocentrism a sense of the parallax gap found 

between a sign at the moment of its inscription and as it moves forward from this moment 

as a textual syntagma. In both Benjamin and Derrida‘s case, the force in question, in its 

most general conception, arrives from the parallax gap between synchronic and 

diachronic conceptions of events, which, though abyssal, is anything but a nullity. For 

Derrida, whose immediate concern is writing but whose proximal concern is most 

certainly the event, inasmuch as the act of writing constitutes an event, this parallax gap 

houses a scintillating roil of potentialities whose vitality always already conditions any 

act of writing. ―Writing does not come to power,‖ Derrida writes.  

It is there beforehand, it partakes of and is made of it. Starting from which, 

in order to seize it—namely power, such as determinate power (politics for 

example, which does not assume an exemplary position by accident)—

struggles and contending forces permeate writing and counter-writings. 

For the question also led to the singular abstraction: power, writing. It ran 

the risk of reproducing that political operation which, to heap blame on 

something like power in general, assimilates all kinds of power for 

whatever purposes they may serve (we know the rest). Hence, struggles 

for powers set various writings up against one another.
76

 

 

At every remove and from each iteration—from writing, to text, to texts—power lies at 

the heart of the order of things. Every act of writing, having its origin in this plenum of 
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vital potentiality, thus bears traces of this power in it. Power as a general state extends 

and ramifies into particular phenomenal actualizations, in an all-pervasive, completely 

saturating manner as every phenomenal instance articulates univocally the power 

immanent to and constituent of it.
77

 Setting various pieces of writing against at variance 

is a uniform tendency to gain as it were power over power, that is, to seize power in one 

of its modal expressions and to elevate it over its manifold other modal expressions as an 

expression of power tout court, and in this way to overcome the originary equivalence 

shared by all writing with regard power. Every piece of writing, as a particular 

expression of power, is by that very fact a particular expression of power.  

Yet every piece of writing strives further to gain in some way mastery over the 

power that is already constitutive of it, that moves through it, so that its discourse will 

achieve a patina of the absolute. Each of the many writings on a given subject find 

themselves find themselves from the from the outset situated in a bellum omnium contra 

omnes in relation to the others as each vies for significative supremacy. This vying for 

significative supremacy remains fundamentally a condition of, and fundamentally 

conditions, the physis (if Levenson‘s term allows its being adapted to Derrida‘s power–

writing problematic) of the scene of writing. The act of writing is itself bound up in the 

systole-diastole of power‘s parallactic perspectival, oscillatory shift—as an immanent 

undifferentiated plenum from one point of view, and as that plenum‘s refraction into 
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manifold modal expressions saturating the phenomenal realm. 

Power simpliciter, Derrida points out, does not stand apart from its modal 

expressions or instantiations. Indeed to regard it as doing so leads to a political trap 

wherein particular expressions of power find legitimation as redress to power simpliciter, 

a problem Benjamin engaged at some length in his 1921 essay ―Critique of Violence.‖ In 

it, Benjamin distinguishes two functions of violence, ―lawmaking‖ and ―law-

preserving.‖
78

 The lawmaking function involves the ―use of violence as a means to the 

ends of the state,‖ whereas law-preserving violence ―consists in the use of violence as a 

means toward legal ends.‖
79

 Benjamin‘s analysis elucidates a novel synonymy between 

violence and power: in the first instance—namely: just prior to the foundation act of 

lawmaking violence—power‘s distributions, intensities or allocations remain as yet 

indeterminate. 

Lawmaking violence, a radically inaugural act in the sense that its transforms this 

heretofore indeterminate state into a determinate state (the State), introduces a 

disturbance in the former in which these distributions intensities or apportionments 

accrue to the individual who commits this violence. The state, in short, is the original 

claimant on a monopoly of power expressed in the first instance as lawmaking violence 

and maintains in perpetuity through law-preserving violence. The state‘s monopoly on 

power depends, then, on power‘s continual exercise against any subsequent claimant. Yet 

one finds ultimately nothing of metaphysical or natural necessity about this development; 
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it stands simply as enduring testimony to a particular coup‘s success coup at a particular 

moment given particular conditions. 

The political–juridical function of violence as an expression of power that 

Benjamin develops in ―The Critique of Violence‖ serves as the enabling assumption for 

his 1940 essay ―On the Concept of History.‖ ―With whom does historicism sympathize?,‖ 

Benjamin writes. ―The answer is inevitable: with the victor. And all rulers are the heirs of 

prior conquerors. […] Whoever has emerged victorious participates to this day in the 

triumphal procession in which current rulers step over those who lie prostrate.‖
80

 

Benjamin‘s image of an endless parade of the victor over the prostrated vanquished 

articulates a view of history that is an outgrowth of his ―Critique of Violence.‖ 

Specifically, the complementary functions of lawmaking and law-preserving violence, 

which serve first to inaugurate and then to maintain a state, gives rise to a historiological 

paradigm consonant with them. This historiological paradigm Benjamin terms ―epic‖ (or 

―empirical‖) history. J. M. Bernstein elucidates the essence of Benjamin‘s distaste for 

epic history: ―Epic history is contemplative, a naïve recording of the passage of things; 

for to even mimic such a history would be to engage in a form of contemplation that 

produces only illusions of objectivity, only a simulacrum of epic unfolding.‖
81

 In this 

respect epic history writing shows itself not at all as a reflection of events and personages 

in their empirical givenness (if such a writing is even possible), but as deeply implicated 

in the violent law-preserving power of the state. Indeed, epic history as far as Benjamin is 
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concerned stands as simply one such modal expression of that preservational violence in 

that it ―empathiz[es] with the victor‖ and therefore ―invariably benefits the current 

rulers.‖
82

 Epic history is, then, one more weapon brandished by the victor to enforce the 

status quo. 

Epic history writing is doubly meretricious in that it conjures illusions in the 

service to the state. In this respect, epic history in the context of Benjamin‘s analysis 

takes on a character similar to Derrida‘s depiction of writing generally. Epic history 

writing stands as an extended exercise in the victor‘s self-regard; he is both the alpha and 

omega of the emergent discourse. In this respect, epic history is intransigently auto-

referential; it is a linguistic performance animated by extent power configurations, which, 

because they remain tacit, uninterrogated givens, confers on the linguistic performance an 

air of empirical incontrovertibility—and it is this air of empirical incontrovertibility that 

for Benjamin is the essence of epic history‘s illusion. ―The historical materialist must 

abandon the epic element in history,‖ writes Benjamin: ―For him, history becomes the 

object of a construct whose locus is not empty time but rather the specific epoch, the 

specific life, the specific work.‖
83

 Only winnowing the historical subject to such a 

microscopic scale offers a reasonably effective safeguard against contagion by epic 

history.  

Extreme specificity is inimical to epic history, which seeks to assimilate 

everything to its subject, elaborating particulars within a discourse of the same, namely, 
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that which sustains and maintains the status quo. Benjamin calls this urge to assimilate on 

the part of epic history as an overpowering conformism menacing every age.
84

 The 

historian who wishes to resist this onslaught adapts a historiographic practice that ―blasts 

the epoch out of its reified ‗historical continuity,‘ and thereby the life out of the epoch, 

and the work out of the lifework.‖ in order to free it from the appropriative contagion of 

epic history.
85

 That is, Benjamin‘s historiographic practice proceeds by a series of 

estrangements. A highly specific synchrony is lifted out of any kind of conceptual context 

that could insist on continuity, causality, necessity or progress and, once it has been so 

lifted, is dismantled under the historian‘s scrutiny in order to spring free a sort of 

shadowy universality that is nothing more than intimation. Benjamin‘s historiography 

thus proceeds only obliquely, dialectically; the sort of universality that is its object 

remains too evanescent, too insubstantial, to capture directly. This universality remains, 

in other words, entirely other to historiography‘s domain. 
86

 ―The life out of the epoch‖ 

and ―the work out of the lifework‖ for Benjamin are to history writing what presence for 

Derrida is for writing generally: an antic crosshatching of tantalizing traces suggesting a 

presence they cannot positively manifest. The source of these traces lie elsewhere—an 

elsewhere which for Benjamin and Derrida is a redemptory elsewhere. For Benjamin, this 

elsewhere to the everyday world the historian inhabits is the messianic world, one of 
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qualities antithetical to the everyday world.  

Whereas the everyday world is characterized by a constant diachronic dispersal of 

innumerable coinciding events that, though dispersed, weigh on the succession of 

moments, ―[t]he messianic world is the world of universal and integral actuality,‖ one 

which does not depend on the partial, and therefore imperfect and largely ineffective, 

mechanism of writing as a means of maintaining synchronic cohesion from one moment 

to the next.
87

 Rather, the messianic world makes possible a means of historiological 

representation whose every expression enjoys fully the presence of History in its entirety, 

and thus it will legitimately stand as universal history. This historiological representation 

will, crucially, not be written but performed. ―Only in the messianic realm does a 

universal history exist,‖ writes Benjamin: ―Not as written history, but as festively enacted 

history. This festival is purified of all celebration. There are no festive songs. Its language 

is liberated prose—prose which has burst the fetters of script […] and is understood by 

all people.‖
88

 The prose of Benjamin‘s universal history is subject to quite a different 

force than Derrida‘s différance. Rather than endlessly subjected to the delaying and 

deferring movements of the latter, Benjamin‘s universal–historical prose moves toward a 

full integration of sign, signifier and signified; each figural–gestural expression of this 

prose has presence to it the entirety of history. Every gestural sign of a universal history 

is quite simply History itself.
89

 

                                                 
     87.  Benjamin, Selected Writings, Volume 4, 405. 

     88.  Ibid., 406. 

     89.  Perhaps the image that best captures the relation of the historeme to history in Benjamin‘s messianic 

world one find in the following image conjured by Eihei Dogen, founder of the Soto School of Zen 

Buddhism. ―People‘s attaining enlightenment is like the moon reflected in water,‖ he writes: ―The moon 

does not get wet, the water isn‘t broken. Though it is a vast expansive light, it rests in a little bit of water. 
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A necessary prerequisite to ―festively enacted history,‖ however, is messianic 

redemption. ―Only a redeemed mankind is granted the fullness of its past‖ writes 

Benjamin, ―which is to say, only for a redeemed mankind has its past become citable in 

all its moments.‖  Those living before such a moment of deliverance, however, must 

content themselves with ―a weak messianic power‖ vouchsafed them by ―a secret 

agreement between past generations and the present one.‖  The point of this generational 

convergence, wherein the compact is consecrated, is now-time, ―which, as a model of 

messianic time,‖ Benjamin continues, ―comprises the entire history of mankind in 

tremendous abbreviation.‖  Benjamin‘s historian thus sets himself the task of confronting 

this abbreviated totality, unpacking and elaborating it with all the assiduity he can muster, 

neither overlooking or forsaking any detail, for such omissions constitute the abuses of 

epic history. 

Instead of selectively crafting a historical narrative reflecting, and thereby 

flattering, the victors, Benjamin‘s historian ―approaches a historical object only where it 

confronts him as a monad.‖ Benjamin‘s historian‘s historiographic practice is informed 

by a fundamental consubstantiality between the fulgurative instant of now-time and the 

eternally, fully present past of messianic time. The critical difference between the former 

and the latter, however, is that the latter represents a hypostatized reconciliation of past 

and present, whereas the former remains dialectically in transit, dislocating and 

dispersing in a manner closely similar to the movement of Derrida‘s différance, until 

arrested by either messianic or the historian‘s conceptual intervention. ―In [the historical 

                                                                                                                                                 
[…] The depth is proportionate to the height.‖ Shōbōgenzō: Zen Essays by Dogen, trans. Thomas Cleary 

(Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1992), 33. 



276 

 

object‘s] structure [the historian] recognizes the sign of a messianic arrest of happening,‖ 

writes Benjamin. ―Blast[ing] a specific era out of the homogeneous course of history‖ 

thus depends crucially on ―this messianic arrest of happening,‖ because it is Benjamin‘s 

historian‘s solemn duty to rarefy this moment from diachronic elapsing of time in order to 

deny the possibility of constructing an epic or empirical history, because it is this 

diachronic passage to which the empirical historian gestures as legitimation for her 

practice, overdetermining this passage of moments into causality or necessity. 

Benjamin‘s sworn duty, in other words is to effect a very Brechtian estrangement 

of the historical object from this context so that its monadic consubstantiality with the 

past may come to the fore. For Benjamin, historiographical method is more a 

mereological than empirical consideration. The principle of connection of one moment to 

the next is not so much linear as constellary, and whose recognition as such depends on 

the belief that the messianically secured immanence of past to present is imminent. Yet 

this imminent immanence of past to present remains strictly something posited, not 

demonstrated. It is in fact a promise of redemption, of the messiah‘s arrival. This promise 

of redemption thus figures in Benjamin‘s dialectical historiology as a purely conceptual 

negation of present political, social and cultural conditions, a conceptual negation that, 

rather than being simply a nullity, is in fact an absolute, undifferentiated fullness. In this 

respect, the seemingly entropic movement of history, an ever-agglomerating, ever 

expanding body of moments, never quite reaches entropic exhaustion. It remains open to 

this conceptual other of messianic time, whose promise provides scope for the aleatory in 

sublunar events. Benjamin‘s historiology is oriented toward the future precisely because 
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it is concerned with the past. It seeks to establish ―a conception of the present as now-

time shot through with splinters of messianic time.‖ 

Now-time engages the present not as self-subsistent diachronic–synchronic 

datum, enclosed on itself both in terms of its chronometric value and its particular evental 

content, but as only an only apparently discrete quantum. Benjamin‘s historian regards 

the present moment as a vanishing axis of transit of the past into the future, the entire 

content of the past moving into the future. Failure to appreciate this movement leads to 

the ―bead telling‖ of epic or empirical history, which, Benjamin writes, ―contents itself 

with establishing a causal nexus among various moments in history.‖ The elisions, 

omissions and distortions of epic or empirical history arrive precisely from this failure of 

the imagination on the epic or empirical historian‘s part. The actual content of the past—

namely, the total agglomeration of all events of every past moment, or, stated differently, 

the evental synchrony of every diachrony—suffers a paring down into the effective 

content of the past, namely, those events that recommend themselves as subjects because 

they correspond to a particular notion of progress serving as the historian‘s metanarrative 

or, what perhaps amounts to the same thing, because they flatter those marching ―in the 

triumphal procession in which current rulers step over those who are lying prostrate.‖ 

Those events excluded by the epic or empirical historian‘s procrustean procedures 

become a sort of acherontic corporate parte maudite for Benjamin‘s historian to recover 

and to restore to historiography proper. 

In this respect, Benjamin‘s concept of history stands as the other to epic or 

empirical history, and Benjamin‘s stands as a mediatory figure whose power of 
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conceptualization draws this corporate parte maudite from obscurity to awareness, and, 

in so doing, exerts the weak messianic power vouchsafed him in the secret compact 

between past. Benjamin‘s historian becomes in this respect, a type of the messiah, who 

restores history to its self, and thus redeems its ultimate subject, humankind. This 

historiographic counterpractice amounts to ―brush[ing] history against the grain‖ as a 

way of dissociating Benjamin‘s historian from the abuses of epic or empirical 

historiography. Benjamin‘s historian must, in other words, preserve his utter freedom 

from epic or empirical historiographic practice, and this depends on a constant assertion 

of this other, weak-messianic historiological positionality, expressed in the brushing of 

history against the grain. 

The alterity of Benjamin‘s historian is not at all an ontological category as a 

sustained mutuality of disposition of historian and subject. In this respect, the relationship 

between Benjamin‘s historian and his subject in the discursive domain is like the 

relationship between Fowles‘s narrator and his subject in the discursive domain of fiction. 

―[T]o be free myself, I must give [Charles], and Tina, and Sarah, even the abominable 

Mrs. Poulteney, their freedoms as well.‖ Fowles secures his freedom by granting his 

characters theirs. In this respect, Fowles‘s narrator figures himself as a lesser or 

diminished type of God, whom, because it is for him the only satisfactory conception, he 

defines as ―the freedom that allows other freedoms to exist.‖ He articulates, in other 

words, a positionality not unlike that of Benjamin‘s historian, holding lesser magnitude of 

essentially the same power, what Benjamin in the context of historiographic discourse 

terms ―weak messianic power‖ apportioned to all mortals in more or less equal measure, 
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courtesy of the past generations‘ compact with the present. 

Fowles‘s narrator likewise enters into a compact of sorts with his characters, the 

terms of which are contained in his definition of God. Fowles‘s narrator believes himself 

compelled ―to conform to that definition‖ by respecting his characters‘ freedom. Fowles‘s 

narrator, as the presiding deity of his textual creation, represents ―the freedom that allows 

other freedoms to exist,‖ namely, those enjoyed by his creatures. Yet, the a priori freedom 

responsible for other freedoms only exists if the freedoms it engenders are realized. This 

relation becomes then, one in which the former presupposes the latter and vice versa; or, 

to give it a more concise theoretical gloss, a relation that is biunivocal in the 

deleuzoguattarian sense; the narrator and his characters‘ respective freedom are but two 

relatively differentiated senses of an immanent, unitary freedom. The freedom of 

Fowles‘s narrator and of the narrator‘s characters stand as modal expressions of a 

selfsame, self-subsistent freedom, and this relation lies at the heart of the definition of 

God to which Fowles‘s narrator believes himself obliged to conform. Denying his 

characters their freedom denies his own, precisely because to deny their freedom is to 

deny freedom itself. 

Freedom absent its modal expressions remains a plenum of unactualized, 

uninstantiated potentialities immanent to the phenomenal realm but nowhere locatable in 

it. Thus the freedom of which Fowles‘s narrator speaks is more accurately defined as 

freedom‘s manifold expressions or expressed. As such, for the purposes of Fowles‘s 

narrator, freedom simpliciter remains indistinguishable—and, indeed, inalienable—from 

freedom‘s manifold expressions, if both narrator and characters are for the narrator‘s 
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purposes to be understood as constituent modes of freedom‘s manifold modal expression 

of a common expressed sense, freedom. Such, at least, is the sensibility at work in The 

French Lieutenant‘s Woman. This sensibility informs the tropes of Fowles‘s narrator. 

That is, he presents himself as simply ―the most reliable witness,‖ one who ―can only 

report‖ on the people and events of his imagination because his own autonomy depends 

on his so doing. That the narrator–creator believes himself limited to the role of reporter 

or witness points to the curious metaphysical order of the novel‘s world. The narrator is 

ultimately not the presiding deity of his creation, meting out fortunes according to his 

vision, but a creator who remains as implicated in his creation as his creatures. In this 

respect, Fowles‘s narrator comes to resemble more a demiurge than a supreme deity—the 

creator who is himself a creature. Thus this metaphysical order becomes really a situation 

of mutual determination, the characters‘ freedoms resting on the narrator‘s and vice versa. 

Fowles‘s narrator, however, experiences his freedom only in exercising a 

particular restraint, an unwillingness on his part to exert the sort of control that one 

assumes as his prerogative, a prerogative which, incidentally, the narrator‘s Victorian 

predecessors exercised without compunction. This willingness, though, was responsible 

for the enshrinement of the very godklike narrator Fowles‘s own seeks to redress. In 

response to this willingness on the part of his forebears, Fowles‘s narrator frees the 

characters of The French Lieutenant‘s Woman from their enclosure in his imagination. He 

permits them to roam his own psyche and physis, just as the narrator is free to roam those 

of his characters, the 100-year span separating them notwithstanding. Such an 

interpenetrability of worlds has a generally leveling effect on all parties involved. ―By 
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trying to blur the boundaries between the narrative levels within which the narrator and 

the characters respectively move, and between the narrative level of the flesh and blood 

writer,‖ writes Susana Onega, ―the narrator is implicitly conferring on author, narrator 

and characters the same fictional status.‖
90

 The fictional becomes actual and the actual 

fictional; such is the fate of a creation in which has wandered a creator uncertain of his 

omniscience and omnipotence. 

The uncertainty characterizing Fowles‘s narrator in terms of his standing as a 

creator points an ethical rather than aesthetic or epistemological exhortation undergirding 

the clever blurring of fictional and actual the text of The French Lieutenant‘s Woman 

otherwise engages in—an ethical exhortation of a profoundly Karatanian sort. That is, the 

blurring of fictional and actual, more than simply postmodern pyrotechnics aimed at 

constructing a readerly text for the recondite pleasure to be had in so doing, is 

preliminary to, as Onega writes, a thoroughgoing interrogation of the agent effects 

organized and articulated by a fictive text—author, narrator and characters—in order to 

demonstrate, in a manner upon which Robbe-Grillet or Barthes could only look 

approvingly, the fundamental and thoroughgoing textuality of the phenomenology of 

reading. Yet, this this fundamental and thoroughgoing textuality is not, as Robbe-Grillet 

and Barthes would have it, simply an exercise intended to highlight the infinitely 

regressive problem of linguistic signification for its own sake—intended, as Robbe-

Grillet writes, to redefine commitment away from a political orientation toward ―the full 

awareness of the present problems of [the writer‘s] own language—but as a preliminary 

                                                 
     91.  Susana Onega, Form and Meaning in the Novels of John Fowles (Ann Arbor, MI: UMI Research 

Press, 1989), 27. 
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to the emancipatory possibilities realizable in a text organize around a particular 

conceptions of physis and psyche
91

: namely, one that marshals the aporetic implications 

of textual autoreferentiality in service of its primary ethical object of articulating the 

concept of God espoused by Fowles‘s narrator—―the freedom that allows other freedoms 

to exist.‖ 

This concept is remarkable in the fact that it appears as regressive as textual 

autoreferentiality. Freedom is its own predicate. It conjures itself into existence, provided 

it already exists. Thus The French Lieutenant‘s Woman establishes a thoroughly 

consistent homology between the narrator‘s conception of freedom and the 

autoreferentiality invoked by Robbe-Grillet and Barthes as the irremediable condition of 

textual signification. That is, in the sequelae of textual signification—their play and 

drift—one finds an expression of freedom that quite readily lends itself to the particular 

theological conception held by Fowles‘s narrator. That is, the text is a modal expression 

of a freedom, namely that of significative lubricity, that allows other freedoms, namely 

those of textual reception, to exist. In Derridean terms, the text is the site of the 

constituent impossible possibility of writing, its assay and failure. This assay and failure, 

really the verso and recto of the same gesture, namely, that or of writing, is an expression 

of freedom in an absolute sense. No writing can wrest presence from the flux of 

phenomena and events and force it to abide with it. In this respect, the flux of phenomena 

and events remains free from exhaustive discursive representation, while language 

remains free to assay future significations because its significative potentialities are never 

                                                 
     91.  Robbe-Grillet, For a New Novel, 41. 
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exhausted in any one linguistic representation. World and word, though enjoying extreme 

proximity, nearly contiguous, nonetheless remain completely incommensurable. 

Yet, in a larger sense, world and word, though incommensurable, can nonetheless 

be said to be two modal expressions of an immanent freedom, instantiated, albeit in 

radically heterogeneous ways, by phenomena and events in themselves, and their 

representations as particular linguistic performances in themselves. Fowles‘s narrator 

attempts in his particular conception of physis and psyche a certain modal differentiation 

of expression of a unitary expressed sense by blurring the divisions that the text 

organizes—namely, those positionalities of author, narrator and characters—in order to 

foreground a status common to them all (fictional), which becomes the common 

expressed of the modal expressions these positionalities constitute.  

Nothing, in fact, eludes this leveling effectuated by the particular conception of 

physis and psyche held by Fowles‘s narrator. It implicates the reader in this modal–

expressive manifold. ―But this is preposterous?‖ Fowles writes, 

A character is either ―real or ―imaginary‖? If you think that, 

hypocrite lecteur, I can only smile. You do not even think of your own 

past as quite real; you dress it up, you gild or blacken it, censor it, tinker 

with it […] fictional it, in a word, and put it away on a shelf—your book, 

your romanced autobiography. We are all in flight from the real reality. 

That is the basic definition of Homo sapiens.
92

 

 

What the narrator describes here is a creative act that is not limited to literary endeavors, 

but rather is a constituent and always active feature of the human mind, an alchemy of the 

imagination that transmutes the raw diachrony of historical events and brings them into a 

synchronous whole of meaning and significance. Yet one must be careful to preserve a 
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distinction in the sort of synchrony meant here. For it is not that elusive, lightning-quick 

synchrony of all events contemporaneous with a particular instant, but a synchrony of 

mental representations that endure from instant to instant in a human imagination, ones 

which are not exact or precise representations, but ones dressed up, gilt, blackened, 

censored or tinkered with.  

The human imagination shows in this respect a proclivity toward epic-history 

conjuration, though, when considered from the perspective of Fowles ―hypocritical‖ 

reader, it remains comparatively modest in sweep and scope when compared to the epic 

historian‘s discursive treatment of the victors. Yet the fact remains that this difference is 

one of degree, not of kind. Otherwise constituent elements of the contents of one‘s 

experience are burnished or tarnished, are included or excluded, are modified or left 

alone based on how much they lend themselves to the desired narrative the individual in 

question wishes to assemble. This narrative typically undergoes a process in which to the 

horizontality of the raw diachronic flux is added a verticality of hierarchical meaning; 

events become significant or insignificant, instructive or perplexing, rapturous or 

unendurable. 

Such a transformation is not at all a result of some inherent qualities of the events 

of one‘s life, but rather one‘s own tendency to overdetermine these events in her 

imagination, the medium by which the past becomes her past. The raw diachrony of the 

events of her life is with each passing moment receding from her. If, as Fowles‘s narrator 

claims, ―[w]e are all in flight from the real reality,‖ it is only because real reality is 

constantly in flight from us. And yet, in its constant recession from us, it leaves us free to 
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make of its impressions on our imaginations what we will. It is, in its own way, the 

freedom that allows other freedoms to exist. Because what bears on any present instant is 

not an actual synchrony of all elements of all contemporaneous events populating a given 

instant but a virtual synchrony of selected and modified mental representations of certain 

elements of certain contemporaneous events, history, as discourse which purposes to 

make the the past present, whether that past be an individual‘s or a collective‘s, a 

monarch‘s or a bourgeois‘s, enjoys quite a wide berth with regard to its subject. The 

proclivity toward an ―epic‖ (in Benjamin‘s sense of the the term) treatment of history 

results, then, from the ineluctable constraints of temporality, especially as it concerns a 

world yet awaiting messianic deliverance; the past in its evental fullness simply cannot be 

made to inhabit the present moment in which it, or, more accurately, some highly 

selective, modified and mediated version of it, is expressed as a subject of discourse. 

Insinuating itself between history as an anterior plenum of events, and history as a subject 

of discourse is none other than the scissile force of Derridean différance. The abyssal 

nature of the division between history as an evental plenum and its representation in 

discourse means that the act of writing engendering the latter occurs in a context of 

freedom—a freedom so complete as to be anxiety inducing. 

The empirical pretension of what Benjamin calls ―epic history‖ is a hedge against 

the absence of presence symptomatic of writing. Its hedge against this dizzying, abyssal 

freedom is precisely a notion of progress, one which, Benjamin notes, has a specific 

connotation in the context of empirical or epic history. That is, Benjamin notes that the 

―concept of progress […] ceased to be applied as a criterion to specific historical 



286 

 

development and instead was required to to measure the span between a legendary 

inception and a legendary end of history.‖ The epic historian stands guilty of deploying 

just this sense of progress, which hedges against the abyssal freedom of différance by 

appealing to a future necessitated by a primordial, legendary inaugural moment. The 

historical moment under discussion, itself a transitional period, simply a stage on the way 

from legendary past to legendary future, nonetheless achieves determinant meaning while 

itself being neither the legendary past nor legendary future. Each period from the point of 

view of epic history as it were draws determinant significance not in the event of its 

occurrence but in the larger unfolding in which this event is bound up. In its futurity 

particularly does epic history strive to overcome différance‘s delays and deferrals; it as it 

were establishes meaning on credit, appealing to a future full actualization of meaning in 

order to achieve full actualization in the present. The epic historian thus writes from a 

perspective similar to Jacques Lacan‘s ―point of view of the Last Judgment.‖ 

As interpreted by Slavoj Žižek, Lacan‘s ―point of view of the Last Judgment‖ 

represents ―the idea that somewhere—even if only as a thoroughly virtual point of 

reference, even if we concede that we cannot ever occupy its place and pass the actual 

judgment—there must be a standard which allows us to take a measure of our acts and 

pronounce their ‗true meaning.‖‘ Benjamin‘s epic historian appeals to just this sort of 

unoccupiable, virtual point of reference as one opening at once and at the same time a 

legendary past and a legendary present, which, because the legendary past and legendary 

future, under the sign of progress, stand in mutual presupposition, are really the same, the 

latter representing the former‘s consummation, which is at once and at the same time its 
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restoration. The period which the epic historian takes as his subject derives meaning from 

this coniunctio oppositorum of legendary past and legendary present; it stakes its 

discursive veracity on its being a stage on the way to this realization. ―[A]s soon as it 

becomes the signature of historical process as a whole,‖ continues Benjamin, ―the 

concept of progress bespeaks an uncritical hypostatization rather than a critical 

interrogation.‖  This uncritical hypostatization results from a sort or naïve empiricism, in 

which the meaning of an epic historeme is considered self-evident because of its situation 

as an integral element of history‘s progress. 

From the unoccupiable, virtual point of view which the epic historian nonetheless 

invokes as his positionality the processual nature of progress resolves into a coherent 

unity. Diachrony resolves into one staggeringly large synchronic manifold. This sort of 

eventual or promissory coherences lends meaning to the epic historian‘s period, which as 

a synchrony is itself simply a stage on progress‘s way. This meaning, this coherence, 

remains something posited, never established, however. The epic historian thus devotes 

his text to naturalizing the metanarrative of progress by valorizing it over other 

metanarrative possibilities. Where those who incline to the epic–historical find orderly 

movement through increasingly sophisticated and civilized social formations, Benjamin 

sees quite the opposite. Indeed his historiographic method, personified in his figure of the 

materialist historian, aims to wrest progress from an empirico–triumphalist context. ―The 

concept of progress must be grounded in the idea of catastrophe,‖ he writes.
93

 ―That 

things are ‗status quo‘ is the catastrophe. It is not an ever-present possibility but what is in 
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each case is given.‖
94

 Benjamin‘s materialist historian is, then, one who assays to think 

the synchrony in its fullness, that is, the contemporaneities beyond and in addition to 

those which are admitted by epic history‘s ideological circumscriptions. In this light, the 

procrustean procedures of the epic historian can only appear destructive. Every serenely 

and confidently articulated epic historeme conceals within it the brutality of elision, of 

exclusion, of suppression. It is, as Benjamin puts it, at once a document of culture and of 

barbarism. 

The brutality of elision, exclusion and suppression of epic historians, practiced 

each time one of them takes up his pen, resolves into a discursive reflection of ―the 

triumphal procession in which current rulers step over those who are lying prostrate.‖
95

 

The epic historian stands guilty as an accessory to the ongoing catastrophe of the status 

quo. Indeed, considered dialectically, his historiography becomes a veritable confession, 

because behind every syntagm constituting his discourse there lies a violent shadow 

narrative. Every syntagma owes its existence to this dialectical process, each serving as it 

were as a fig leaf to drape over offending matter. Every epic–historical narrative becomes 

a classic instance of the sort of equivocation Pierre Macherey claims is characteristic of 

literary texts—it says what it does not say.
96

 Epic–historical narrative‘s saying what it 

                                                 
     95.  Ibid. 

     95.  Ibid., 391. 

     96.  Macherey identifies the impetus for his dialectical literary–critical method as proceeding from what 

one is tempted to call the event of the text. ―The speech of the book comes from a certain silence, a matter 

which is endowed with form, a ground on which it traces a figure,‖ he writes: ―Thus, the book is not self-

sufficient; it necessarily accompanied by a certain absence, without which it would not exist.‖ A Theory of 

Literary Production, trans. Geoffrey Wall (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1978), 85. Macherey‘s 

concepts of speech and silence find their counterparts in Benjamin‘s materialist historicography, epic–

historical discourse expressed as speech and the elided catastrophes expressed as silence. Benjamin and 

Macherey both deny disunities or discontinuities; the triumphalist epic–historical speech which traces its 

figure on a ground of barbaric, largely discountenanced true events. 
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does not say turns on what Macherey identifies as a ―the superposition of utterance and 

statement.‖
97

 What the epic historian utters is his epic–historical discourse, that is the 

narrative of those historical events amenable to the status quo and flattering to the 

procession of history‘s victors; what he states is the content of his utterance (his epic–

historical discourse) along with the context of his utterance (the ground or backdrop of 

events out of which his discourse coalesces). Considered in light of Macherey‘s 

dialectical literary–critical method, Benjamin‘s material historiography shows itself 

concerned with engaging its subject at the level of statement, in Macherey‘s sense of the 

term, as opposed to utterance—or, better, that it seeks to obliterate the distinction by 

making utterance and statement commensurable discursive entities.  

Yet also when considered in light of Macherey‘s dialectical literary–critical 

method, Benjamin‘s materialist historiography shows itself to depend crucially 

interpretation, albeit one proceeding from the proper orientation. Benjamin‘s materialist 

historiography is thus marked by a certain dilemmic tension. On one hand it strives to 

surpass representation by presenting historical events in an integral manner. In other 

words, it aims at a thoroughgoing objectivity, one which surpasses the pseudo-objectivity 

of empiricism. On the other hand, it can only realize its aim through the materialist 

historian‘s critical intervention. In other words, materialist–historiographical objectivity 

(as distinct from empiricist pseudo-objectivity) arises only as an effect of subjective 

mediation. The most virtuous materialist historiography would therefore be one purged of 

this subjective excess, necessary as it may be. This, of course, is the methodological 
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ideal, which in pure terms remains unrealizable. Benjamin‘s materialist historian must 

therefore do the next best thing, which is to diminish as much as possible the element of a 

mediatic subjectivity. In this, he effects the opposite discursive movement from that of 

the epic historian. 

If the epic historian, in his pseudo-empirical discursive treatment of history, 

banishes inconvenient details to the tenebrous margins of his discourse, thereby 

establishing an intransigently mediatory subjective presence, Benjamin‘s materialist 

historian effects the opposite by banishing his intransigently mediatory subjective 

presence to the margins of his discourse so that details, inconvenient or otherwise, may 

come to the fore. Benjamin‘s materialist historian thus attempts to establish and to 

articulate a positionality that appears to emerge from within as opposed to impose from 

without the discursive subject. It is, in other words, a positionality constructed in situ, 

immanent to the discursive performance.
98

 The critical difference that distinguishes 

Benjamin‘s materialist from epic or empirical historiography is that unlike the latter, 

which endeavors to give its subject narrative expression consonant with the status quo, 

that is, to situate it in a triumphalist metanarrative of progress, the former simply allows 

the engagement of historian and subject to take on its own consistency. Rather than being 

subordinated to a regime of the Same—one more historeme evidencing a constant 

regulatory idea of progress—the engagement of historian and subject assumes a character 

unique to the moment of engagement itself, remaining irreducible to objective conditions, 

most notably existing dominant metanarratives, as well as to subjective conditions, such 
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as the historian‘s psychobiography, the contents of his experience and the like. Certainly 

these conditions are factors in the encounter, yet the encounter remains both quantitively 

and qualitatively something more than these factors. 

The encounter between a particular historian and a particular historical subject is 

itself of singular historicity that, though it might share similarities or have affinities with 

other such previous events, remains a discreet singularity. It is, in short, an event. This 

event-al nature, expressed as an asymptotically proximal yet abyssally discontiguous 

collocation of the historian–subject encounter and the commencement of its 

discursivizing, marks a crucial distinction Benjamin draws between ―historicism‖ and 

―materialist history.‖ ―Historicism presents the eternal image of the past,‖ Benjamin 

writes, ―whereas historical materialism presents a given experience with the past—an 

experience that is unique.‖
99

 The epic historian seeks to subsume his subject under a 

regime of the same as denoted by the sign, ―progress‖ and in so doing deforms it into a 

―reified ‗historical continuity‘‖ reflective more an ideology flattering to history‘s victors, 

and deaf to history‘s vanquished, than its is to those spatio-temporally singular and 

distinct events that constitute his subject.
100

 The epic historian‘s method stands as an 

instance of an imposition of the Kantian regulatory Idea, an in-itself unrepresentable 

mental construct that gives shape to the discursive subjects to which it is applied. The 

imposition of a regulatory Idea effectively alienates these events from their proper spatio-

temporality and singularity (their Augenblicksstätte in Heideggerian terms or haecceitas 

in deleuzoguattarian terms) and deposits them in a discourse in which these events stand 

                                                 
     99.  Benjamin, Selected Writings, Vol. 3, 262. 
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as a empirical apodeixis of that regulatory Idea, the essence of Benjamin notion of 

―reified ‗historical continuity.‘‖ 

As Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe and Jean-Luc Nancy demonstrate in their study of 

German Romanticism, the Kantian regulatory idea comes to crisis as a result of a 

hermeneutical impasse it itself engenders. ―[T]o use the vocabulary that will be claimed 

by speculative Idealism,‖ they write, 

the Idea, insofar as it is the idea of the subject or, that is, its unpresentable 

form, remains for Kant a regulatory idea. Thus in the absence of a subject 

whose self-presence is guaranteed by originary intuition and whose 

mathesis of this first evidence organizes the totality of knowledge a and 

the world more geometrico, the system as such, although deeply desired 

by Kant […] is continually lacking precisely where it is in greatest 

demand. The hiatus introduced at the heart of the subject will vainly 

exacerbate the will to system.
101

 

 

In Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy‘s antifoundationalist critique, the regulatory idea appears 

quite literally en abyme, being no more nor no less than an ―originary intuition‖; whereas, 

for its part, Benjamin‘s historical materialism likewise proceeds from an originary 

intuition, but rather than elaborate it into a rule for a normative discourse, it seeks to 

preserve the intuition‘s contingent, aleatoric character, and in this way mitigate the idea‘s 

proclivity toward establishing a normative rule for discourse. For Benjamin, an idea‘s 

significance rests not on how readily it lends itself to the establishment of a normative 

discourse, but on how, as an originary intuition concerning its subject, it bodies forth a 

certain experiential potentiality inhering in the latter. 

―To put to work an experience with history—a history which is originary for 

                                                 
102.  Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe and Jean-Luc Nancy, The Literary Absolute: The Theory of Literature in 

German Romanticism, trans. Philip Barnard and Cheryl Lester (Albany: State University Press of New 

York, 1988), 32. 
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every present—is the task of historical materialism,‖ writes Benjamin.
102

 Benjamin thus 

anticipates by several decades the academic fashion of asserting irreducible pluralities 

within fields and disciplines; instead of ―history‖ Benjamin presents histories, each 

absolutely singular and resistant to subsumption under discursive regimes regulated by an 

idea of the Same, of progress. Indeed, atttending Benjamin‘s historiography is a constant 

flux of historian–subject encounters, each a historiographic event or opportunity it it own, 

and each carrying within it the experiential quiddity that Benjamin describes as ―a secret 

index by which [the past] is referred to redemption.‖
103

 The nature of this redemption is 

the festive ―citation à l‘ordre du jour‖ which history becomes in the messianic age.
104

 

This messianic age Benjamin describes as without potentialities or possibilities, thought 

not in a negative but positive sense, in that all potentialities have been liquidated. ―The 

messianic world is the world of universal and integral actuality,‖ writes Benjamin.
105

 In 

terms of function the messianic resembles the Kantian regulatory idea, though, unlike the 

latter, which, itself unpresentable, seeks in discourse articulation through its subject, the 

former exerts a more nebulous and ineffable influence. Rather than imposing a rule by 

which the events constituting its subject are measured, the messianic remains more an 

immanent and immutable qualia subtending every present moment, binding them in a 

qualitative consistency apprehensible only in the briefest instance, and then only 

experientially. But in this merest instance Benjamin‘s materialist historian recognizes the 

messianic as the hypostasization of the fulgurative experiential content, what Benjamin 

                                                 
     102.  Benjamin, Selected Writings, Vol. 3, 262. 

     103.  Benjamin, Selected Writings, Vol. 4, 390. 

     104.  Ibid. 

     105.  Ibid. 
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calls ―the messianic arrest of happening.‖
106

 The messianic‘s arrival brings the utter 

cessation of the temporal flux; past, present and future become effectively meaningless, 

coinciding absolutely and eternally in the messianic hypostatization. 

Until such moment, the relentless onward flow of time remains the iron law, and 

past, present and future continue in their apparent incommensurability. This critical 

difference of time as it figures in the messianic and temporal orders represents the critical 

parallax constitutive of the materialist historian‘s method, which Benjamin illustrates in 

his description of Paul Klee‘s Angelus Novus. The painting‘s figure, an angel taking 

flight, occupies the point of view of the messianic, while ordinary individuals occupy that 

of the temporal. ―Where a chain of events appears before us, he sees one single 

catastrophe,‖ writes Benjamin. As one occupying the temporal point of view, the 

materialistic historian nonetheless strives to surmount the parallax gap dividing his point 

of view from the messianic point of view. In so doing, he exerts his ―weak messianic 

power,‖ a capacity the messianic enjoys in full but temporal individuals only imperfectly. 

The weak nature of this power is realized that ―the messianic arrest of happening‖ 

nonetheless occurs in time for the materialist historian; it does not, as it does for the 

messianic, culminate in the cessation–hypostatization of past, present and future. This 

arrest-in-time gives the materialist historian‘s experiential intuition its lightning-quick 

quality. It coalesces as an image, while in itself fleeting, nonetheless owes its significance 

to an enduring transhistorical quality that inheres in much the same manner as ―fine and 

                                                 
     106.  Ibid. 
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spiritual things‖ inhere in ―confidence, courage, humor, cunning, and fortitude.‖
107

 This 

enduring quality, common to all historical moments, in turn becomes the principle or 

continuity or cohesion around which Benjamin‘s materialist historian shapes his 

discourse. But, because his discourse seeks to elaborate consistency as opposed to 

establishing, á la the epic historian, causality, Benjamin‘s materialist historian perforce 

eschews empiricism, that is, he refuses to limit himself to a consideration of those 

features of the historical event taken to be sensibly manifest, because, as beholden to an 

undergirding idea of progress which confers on incidents and events their intelligibility as 

historemes, the epic historian perforce deploys an impoverished conception of time as 

simply a neutral medium of events and incidents‘ occurrence, what Benjamin calls 

―homogeneous, empty time.‖
108

 

Time for the epic historian dissolves, absolutely and without remainder, into its 

temporal–calendrical demarcating function, whereas for Benjamin‘s materialist historian 

time figures precisely as the repository of those qualities which inform events, albeit at a 

dialectical remove. To the teleology of progress championed by the epic historian 

Benjamin presents a counter-teleology of redemption. While ―progress‖ and 

―redemption‖ may appear as synonymous terms, the crucial distinction lies on the fact 

that progress represents a terminal temporal point toward which every moment builds, 

whereas ―redemption‖ represents a possibility equally immanent to all present moments. 

Unlike progress, redemption is not a culmination, or a goal achieved. It is something 

which cannot be made to happen. Its realization will come about strictly through its own 

                                                 
     107.  Ibid. 

     108.  Ibid., 397. 
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autochthonic movements that remain wholly antithetical to progress. Redemption, in 

short, remains the prerogative of the messianic and therefore does not come about as a 

result of human endeavor. ―Redemption is the limes of progress,‖ writes Benjamin.
109

 

Because progress remains bounded by redemption, so too is the epic historian‘s 

historiographic discourse that takes progress as its theme. Benjamin‘s epic historian, on 

the other hand, endeavors to transcend this limit by taking as his theme the very thing that 

circumscribes the epic historian‘s thematic. By crafting a discourse that assigns primacy 

to the idea of messianic redemption, Benjamin‘s materialist historian endeavors to 

establish a unique discursive positionality. ―Articulating the past historically means 

recognizing those elements of the past which come together in the constellation of a 

single moment,‖ writes Benjamin: ―Historical knowledge is possible only within the 

historical moment. But knowledge within the historical moment is always knowledge of a 

moment.‖
110

 

The materialist historian‘s consciousness becomes the site of encounter between 

―elements of the past‖ and his present moment, the former and latter achieving a state of 

mutual illumination in what Benjamin calls a ―dialectical image.‖ Benjamin defines the 

dialectical image as ―the involuntary memory of redeemed humanity.‖
111

 For a humanity 

                                                 
     109.  Ibid., 404. 

     110.  Ibid., 403. 

     111.  Ibid. The concept of involuntary memory is one Benjamin borrows from French novelist Marcel 

Proust, in whose series of novels, collectively entitled In Search of Lost Time, it is a motivating conceit. In 

Swann‘s Way, the first novel of the series, Proust‘s narrator characterizes the initial onset of involuntary 

memory thusly: 

Undoubtedly what is palpitating thus, deep inside of me, must be the image, the visual 

memorywhich is attached to to this taste and is trying to follow it it to me. But it is struggling too 

far away, too confusedly; I can just barely perceive the neutral glimmer in which the elusive 

eddying of stirred-up colors is blended; but I cannot distinguish the form, cannot ask it, as the one 

possible  interpreter, to translate for me the evidence of its contemporary, its inseparable 
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as yet unredeemed, however, no such memory is possible. An unredeemed humanity 

instead serves to as it were generate content for the involuntary memory of a redeemed 

humanity. Their present experience, which despite themselves being alloyed with 

elements of the past, lack the characteristic plenitude of ―its past become citable in all its 

moments.‖
112

 The present moments of an unredeemed humanity remain subject to the 

temporal flux, which prevents such full conincindence from occurring. The weak 

messianic power of Benjamin‘s material historian brings such full conincidence of past 

and present, if only briefly and on a limited scope. The dialectical image results from this 

temporary and limited caesura, and its character as as nexus of associative connections 

between the present moment and elements of certain past moments—what Benjamin calls 

a ―constellation‖—becomes the subject of the materialist historian‘s historiographic 

discourse.  

The tensions underlying the discourses of freedom and determinism, which strain 

against each other at several levels in The French Lieutenant‘s Woman, come to resemble 

the tensions crystallized in the Benjaminian constellation, an arrest in time of time. At the 

level of diegesis, modernist and postmodernist skeptical sensibility stands in opposition 

to the complacently providential certitude of Victorian realism. Similarly, at the level of 

authorial ideology, the liberatory discourse of existentialism stands opposed to the 

                                                                                                                                                 
companion, the taste, ask it to tell me what particular circumstance is involved, what period of the 

past. (Marcel Proust, Swann‘s Way, trans. Lydia Davis [New York: Penguin, 2002], 46) 

The maddeningly indistinct yet insistent nature of involuntary memory Benjamin finds as perfectly 

capturing his own concept of the dialectic image. Elements of the past impinge on the moment of present 

experience with such force that it is difficult to determine to what extend the content of present experience 

derives from the present, and to what extent it derives from the past. Indeed, the crucial insight one gains 

from Proust is that present experience is heavily larded with elements of the past, but only in certain 

moments, typically catalyzed by some material souvenir, does one become aware of the present as such. 

     112.  Ibid., 390. 
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deterministic discourse of Darwinism, and it is difficult at first to determine which 

discourse, if any, prevails at the end of the novel. 

In fact, Fowles stated purpose for The French Lieutenant‘s Woman is ―to show an 

existential awareness before it was chronologically possible.‖
113

 The individual who 

Fowles endows this awareness is Charles Smithson, an amateur natural who patterns 

himself after Charles Darwin. As a natural, Charles spends a great deal of time dealing 

with the past. Though indeed a Darwinist, practically speaking, theoretically, Charles 

betrays certain gaps or limits to his understanding. ―Charles called himself a Darwinist,‖ 

writes Fowles, ―and yet he had not really understood Darwin.‖
114

 This lack of 

understanding on Charles‘s part influences his perceived relationship to the past, which is 

represented by the lias strata in the cliffs above him.‖
115

 ―He [Charles] knew that nulla 

species nova was rubbish,‖ continues Fowles 

yet he saw in the strata an immensely reassuring orderliness in 

existence. He might perhaps have seen a very contemporary social 

symbolism in the way these gray-blue ledges were crumbling; but what he 

did see was a kind of edificiality of time, in which inexorable laws of 

(therefore beneficiently divine, for who could argue that order was not the 

highest human good?) very conveniently arranged themselves for the 

survival of the fittest and the best, exemplia gratis Charles Smithson, this 

fine spring day, alone, eager and inquiring, understanding, accepting, 

noting and grateful.
116

 

 

Charles in effect reads the cliffs and they suggest to him a meaning to history by offering 

him evidence of some design that places him at the apex. He is inclined to see in it a 

teleology, a verticality of meaning, an upward progression from lower forms to greater, 

                                                 
     113.  John Fowles, Wormholes: Essays and Occasional Writings, ed. Jan Reif (London: Jonathan Cape, 

1998), 17. 
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the illusion of which is sustained by the observable stratification of the cliffs. The cliffs 

create in Charles a sense of synchrony by virtue of the fossils suspended in the strata—a 

synchrony that is actually nothing more than an accidental result of an innumerable 

sequence of contingent events happening over time. Charles‘s imperfect grasp of 

Darwinism as a hermeneutic discourse allows him to overdetermine rather innocently 

what he sees before him.
117

 

 At this point in his understanding of Darwinism, then, Charles is not free, because 

he sees design where he should see contingency, providence where he should see the 

results of blind chance. Only later, when he discovers the real insight to be gained from a 

Darwinian worldview, does Charles evolve into a proper existentialist avant la lettre: 

In a vivid insight, a flash of black lightning, he saw that all life was 

parallel: that evolution was not vertical, ascending to perfection, but 

horizontal. Time was the great fallacy: existence was without history, was 

always now, was always this being caught in the same fiendish machine. 

All those painted screens erected by man to shut out reality—history, 

religion, duty, social position, all were illusions, mere opium fantasies.
118

 

 

It is only when Charles truly understands Darwinism that he begins to understand his 

existence as an individual tyrannized by the falsehood of history.
119

 The horizontality of 

evolution means that nature works no more toward producing humans than it does horses, 

frogs or fish; rather, all are equally engaged in the eternally present task of ensuring its 

                                                 
     117.  Charles‘s imperfect understanding, a scientific understanding more telling than his progressive 

attachment to Darwin, the age‘s new guru, is nicely suggested in the film version of The French 

Lieutenant‘s Woman, where Charles (played by Jeremy Irons) is shown in long shot, his diminutive form 

dwarfed at the foot of the cliff hammering away at the rock face. Reisz, K., Clore, L., Pinter, H., Streep, M., 

Irons, J., McRae, H., Warner, D. Wilton, P., McKern, L. United Artists, & MGM. (2001). The French 

Lieutenant‘s Woman. Hollywood, CA: MGM Home Video. 

     118.  Fowles, French Lieutenant‘s Woman, 216. 

     119.  See: Friedrich Nietzsche, The Use and Abuse of History, trans. Adrian Collins (Indianapolis: 

Bobbs-Merrill, 1957). 
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continued existence. The diachrony of evolutionary history proves to be no more than 

wishful thinking on Charles‘s part, one last seductive fiction keeping him enthralled to 

verticality of value judgments, meaning, and relative significance—in short, the popular 

notion of history as a collective ―romanced autobiography.‖
120

 And though Charles 

eventually develops, as Eva Mokry Pohler claims, ―a concept of freedom that is 

Darwinian in nature,‖ this concept is one which is realized most fully in its rejection.
121

 

Darwinism becomes the midwife to existentialism by supplying a view of history that 

shows the very notion of history to be false. Salami similarly claims that ―history, or 

evolution is abandoned for the sake of existentialism.‖
122

 Charles nonetheless takes a 

positive though paradoxical meaning from his insight into the truth of Darwinism: that 

meaning in one‘s life is nowhere discernible in her life, and that to know this and comport 

oneself accordingly is to be truly free. 

 Yet one may pause to consider whether Charles is indeed truly free, or whether he 

simply substitutes horizontality for verticality, synchrony for diachrony, the eternal 

present for history, as the ordering principles of his life. Charles‘s own development, in 

other words, one may regard as simply a horizontal movement that exchanges his 

subjection to one idea to subjection to another, with no real sense of movement toward 

higher understanding; because Darwinism‘s ultimate revelation is that existence, human 

or otherwise, is as it has always been, and as it continue always to be, and, as Fowles 

writes, ―that there is no intervening god beyond what can be seen […] only live as we 

                                                 
     120.  Fowles, The French Lieutenant‘s Woman, 107. 

     121.  Eva Mokry Pohler ―Genetic and Cultural Selection in The French Lieutenant‘s Woman,‖ Mosaic 
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have, within our hazard-given abilities, made it ourselves.‖
123

 What we make for 

ourselves, however, is a life that has a direction, a purpose, a narrative, and our source for 

the construction of such a narrative is none other than, as Fowles‘s narrator terms it, ―real 

reality,‖ which constantly recedes from us even as we flee from it.
124

 For its part, each 

discrete moment of our personal history places no demands on us beyond its nowness; it 

fulgurates into being and recedes without protest into the past. It is us who place demands 

on it, insisting that it remain with us in our memories and imagination in order to wring 

meaning from it, because hazard has seen fit to give us as part of our repertoire of 

characteristic abilities, an impulse or will to hermeneutics: we are creatures who crave 

explanations. 

Imagination and memory make the past (admittedly a synchronous, 

overdetermined past) present to the present. To exist purely in the now would be to exist 

without memory, to wander the world as an amnesiac. Salami draws a firm distinction 

between Darwinism and existentialism. ―Darwinism is diachronic and existentialism is 

synchronic and the novel […] stages the conflict between these two philosophies,‖ he 

writes.
125

 This stark distinction overlooks, however, the fact that Charles‘s Darwinism–

derived existential freedom actually results from an unacknowledged equivocation 

concerning the functional notion of history in the novel. The history Charles rejects is not 

the raw diachrony of discrete moments culminating in the present, but rather the 

representation of such a dichrony. History in this sense is as much without time as 

                                                 
     123.  Fowles, The French Lieutenant‘s Woman, 480. 
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existence. That is, ―existence [is] without history, [is] always now‖ only because real 

history is without existence, is never now.
126

 The history which is now is not history qua 

history (the moments that have exhausted their nowness) but the history of memory, 

which attempts to preserve moments beyond their nowness, to hold them in suspension in 

much the same way that the cliffs of Lyme Regis hold fossils.  

The history that Charles rejects is the history he has made himself, and he rejects 

it only to ermbrace it as ―the freedom that allows other freedoms to exist.‖
127

 In this 

sense, Charles‘s relationship to history resembles his relationship to the narrator. That is, 

regardless of the amount of putative freedom Charles enjoys at behest of the narrator, he 

could not possibly exist without the narrator‘s orchestrational interventions. In other 

words, despite the narrator‘s claim that ―[i]t is only when [his] characters disobey him 

that they begin to live,‖ they can only disobey him if they have been made to do so.
128

 

The autonomy they are said to enjoy is thus a subtler but no less thoroughgoing 

subjection than that of the characters of an exclusively Victorian fictive-realist narrative. 

The narrator intervenes by abstaining, subjects by liberating. The ―only one good 

definition of God‖ offered by the narrator, namely, ―the freedom that allows other 

freedoms to exist‖ begins to appear as simply a less anthropomorphic characterization of 

the God of Abrahamic religions, one who grants free will to His creations, and yet 

intervenes in His creation through Providence. What appears a radical reformulation of 

the origin of freedom becomes, then, simply a reassertion of a diachronic order—freedom 

                                                 
     126.  Fowles, The French Lieutenant‘s Woman, 216. 
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     128.  Ibid., 105. 



303 

 

proceeding from an a priori freedom instead of from a Supreme Being. 

Practically speaking, however, this apparent radical reformulation amounts to 

little more than a semantic substitution, because the definition of God advanced in The 

French Lieutenant‘s Woman as freedom securing freedom moves one no closer to a sense 

of the synchrony–horizontalilty of existence, a notion that appears to defy representation 

in a linear–diachronic narrative, despite Fowles‘s effort to do so by writing multiple 

endings to his novel. ―Fowles point seems to be that personal rebellion depends on an act 

of will, a choice that goes against the grain,‖ Charles Scruggs writes.
 129

 ―Yet choice 

means creating a new context for human action that inevitably, with time, becomes 

restrictive and institutionalized.‖
130

 Pure rebellion, an absolute rejection of received 

notions and the practies and institutions that derive from them, is, Scruggs finds, strictly 

speaking impossible, because every attempted rejection merely reasserts the authority of 

that which one is attempting to reject, One shrugs off established mores only to bring 

them closer to her, a state of affairs in which, Scruggs writes, ―the brave new world that is 

established soon becomes the established order.‖
131

 Charles‘s revelation in the church 

illustrates Scruggs‘s claim. The narrator describes the rebellious spirit erupting within 

Charles thusly: ―Charles‘s whole being rose up […] against this macabre desire to go 

backwards into the future. […] It was as if his previous belief in the ghostly presence of 

the past had condemned him, without his ever realizing it, to a life of the grave.‖
132

 

Charles‘s rejection of the past enables him to focus on the here and now, in which he 
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detects ―a new causality, a new creation.‖
133

 Along with this new causality and creation, 

he also sees ―[a] cascade of concrete visions—if you like, another chapter from his 

hypothetical autobiography.‖
134

 his epiphany allows him to cast off that which ―haunted, 

and profoundly damaged, his age‖ only because it provides him with an alternative 

experience in the form of these glorious new visions. He rejects history only to embrace it 

in the eternal game of fort-da played by every individual who attempts to escape history. 

Given the impossibility of the characters to escape completely from history and 

thus to enjoy true existential freedom, the physis (to return to Levenson‘s useful term) of 

Fowles‘s The French Lieutenant‘s Woman becomes as deterministic as that of any realist 

Victorian fiction. ―[F]or all his protests of nonintervention, ―Susan Onega writes, ―the 

narrator can only hope to produce an illusion of freedom.‖
135

 His nonintervention 

becomes a form of intervention, and his narratorial self-referentiality, instead of 

diminishing his authority, actually enhances it. In other words, despite its professedly 

hands-off policy with regard to its characters, The French Lieutenant‘s Woman presents 

the reader with a diachronic sequence of events within the synchrony of a narrative arc. 

If, as Wells has written, Fowles limits his experimentation in order to avoid alienating 

consumers of Victorian realist fiction, then, like Charles in the church, the reader is 

offered only a glimpse into another possible realm, because, try as he might, Fowles 

cannot represent at the narrative level Darwinism-as-proto-existentialist ideology. He can 

only suggest it in a narrative that proceeds in a linear fashion, despite the ostensibly open 
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nature of the novel with its three endings. The tyranny of ineluctable diachrony, the 

eternal return of the verticality of the narrator‘s relationship to his characters: though 

Fowles issues a quasi-postmodernist challenge to these in the novelistic discourse he 

deploys, the ultimate effect of his efforts is that he had revealed to his reader a ―ghostly 

presence,‖ but in this case not the ghostly presence of what was, but what might have 

been. 
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―IL N‘Y A HORS-TEXTE‖: THE DÉRIVE OF SIGNS AND THE IMPOSSIBLE 

AFTERLIFE OF NARRATIVE 

Discursive practices like those of Benjamin and Derrida, which enjoy a purely 

negative relationship with the discourses whose abuses they are intended to redress, 

would seem to flirt with nihilism; they assail existing discursive edifices while never 

erecting a new one in its place. This conclusion, admittedly the result of a vulgar reading 

of both Derrida and Benjamin, is nonetheless understandable; only those of certain 

philosophical mettle can stand to ―tarry with the negative,‖ as Hegel puts it, that is, to 

abide without attempting to abolish the tensions marking the relationship between epic 

and materialist historiography in Benjamin‘s case, and between ethno- and logocentric 

discourse and its deconstruction in Derrida‘s.
1
 The question becomes, then, whether such 

tarrying with the negative represents a sort of philosophic quietism, an acceptance of the 

seeming absence of procedural rigor in Derridean deconstruction or Benjaminian 

materialist historiography.
2
 In other words, is it critically (or politically) satisfying simply 

                                                 
     1.  Hegel describes ―tarrying with the negative‖ as that activity which has ―the magical power‖ to 

conver[t]‖ the negative ―into being.‖ As a substantive, this power is ―identical with [...] the Subject.‖ The 

Subject, in other words, is simply the substantive of what is fundamentally an ongoing activity—a 

Subjecting as opposed to a Subject. This activity, nominally the Subject, by granting ―determinateness an 

existence in its own element supersedes abstract immediacy.‖ This abstract immediacy ―barely is, and thus 

is authentic substance,‖ because it is ―an immediacy whose mediation is not outside of it but which is 

mediation itself.‖ Phenomenology of Spirit, trans. A. V. Miller (New Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1998), 19. 

Abstract immediacy is barely there, because it is so short-lived. No sooner does it manifest then it becomes 

apparent that it is itself a mediation, one which is at once elementary and self-subsistent. But, because 

every subject–object relation proceeds primordially from abstract immediacy, abstract immediacy becomes 

the only identifiable substance of any object encountered by a subject. The ineluctable character of abstract 

immediacy, which qualifies it in Hegel‘s view as effectively substance, lends force to both Benjamin and 

Derrida‘s respective projects, each of which has as its fundamental assumptions the scission, the splitting 

into multiplicities, of subject–object relation under abstract immediacy. 

     2.  Derrida expositor and translator Geoffrey Bennington defines this perceived absence of rigor on his 

subject‘s method quite succinctly. ―Derrida‘s work has often been received as a virtuoso and sophistical 

manipulation of paradoxes and puns,‖ he writes, ―which takes an evil pleasure in mocking a whole 

metaphysical tradition, leading to nihilism which paralyzes thought and action or, at best, to an ‗artistic‘ 
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to blast the foundations of established discursive edifices without erecting new ones in 

their place, lest one be seen as becoming the hegemonic other one is trying to negate? 

This would be the case if one were fixated solely on the effects of Derrida or Benjamin‘s 

practices, which are deliberately inconclusive for the simple reason that it is not in 

humankind‘s power to bring events to conclusion in a manner which will avoid 

completely injustice. Absolute justice rests solely with the messiah or with democracy-to-

come. 

 Sublunar entities and events are characterized by the fact, as Jean Baudrillard has 

amply shown, that they in truth find an equivalent only in themselves.
3
 They are in this 

sense, radically singular, and the discursive system that would dissolve this radically 

singular into discourse, an economy of signs based on systemic oppositions, can do so 

only by effacing this primordial truth. All discourse rests on an unfounded yet 

strategically necessary invocation of a principle that grounds it and orders its differences 

into an intelligible linguistic whole. Derridean deconstruction and Benjaminian 

                                                                                                                                                 
practice of philosophy and a literary aestheticism.‖ Jacques Derrida, trans. Geoffrey Bennington (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1993) 41. It is not the present writing‘s purpose to defend Derrida‘s method 

against these charges; Bennington, Simon Critchley and others have already quite expertly done so. But it is 

important to note that Derrida‘s total commitment to repudiating totalities can inspire those of a positivist 

bent to regard deconstruction as a hermeneutics of paralysis, and thus not a suitable discourse for 

constructing a politically engaged positionality. 

     Benjamin‘s method also has long had attached to it the descriptor ―nihilistic‖ as a result of the peculiar 

centrality of messianic deliverance, or, rather, its sempiternal possibility of arrival, in Benjamin‘s 

theoretical edifice, which, incidentally, fecundated the thought of a host of other who came after Benjamin, 

from Adorno to Derrida to Giorgio Agamben, among others. Richard Wolin adroitly encapsulates this 

function of the messianic in Benjamin‘s thought. One does not find ―a positive image of redemption‖ in 

Benjamin‘s work, Wolin writes, but rather an image of world held to the image of ―a hypothetical 

intelligible realm, the former‘s ―degraded condition [thrown into] relief‖ as a gesture of ―intransigent 

refusal to brook compromise with any theoretical outlook that would rest content to maintain a this-worldly 

point of view.‖ Walter Benjamin: An Aesthetic of Redemption (Berkeley, CA: University of California 

Press, 1994), 91. 

     3.  Jean Baudrillard, Impossible Exchange. Trans. Chris Turner (London and New York: Verso, 2001), 

3–4. 
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historiography exploit this inherent instability in philosophical and historical discourse 

respectively, showing these oppositions to be but a necessary invention for its own 

internal consistency. Derrida and Benjamin simply seek to push significations beyond the 

seeming univocity of the discourse in order to bring it to a crisis, and in so doing expose 

the violent suppression of entities and events in their singularity requisite to a discourse‘s 

inauguration. They seek, in other words, to drive discourse toward a limit akin to 

Baudrillard‘s ―Impossible Exchange Barrier‖ where the system of differences organizing 

discourse respond not to some metadiscursive referent (or, in Marxian terms, a general 

equivalent) but only to themselves as features of the discourse‘s character.
4
 Upon the 

Impossible Exchange Barrier the economy of signs of any discourse founders; Benjamin 

and Derrida are but two sirens singing it to its wrack. 

 The ethical impulse behind Derrida and Benjamin‘s respective projects have 

frequently been condemned as exercises in nihilism, but, if Baudrillard is to be believed, 

this is simply because the modernity is ―the nihilism of value itself‖ laid bare by the fact 

that a discursive system, an economy of signs, is, in the aggregrate, infungible vis-à-vis 

the abstract or concrete referents the world. The world-as-totality-of-referents, according 

to Baudrillard, is proximal and contemporaneous with an economy of signs, but the 

Impossible Exchange Barrier a fortiori prevents the latter‘s enlistment as arbiter one 

sign‘s significative value. Baudrillard forces one, then, to consider world and language as 

two incommensurable totalities undergirded by Nothing —Nothing which has gained a 

phantasmic positivity by being what is really exchanged in all the various economies, 

                                                 
   4.  Ibid., 6. 
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linguistic, monetary, and so on.
5
 

 Under the trio of signs, ―Derrida, Benjamin, Baudrillard,‖ the world begins to 

appear as a riotously unaccountable place, consisting of swarming singularities which one 

can only deal with by subsuming them into a fundamental alien domain of language, 

which, beholden to its own rules and conventions, drives one further from the truth of 

these singularities in their deleuzoguattarian haecceitas into a domain irreconcilably 

alien. World–word correspondence under such conditions remain undecidable, the world 

and language enduring as two parallel domains that somehow interact despite sharing no 

common subjects nor any discernible principle of connection. 

French Freudian psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan characterizes this relationship 

between the world and language as ―an incessant sliding of the signified under the 

signifier, borrowing Swiss structural linguist Ferdinand de Saussure‘s image of ―the wavy 

lines of the upper and lower Waters in miniatures and manuscripts of Genesis,‖ to 

illustrate this notion of incessant sliding.
6
 Specifically, this world–world relationship, 

Lacan writes resembles ―a double flux marked by fine streaks of rain, vertical dotted lines 

supposedly confining segments of correspondence.‖
7
 These segments of correspondence 

are not confined by the raindrops, but by the ―streaks‖ they describe in their falling, that 

is the vectors of their fall from the waters of the firmament to the waters of the earth. For 

their part, the individual raindrops differentiate themselves from an undifferentiated flux, 

that of the waters of the firmament, only to join another undifferentiated flux in the form 

                                                 
   5.  Ibid., 7. 

     6.  Écrits: A Selection, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: Routledge, 1977), 170. 

     7.  Ibid. 
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of the waters of the earth. The segments of correspondence between signifier and 

signified, defined as they are by an abstract effect of an ephemeral differentiation, are 

themselves similarly ephemeral: Any one utterance precipitates out of, or differentiates 

itself out of language, the lexical, grammatical, and syntactical conditions of possible 

expression, through a subject‘s act of discurvizing, only to be quickly absorbed into the 

flux of time. The correspondence of signifier to signified thus represents a most 

evanescent synchrony—and one that is abstract, suggested by the vectors of descent, at 

that. 

 When it comes to the correspondence of signifier to signified, the emphasis for 

Lacan, following Saussure, is one of inexorable, constant flux and motion. 

Correspondences, such as they are when held to the analogy of the waters in Genesis, 

reveal only part of the picture, according to Lacan. ―The linearity that Saussure holds to 

be constitutive of the chain of discourse, in conformity with its emission by a single voice 

and with its horizontal position in our writing,‖ he writes, ―if this linearity is necessary, in 

fact, it is not sufficient.‖
8
 The utterance as the concatenation of lexical bits in syntactic 

arrangement, or of their graphic equivalent in writing, captures only one dimension of the 

signifier–signified correspondence, being simply a necessary, but, unto itself, insufficient 

condition. Missing from the analysis is what Lacan terms ―anchoring points‖ (points de 

capiton), instances in discourse where, instead of achieving more or less singular 

significance via the differentiation among signs in their diachronic, syntactic 

arrangement, signs condense within themselves a synchronous ―polyphony,‖ a cluster or 

                                                 
     8.  Ibid. 
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collocation of several meanings occupying a single syntactical position.
9
 ―There is in 

effect no signifying chain that does not have, as if attached to the punctuation of each of 

its units, a whole articulation of relevant contexts suspended ‗vertically,‘ as it were, from 

that point,‖ Lacan writes.
10

 

Lacan rounds out the conception of the utterance by appending further chains to 

the signifying chain of discourse, each link of the latter representing legitimate 

possibilities for signification motivated by the constraints of context.
11

 Here Lacan differs 

markedly from Saussure. Whereas Saussure holds that such vertically appended possible 

other significations (what he calls―associative relations‖ but which his followers amend 

as ―paradigmatic relations‖) are formed of ―connexions [that] are part of that accumulated 

store which is the form the language takes in an individual‘s brain,‖ in a word, an 

accident of subjective consciousness, Lacan considers these to be paradigmatic relations 

to be not at all dependent on the subject but rather properties of discourse itself. 

Paradigmatic relations, those obtaining between a syntagmatically deployed signifier and 

the paradigmatically possible other signifiers, represent points of collocation between the 

latter and former that thus constitute Lacan‘s anchoring points, the paradigmatic 

dimension of which dances on attendance on even the barest elements of the syntagm — 

letters. Using the example of the word tree, Lacan writes, ―For even broken down into the 

double spectre of its vowels and consonants, [tree] can still call up [...] the significations 

it takes on.‖ The conception which Lacan holds of signifier–signified correspondence, in 

                                                 
     9.  Ibid. 

     10.  Ibid. 

     11.  Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, eds. Charles Ballye, Albert Sechehaye and 

Albert Redlinger, trans. Roy Harris (Chicago and LaSalle: Open Court, 1972) 122. 
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contradistinction to Saussure‘s conception, which posits a signifier‘s capacity to signify 

as an effect of differentiation, that of the sign in question to all other signs, presents 

signification as an event akin to ghostly manifestation. This manifestation which is 

signifier–signified correspondence intimates its presence with the concatenation of its 

constituent aspects, ―the double spectre of its vowels and consonants,‖ discernibly, 

immediately and completely upon the commencement of this concatenation. 

Lacan thus considers the manifestation that is signification in manner reminiscent 

of Friedrich Nietzsche‘s ―questions from behind‖ (Hinterfragen), expressive of a 

suspicion of facile interpretive procedures. Nietzsche‘s questions are aroused ―at any 

manifestation of human action.‖
12

 Language use as one such action, Nietzsche writes, 

thus occasions the questions, ―What is [this manifestation] to conceal? From what 

purpose is it to divert the eye? What prejudice does it wish to arouse? And, in addition, 

How far goes the subtlety of this simulation? And wherein is the doer mistaken?‖
13

 

Nietzsche‘s ―questions from behind‖ effectively demand an account of the signifier as a 

nexus point of syntagmatic and paradigmatic axes. Manifestation in the act of 

                                                 
     12.  Friedrich Nietzsche, The Dawn of Day, trans. Johanna Volz (London: T. Fisher Unwin, 1903), 351. 

French literary theorist Pierre Macherey also cites this passage, albeit in a different translation, to make a 

similar point about the correspondence of signifier to signified. Being of a more materialist bent than 

Lacan, however, Macherey radically departs from Lacan‘s theory on signifier–signified correspondence. 

Whereas Lacan‘s theory is more metaphysically oriented, Macherey‘s is more dialectically oriented. 

Specifically, Lacan‘s theory makes necessary the intervention of a ―master signifier,‖ a signifier without a 

corresponding signified, to bring all subsequent signifiers into correspondence with their signifieds, 

whereas, Macherey‘s theory removes this necessity by claiming that the dialectical relation between the 

syntagmatic and paradigmatic elements of discourse, what Macherey terms ―speech‖ and silence,‖ or ―the 

spoken‖ and ―unspoken,‖ already orchestrates this correspondence. The significance of Nietzsche‘s 

questions from behind for Macherey rests on their ability to dispel a very Marxian sort of mystification that 

happens in an encounter with speech or the spoken, one which abrogates consideration of the contribution 

silence or the unspoken makes to speech or the spoken‘s significations. A Theory of Literary Production, 

trans. Geoffrey Wall (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1978), 85–89. 

     13.  Ibid. 
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signification ―conceals‖ inasmuch as there obtains a certain asymmetry or disproportion 

bodied forth in the signifier, one which roughly corresponds to the Laclau‘s logic of the 

hegemonic relation. The expressed of the act of signification, the uttered sign, diverts the 

eye from considering other paradigmatic possibilities appropriate to the expressed sign‘s 

syntactical position. The ―prejudice‖ it wishes to arouse is thus simply a preference for 

intelligibility and meaning over unintelligibility and nonsense, or specifically, for a 

communicative situation corresponding to Habermas‘s ―universal pragmatics,‖ which 

presumes of social actors truthfulness and an interest in constructive interaction.
14

 The 

fact that Nietzsche characterizes human action, the action in question being for present 

purposes language use, as diverting the eye and arousing prejudices suggests that the 

ethical situation which that resolves around human action corresponds not at all to the 

kind Habermas has in mind. Habermas‘s theory of universal pragmatics privileges the 

human impulse to sociality and, moreover, never interrogates the validity of this 

tendency, because to do so is to risk rarefying sociality from the context it instantiates: 

namely, the lifeworld of the social actors. 

Habermas‘s notion of the lifeworld as a mediating and mediated conceptual 

aggregate bears close similarity to Althusser‘s notion of humankind‘s ―‗lived‘ relation to 

the real,‖
15

 which is so multifarious and protean (i. e., historically contingent) that one 

can apprehend but a minute fraction of its totality at any given time. Habermas has a lot 

at stake in privileging the human propensity for sociality: For him, human endeavor 

                                                 
     14.  Jürgen Habermas, On the Pragmatics of Communication, Ed. Maeve Cooke (Cambridge, MA: MIT 

Press, 2000), 21–103. 

     15  Louis Althusser, Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays, trans. Ben Brewster (New York: Monthly 

Review Press, 2001), 110–12. 
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cannot be the, discursively palliated but fundamentally Hobbesian bellum omnium contra 

omnes that such a thinker as Nietzsche presumes it to be. Human affairs must instead be a 

negotiable and coordinated effort in the first instance. Any perversion of this cooperative 

endeavor, resulting from the naked self-interest of one of the participants or otherwise, is 

parasitic upon the initial cooperation, and is therefore a posteriori, not a priori, as 

Nietzsche, would have it. 

Habermas‘s privileging sociality is cagily pragmatist in nature. That is, Habermas 

refrains from invoking any sort of metaphysics; rather, he simply adopts human sociality 

as his fundamental presupposition because of its relative incontestability: one cannot 

deny that humans tend to be social, for whatever reason, and that sociality necessarily 

requires a modicum of sociality from among its members, again, for whatever reason. 

Therefore, sociality as a fundamental supposition has tremendous explanatory power 

when applied to the form and function of language use. Though, like Habermas, 

Nietzsche has no truck with metaphysics as it concerns language use (and indeed, 

generally has none with metaphysics tout court), he posits exactly the inverse of 

Habermas‘s theory of universal pragmatics, favoring instead an assessment of the speech 

situation as one of a sort of instrumental rationality with language as its means. That 

language, like all other means, can be turned to antisocial as well as social ends, the 

presumption of a pragmatic end, one to which the actors in a given speech situation arrive 

in a spirit of cooperation, cannot to Nietzsche‘s way of thinking be adequately 

established. Thus, because it is just as likely that a given speech situation is permeated by 

an intent to deceive or to dissemble as it is by a spirit, Nietzsche elects to opt for the 
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former as his default position. Nietzsche‘s Hinterfragen are thus motivated by the 

assumption that in the absence of knowing for certain whether deceit or cooperation 

governs the speech situation, the safer wager is to assume that the intention behind it is 

not straightforwardly pragmatic, as Habermas would have it. ―In conversation we 

sometimes notice people endeavoring to set a trap wherein to catch others,‖ writes 

Nietzsche, ―not from any base motive, as one might think, but from sheer delight in their 

own shrewdness.‖
16

 The possibility that a conversation might conceal a trap remains for 

Nietzsche cause for trepidation, because this possibility‘s likelihood remains something 

which one cannot readily ascertain. In other words, how much a probability the 

possibility that a conversation conceals a trap remains indeterminate—until such time as 

the trap is sprung, of course. Nietzsche thus appeals to human nature, particularly the 

impiety and perversity lurking therein. He thus prescribes healthy skepticism with regard 

to conversation; presuming that the possibility that the conversation conceals a trap is not 

only a possibility, but a likelihood (if, indeed, not a dead certainty) stands as the wisest 

course in this regard. 

 The default assumption guiding Nietzsche‘s Hinterfragen, that the purpose behind 

human action, of which conversation is one kind, is to divert the eye and arouse 

prejudices of thoroughgoing subtlety, also serves as the foundational principle of what 

Paul Ricoeur calls a ―the school of suspicion,‖ a hermeneutic disposition that, according 

to Ricoeur, Nietzsche shares with Karl Marx and Sigmund Freud.
17

 Ricouer writes, ―If 

                                                 
      16.  Nietzsche, Dawn of Day, 277-78. 

      17.  Paul Ricoeur, Freud and Philosophy: An Essay on Interpretation, trans. Denis Savage (New Haven, 

CT: Yale University Press, 1970), 32. 
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we go back to the intention [Nietzsche, Marx and Freud] had in common, we find in it the 

decision to look upon the whole of consciousness primarily as ‗false‘ consciousness.‖
18

 

The common intention behind Nietzsche, Marx and Freud‘s is preeminently the intention 

to strike the root of Western epistemology, whose foundational assertion is Descartes, 

―Cogito ergo sum.‖ Even this seemingly incontrovertible assertion Nietzsche, Marx and 

Freud challenge on the ground that consciousness of consciousness is for all this 

nonetheless consciousness, an acknowledgement that cannot help but set in motion an 

infinite regress. ―I think therefore I am,‖ becomes, parenthetically, ―I think I think 

therefore I am, or, better, ―I think, ‗I think therefore I am,‘ therefore I am.‖ Armed with 

this insight, Nietzsche, Marx and Freud seek not to destroy the Cartesian epistemological 

edifice so much as simply to lay bare this tautology which lies at its heart. ―They thereby 

take up again, each in a different manner, the problem of Cartesian doubt, to carry it to 

the very heart of the Cartesian stronghold,‖ Ricouer continues. 

The philosopher trained in the school of Descartes knows that things are 

doubtful, that they are not such as they appear; but he does not doubt that 

consciousness is such as it appears to itself; in consciousness, meaning and 

consciousness ofmeaning coincide. Since Marx, Nietzsche, and Freud, this 

too has become doubtful. After the doubt about things, we have started to 

doubt consciousness.
19

 

 

The doubt as to the positive character of the act of doubting is for Nietzsche, Marx and 

Freud the logical conclusion of Descartes second meditation.
20

 For them, it is not that 

Descartes was mistaken in his doubt, but that he did not carry his doubt far enough, that 

is, all the way to doubt itself. 

                                                 
     18.  Ibid. 

     19.  Ibid. 

     20.  That is, the portion of Descartes‘s Meditations on First Philosophy in which ―Cogito ergo sum‖ is 

first articulated. 
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The lone supposed certainty, that the thinker thinks and therefore he is, carries 

with it the implication that, as Ricoeur writes, ―in consciousness, meaning and 

consciousness of meaning coincide,‖ is not so much a finding emerging from the mental 

act of doubt, as from that act‘s abeyance. The Cartesian subject leaps forth from the 

foreshortened extension of Descartes‘s skepticism—from the point to which it extends, 

and thus at which it ends, with the cogito—to the point to which, according to Nietzsche, 

Marx and Freud, it ought to extend, and thus at which it ought to end: namely, with doubt 

of the cogito itself. As characterized by Ricoeur, the Cartesian cogito emerges as an effect 

of the suspension of doubt. That is, the doubting Cartesian discovers (an at least 

provisional) certainty in the very act of doubting—provided, of course, the doubt does 

not redound on the doubter itself; for should it, the doubter she would find herself 

confronted with a contradiction: namely, that the experience of doubt does not lead the 

Cartesian cogito to doubt experience, but to affirm its as the positive, foundational 

gesture of the cogito‘s ontological validity. Bringing skeptical inquiry up short by not 

extending doubt to the source of the doubt itself vouchsafes to the Cartesian cogito its 

ontological validity. This validity, however, arises not from a line of reasoning carried 

through to its logical end, not from a conclusion drawn from syllogistically arranged 

premises, but as a decisive retreat from the brink of an abyssal contradiction, one which 

would open up upon doubts being turned on itself. 

The distinction Ricouer articulates on behalf of his subjects, Nietzsche, Marx and 

Freud—the critical overdetermination of consciousness ipso facto having meaning—casts 

light on a certain ambiguity at the heart of Descartes second meditation. That is, doubt for 



318 

 

Descartes possesses both a phenomenological and hermeneutic character; it is both a 

mental act and a mental act of particular content. Critical to the cogito‘s foundation is, 

primordially, the happening or the event of the mental act. Yet the mental act in its bare 

phenomenological character can only disclose itself by virtue of having particular 

content. Though the phenomenological character therefore remains fundamental to the 

cogito‘s ontological grounding, the phenomenological character of cannot itself establish 

itself if devoid of particular content, that is, if devoid of a hermeneutic character. To 

experience the phenomenon is to experience its meaning; the two mutually presuppose 

one another. 

The fact that the mental act establishing the ontological validity is no act at all 

without meaningful content means that the cogito as an entity presents a special case. 

Unlike other sorts of entities, which express their phenomenality by extending into space, 

the cogito expresses itself in no such manner, because extending into space would mean 

that the phenomenological character of doubting, strictly as a mental act, would suffice to 

establish the cogito‘s ontological validity. Yet, this mental act is unassimilable as such 

without particular content, a condition extended bodies need not meet to establish their 

ontological validity. Descartes thus finds himself compelled to conclude that there occur 

in the world two kinds of substance: res extensa and res cogitans. The former 

characterizes extended bodies, the latter the purely intensive entity that is the cogito. So-

called Cartesian dualism divides along this distinction—a dualism, one notes, which is 

anathema to Ricoeur‘s schoolmen of suspicion Nietzsche, Marx and Freud. Unable to 

abide this dualism, which opens up and sustains an insuperable gulf between the subject 
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and object, each an alien interloper in the other‘s world, Nietzsche opts for an ontological 

position in which the relationship between subject and object is understood to be one of 

thoroughgoing immanence.
21

 

                                                 
21.  In this worldview, Nietzsche parts ways with his schoolfellow-in-suspicion Marx. For Nietzsche, a 

view of the world as one of thoroughoing immanence, avoids dialectic, Marx‘s stock in trade, which, 

though endowing introducing a certain diachronic, evolutionary element to the subject and her relation to 

the world, nonetheless preserves the essentially dualist nature of this relation. In his articulation of his 

concept of dialectical materialism, Marx defines labor as ―a process between man and nature, a process by 

which man, through his own actions, mediates, regulates and controls the metabolism between himself and 

nature.‖ Though described as a process, there remains a certain asymmetry in the relation. Nature plays a 

passive role, awaiting the mediatic, regulative and controlling ministrations of a decidedly active human 

individual. Unlike, metabolism in the physiological sense, the metabolism between the laborer and nature is 

not an autonomic process, that is, not a process governed by unconscious, reflexive or blind drives, but a 

deliberative process on the part of the laborer, who, as Marx writes ―confronts the materials of nature as a 

force of nature.‖ 

Again, like the metabolism between laborer and nature, this force is neither unconscious, reflexive, nor 

blind but deliberative and, in terms of the labor process specifically, purposive. This deliberative, purpose 

process the laborer ―sets in motion the natural forces of which belong to his own body, his arms, legs, head 

and hands, in order to appropriate the materials of nature in a form adapted to his own needs.‖ he 

appropriation of the materials of nature in an adapted form becomes the end and the expression of this 

purposive activity, an end or expression realizable only through the application of the natural force housed 

in the human individual. Marx‘s dialectical materialism at one and the same time both weds the laborer to 

and separates him from nature. Though he confronts the materials of nature as a force of nature, the laborer 

remains a force of nature of a unique sort, one distinct from other sorts of forces, such as wind or ocean 

currents, which are not directed toward any discernible end or with a resulting product. ―Through this 

movement he acts upon external nature and changes it,‖ Marx continues, ―and in this way he 

simultaneously changes his own nature.‖ The process of the relation between laborer and nature is thus best 

described as one of mutual determination. The laborer confronts nature with a view to altering it according 

to his designs and in altering is altered. 

Throughout the process, the asymmetry between the two factors obtains; though in the first instance, the 

relation is indeed one between laborer and nature, in the last, it is a relation to himself. Marx observes that 

the ultimate effect of this process is that the laborer ―develops the potentialities slumbering within nature, 

and subjects the play of its forces to his own sovereign power.‖ Marx‘s characterization of labor under 

dialectical materialism, the potentialities slumbering within nature, while latent, should not be understood 

as passive. There is, curiously enough, patent action anteriorly supplied by these potentialities. This action, 

however, is not that of the actualization of potentialities, but the action of potentialities in their state of pure 

potentiality—potentialities of the potentialities as potentialities, or, more succinctly, potentialities of 

potentialities. These latter potentialities find actualization not in in the sphere of nature, where they instead 

repose in latency (―slumbering within nature‖), but in the mind of the laborer, who, confronts the 

potentialities latent in the sphere of nature as a force in his own right, a force directed in its application by 

the the potentialities of potentialities actualized in the laborer‘s mental conception. ―At the end of every 

labour process,‖ writes Marx, ―a result emerges which had already been conceived by the worker at the 

beginning, hence already existed ideally.‖ The preconceived result, as it were wrought in the filaments of 

ideation, thus achieves a sort of non-material actuality (one is tempted to write ―as ghostly or phantom 

actuality‖)—prior to its material actualization in the labor process. This non-material actualization in the 

conception serves as the model to which the material actualization stands as a material copy. 

By the time the preconceived result of the labor process takes shape, two forms of actualization have 
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 Nietzsche‘s ontological position rests on an implicit philosophical monism. 

Differentiations that occur in the world produce only relative differences. One entity 

differs from others, and they in turn differ from it. But these differences represent only 

local developments within an infinitely vast plenum. As such, no one differentiated entity 

partakes of a substance which other entities do not, for this would imply that this plenum 

lacks isotropic and isomorphic consistency. From a monist standpoint, then, the Cartesian 

divisions of subject and object into res cogitans and res extensa reveal themselves to be 

illusory. In order to be in the world the subject must be of the world; the stuff of her 

consciousness must at some level be the stuff of the world itself, and, by implication, be 

the stuff of objects which furnish the world. Nietzsche outfits his fictional prophet 

Zarathustra with just such an ontological position. Those whom he calls ―despisers of the 

                                                                                                                                                 
taken place—the non-material form of the concept and the material form of the finished good. To these two 

forms of actualization correspond two kinds of potentialities, the potentialities for material form reposing in 

nature and the potentialities of those potentialities. To the first corresponds the preconceived result 

embodied in the finished good, to the second, the result conceived in human cognition. The sequential 

actualization of these first- and second-order potentialities establishes a dialectical of mutual reciprocity. 

Marx defines this dialectic as one in which ―[m]an not only effects a change of form of in the materials of 

nature,‖ but ―also realizes […] his own purpose in those materials.‖ The sequence of actualizations ends not 

with the finished good, but with the laborer himself, who finds his purpose before him in the objective form 

of the product of his labor. Marx thus presents a knotty sort of event, one in which causal sequences are 

difficult to establish; the laborer actualize potentialities slumbering in nature even as they actualize the 

laborer. Phenh Cheah identifies this encounter between the laborer and the materials of nature Marx 

describes as the ―leitmotif of human self-objectification,‖ which serves as ―the ontological basis of Marx‘s 

concept of revolutionary practice.‖ This practice, though nominally revolutionary, is, in essence, 

restorative; it aims to surmount the alienation of laborer within capitalist relations. Cheah continues: 

―revolutionary practical consciousness is the teleological destination of creative self-fulfilling labor‖ 

(―Mattering,‖ Diacritics 26:1 [1996]: 130). In Marx‘s view, as Cheah illuminates it, alienation represents 

not so much a teleological end whose end is served by diverting labor to is as it does a disturbance of this 

dialectical progression toward its proper end. Reduced to labor power in the abstract, the laborer ensnared 

in the bonds of a capitalist wage system never reaches the telos of the labor process, precisely because the 

conditions under which he labors is not of a creative self-fulfilling sort. The laborer, in other words, finds 

himself impeded in his dialectical progression toward self-objectification. This self-objectification, 

according to Marx, ―is a purpose [the laborer] is conscious of, it determines the mode of his activity with 

the rigidity of a law, and he must subordinate his will to it.‖ The reflexivity between the laborer‘s purpose 

and his consciousness takes on the character of mutual determination; whereas his purpose determines the 

mode of his activity, his activity determines the terminal stage of the labor process, which is the telos of the 

labor process. 
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body,‖ that is, those who insist precisely on a version of Cartesian dualism where the soul 

consists of a fundamentally different substance than the material human organism, 

Zarathustra considers misguided, indeed benighted, whereas those who draw no 

distinction between the soul and the body Zarathustra regards as having attained an 

enlightenment of sorts. ―[T]he awakened and knowing say: body am I entirely, and 

nothing else,‖ Nietsche‘s Zarathustra proclaims, ―and soul is only a word for something 

about the body.‖
22

 He takes a hard-line materialist, indeed nearly existentialist, view of 

the relationship of body and soul.
23

 

The soul, in Nietzsche‘s view, remains irremediably posterior, an effect or 

emanation of the body, having no substantial ontological validity in itself. ―Soul‖ is 

purely nominal, the name for this effect. Thus the soul‘s preserve, is as Nietzsche writes, 

strictly that of language—―a word for something about the body.‖ ―The body is a great 

reason, a plurality with one sense, a war and a peace, a herd and a shepherd,‖ Nietzsche‘s 

Zarathustra further proclaims: ―An instrument of your body is also your little reason […] 

call[ed] ‗spirit‘—a little instrument and toy of your great reason.‖
24

 Consistent with his 

monistic ontological position, Nietzsche maintains that the distinction between soul and 

body, which in the Cartesian ontological scheme stand irremediably apart on the basis of 

their consisting of different substances, is ultimately only a relative distinction. Whatever 

peculiar character the soul reveals itself as possessing it does so only in comparison to the 

                                                 
     22.  Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra, in The Portable Nietzsche, Ed. Walter Kaufmann 

(New York: Viking, 1954), 146. 

     23.  Contemporary film director David Cronenberg betrays an attitude similar to Nietzsche‘s with 
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human body, which is the primary fact of existence‖ (Angela Baldassarre, Reel Canadians: Interviews from 

the Canadian Film World [Toronto: Guernica, 2003], 340). 
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prior fact of the existence of the body, conceived by Nietzsche as a discreet manifold. 

―[A] great reason,‖ the body serves as the correlative of the soul, in comparison a ―little 

reason.‖ The distinction with Nietzsche‘s conceptual framework is not one of substance at 

all, but simply of size; soul remains but one feature of the manifold or complex of the 

body, one of several organs of the organism, while the body itself remains one feature of 

a vastly larger manifold, the cosmos. The correspondences scale accordingly. Just as the 

human individual is body entirely, so too is the cosmos cosmos entirely. Body has 

nothing of fundamentally alien substance inhabiting it (nothing like Cartesian res 

cogitans), nor does the universe. The universe, like the body, is in Nietzsche‘s terms ―a 

great reason, a plurality with one sense, a war and a peace, a herd and a shepherd.‖ Every 

event occurring in the universe, despite whatever real or apparent difference it enjoys vis-

a-vis all other phenomena or events, is completely proper to the universe. The universe as 

a totality, as cosmos, is in this respect truly beyond good and evil, existing endlessly 

unfolding diachrony consisting of innumerable synchronies in the form of phenomena 

and events, the cosmos is nothing less—and nothing more—than these synchronies in 

their respective space and time in this endless unfolding, their respective Heideggerian 

Augenblicksstätte. 

 The monist view propounded by Nietzsche in Thus Spoke Zarathustra approaches 

the sentiment expressed in Wallace Stevens‘s poem ―A Clear Day and No Memories.‖ 

The poem‘s speaker observes that ―[t]oday the air is clear of everything.‖
25

 The air is air 

merely, devoid of all qualities save that of being clear, which is the quality that makes air 

                                                 
     25.  Wallace Stevens, The Palm at the End of the Mind, ed. Holly Stevens (New York: Vintage, 1990), 
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most, that makes its merely, which is to say simply or purely, air. The air‘s clearness is as 

complete as it is pure, having, according to the speaker, ―no knowledge except of 

nothingness.‖
26

 ―Nothingness‖ as the speaker presents it is neither merely, simply nor 

purely nothingness; it has a subtle but undeniable positivity as the one item of knowledge 

retained by air otherwise clear of everything. One finds himself forced to amend in his 

own mind the speaker‘s observation that the air is clear of everything. The air is clear of 

nearly everything. What is it not clear of is nothingness, which as an object of knowledge 

is not nothing, but something. In other words, because nothingness in the strict sense 

cannot be an object of knowledge, nothingness as it appears in Stevens‘s poem is not 

therefore nothingness, strictly speaking, but something. 

This distinction between nothingness in the strict sense and nothingness as it 

figures in Stevens‘s poem invalidates, or at least throws into apparent contradiction, the 

speaker‘s observation that the air is clear of everything, for being clear of everything 

means that no one thing remains, not even nothingness, at least, not the sort of 

nothingness of which the air can have knowledge. In short, the contradiction into which 

the speaker‘s observations are thrown hinges on the fact that nothingness as no-thing-ness 

nonetheless indicates a positive condition. Because what is opposed to everything in the 

speaker‘s locution is not a nihility, not a pure or strict nothingness, but a sort of degree-

zero positive condition that remains just this side of the threshold of nihility, nothingness 

stands in relative rather than absolute opposition to everything. Nothingness and the state 

of being clear of everything share a common ontological character, one which demarcates 

                                                 
     26.  Ibid. 
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the most extreme possible approach to conditions that are, strictly speaking, impossible 

within the realm of phenomena. Just as the air, said by the poem‘s speaker to be clear of 

everything except the knowledge of nothingness, is, strictly, nearly clear of everything, 

nothingness as an object of knowledge is nearly nothingness. The implicit assertion is, 

then, that just as the air cannot pass into pure clearness, nothingness as an object of 

knowledge cannot pass into pure nothingness, for to do so would be to admit into the 

realm of positive, perceptible and identifiable states pure clearness and pure nothingness, 

which, properly speaking, are non-states in an absolute sense. ―Today the air is clear of 

everything. It has no knowledge except of nothingness‖—a statement whose apparent 

contradiction threatens to consign it to nonsense. 

One can, however, retrieve an element of consistency from this apparent 

inconsistency. This statement presents in these lines offers a variation of the age-old 

philosophical problem of the subject and its relation to its demise in death. The the mind 

cannot contemplate its own annihilation. Specifically, it cannot conceive of a condition of 

non-existence, for any qualities and conditions it may posit as attending non-existence 

would constitute an existence—not a terribly rich or exciting one, perhaps, but an 

existence nonetheless. ―It might seem that there could be no form of thought about your 

own death except either an external view, in which the world is pictured as continuing 

after your life stops, or an internal view that sees only this side of death—that includes 

only the finitude of your expected consciousness,‖ Thomas Nagel writes: ―But this is not 

true. There is also something that can be called the expectation of nothingness, and 



325 

 

though the mind tends to veer away from it, it is an unmistakable experience.‖
27

 

Nagel offers a taxonomy of three forms of thought of the annihilation of a 

particular consciousness upon the event of the death of the individual to whom that 

consciousness belongs. The first, which Nagel terms the ―external view‖ involves 

imagining a world—for all intents and purposes the world—from which the particular 

consciousness in question has been removed. If one takes consciousness as denoting a 

locus of cognizing activity, identifiable and collocated with a particular individual, that 

persists for a particular finite duration, then the position of this consciousness within 

Nagel‘s external takes on a character similar to that of Žižek‘s example of a familiar joke 

involving the fictional painting ―Lenin in Warsaw.‖ ―At an art exhibition in Moscow, 

there is a picture showing Nadezhda Krupskaya, Lenin‘s wife, in bed with a young 

member of the Komsomol,‖ Žižek writes, explaining the joke‘s particulars: ―The title of 

the picture is ‗Lenin in Warsaw‘. A bewildered visitor asks a guide: ‗But where is Lenin?‘ 

The guide replies quietly and with dignity: ‗Lenin is in Warsaw.‘‖
28

 The position of the 

annihilated consciousness within Nagel‘s external view resembles that of the titular 

subject of ―Lenin in Moscow‖: ―the object which is lacking in the field of what is 

depicted.‖
29

 

Both the consciousnesses in Nagel‘s external view of that consciousness‘s 

annihilation and the Lenin of Žižek‘s fictional painting figure as absences. These 

absences, however, are not pure, complete, total absences. They are not nullities. Rather, 
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they fall short of this status in their remaining particular absences, absences having 

particular content and a formal function within the larger composition. That is, Lenin 

inhabits ―Lenin in Moscow‖ in the same manner as the annhilated consciousness inhabits 

the external view of its own annihilation: namely, in a Derridean manner as traces, as 

specters. With respect to Nagel‘s external view specifically, the conception of the world 

peculiar to it is one in which the world persists as milieu of possible experience 

independent of any consciousnesses on the scene to experience. The world, in other 

words, undergoes only the most minuscule change: with the demise of the individual with 

whom the consciousness in question collocates and is identified, the world loses one 

constituent of its nearly infinite manifold. Beyond this event, little else follows as a 

consequence. Like the figure of Lenin in ―Lenin in Warsaw,‖ the external view of a 

consciousness‘s annihilation is seized upon only as an implication of the depiction, which 

is to say that it is apprehended indirectly, because it has no positive content of its own. 

As a particular and significant absence in the depiction, however, it achieves a 

sort of quasi or ghostly objectivity, having content without definite form—without, that 

is, but the most evanescent of forms as the spirit inhering in the depiction itself. The 

relation of the annihilated consciousness to the world that endures beyond the event of 

the former‘s demise bears close resemblance to the transformation of the thing into a 

commodity. Marx famously analyzes this transformation in the first volume of Capital. 

Derrida enlarges upon Marx‘s analysis, amplifying the peculiar ontology the commodity, 

to which the ontology of consciousness from with the external view of its own 

annihilation. ―The commodity is a ‗thing‘ without phenomenon, a thing in flight that 
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surpasses the senses (it‘s invisible, intangible, inaudible, and odorless),‖ Derrida writes, 

but this transcendence is not altogether spiritual [...]. What surpasses the 

senses still passes before us in the silhouette of the sensuous body that it 

nevertheless lacks or that remains inaccessible to us. […] Transcendence, 

the movement ofsuper-, the step beyond […], is made sensuous in that 

very excess. It renders the non-sensuous sensuous. One touches there on 

what one does not touch, one feels there where one does not feel, one even 

suffers where suffering does not take place, when at least it does not take 

place where one suffers.
30

 

 

One can likewise claim of a particular consciousness as it conceives of itself within the 

external view of its annihilation that it is a thing without phenomenon, having been 

denied the material support of phenomenality of a human form and mind. Yet like the 

thing-cum-commodity, this consciousness is in flight, surpassing the senses in its 

invisibility, intangibility, inaudibility and odorlessless, all qualities which one naturally 

imputes to inexistents, passing before itself via its conception of its future condition of 

annihilation in the silhouette of this consciousness‘s present existence. The external view 

an existing consciousness takes on its own imminent annihilation, which posits a world of 

possible experience that endures undiminished beyond the disappearance of the 

consciousness in question, projects into this future state an absent consciousness that, 

while bereft of phenomenality, nonetheless exerts a certain pressure, leaves certain 

impressions or traces, on this future state. The annihilated consciousness as the object the 

conception emerging from an external view of its imminent annihilation begins to 

resemble the Marxian commodity: sensuous in its very excess, its imagined, forwardly 

projected annihilation exceeding annihilation understood as a set of real consequences 

visited upon this consciousness in its demise to become instead only incomplete 
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annihilation—incomplete in the sense that there  remains vestigial, phantom-like after-

impressions of this conscious after this consciousness‘s demise. 

Nagel draws a distinction among a consciousness‘s external view on its own 

annihilation, its internal view that―sees only this side of death,‖ and the ―expectation of 

nothing.‖ The external view and the expectation of nothingness show themselves as all 

equally views which see only this side of death. A consciousness‘s external view of its 

own demise effectively displaces upon the nullity of annihilation to come non-sensuous 

traces of qualia proper to the as-yet existing consciousness. From within this external 

view, the annihilated consciousness suffers where, as a consciousness annihilated, it 

cannot possibly do so, thus violating that famous maxim of the classical philosopher 

Epicurus: ―Death is nothing to us; for that which is dissolved is devoid of sensation, and 

that which is devoid of sensation is nothing to us.‖
31

 The consciousness which takes 

Nagel‘s external view of its own annihilation imagines an impossible in which this 

consciousness, though dissolved, is not at all devoid of sensation, because the imagined 

scene conceived from this external view posits a future world largely, if not completely, 

the same as the  one presently experienced by this as-yet existing consciousness. 

This consciousness‘s external view of its own annihilation presumes a diachronic 

continuity of the world in terms of potential experience. It supposes that the world that 

this consciousness presently experiences will not fail to project what Ernst Bloch terms 

its ―present radius of experiencability‖ indefinitely into the future.
32

 According to this 
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surmise, world at some future moment beyond the moment of the annihilation of the 

conscious in question remains as much an object of experience as it is in the present 

moment. In order to make this surmise, however, the as-yet existing consciousness must 

imaginatively project itself into the world as this consciousness imagines it will at some 

future moment beyond the moment of its future annihilation. That is, this consciousness 

must project along the world‘s putatively infinite radius of experiencability its own radius 

of ―experientiality‖ (to borrow Monika Fludernik‘s useful term), a radius, which unlike 

the world‘s radius of experiencability, has a definite, if unknown, terminus.
33

 At that 

future point where the world‘s radius of experiencability extends beyond the future 

terminal point of the presently existing consciousness‘s experientiality—at that future 

point where the the latter ends and the former continues, leaving the latter behind, and the 

space between the two growing wider with each passing moment—begins the future 

history of the experiencable world without the consciousness in question. 

Yet if the world‘s experiencability is presumed to endure undiminished even in 

the absence of the consciousness in question, then it is presumed to continue 

fundamentally in the same character as this consciousness presently experiences it. 

Though the consciousness under discussion no longer experiences the world, it 

nonetheless remains experiencable by other not-yet-annihilated consciousnesses. In 

taking the external view of its own annihilation, the presenting existing consciousness 

eliminates the distinction between this external view and that which Nagel opposes to this 

                                                 
33.  Fludernik defines experientiality as ―the quasi-mimetic evocation of consciousness.‖ Towards a 
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accepts that a consciousness‘s external view of its own annihilation is a quasi-mimetic evocation of 
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external view: namely, an internal view that, Nagel writes, ―sees this side of death.‖
34

 The 

external view of an as-yet existing consciousness‘s annihilation essentially presents the 

world as it persists beyond the moment of the presently existing consciousness‘s 

annihilation as being of precisely the same character as its is before this moment. The 

presently existing consciousness sees the other side of death as for intents and purposes 

being the same as this side of death. 

 The extinguishing of a consciousness should also mean the extinguishing of the 

world along with it, because the world achieves positive phenomenality in its 

experiencability, but if experientiality in the form of a discrete consciousness no longer 

remains on the scene, then the world‘s experiencability is effectively foreclosed. ―[I]n 

death,‖ Ludwig Wittgenstein writes, ―the world does not change, but ceases.‖
35

 As far as 

any one consciousness is concerned, its annihilation means the world‘s annihilation. 

―Death is not an event of life,‖ Wittgenstein continues, echoing Epicurus‘s own assertion 

on this same matter: ―Death is not lived through.‖
36

 The apparent solipsism of 

Wittgenstein‘s statement is mitigated by the recognition that annihilation, a problematical 

non-state state, constitutes a blind spot in the conceptual apparatus of the consciousness‘s 

attempt imaginatively to project itself into this (non-state). As a way of compensating for 

this strict impossibility, the consciousness in question instead imaginatively projects a 

future world, vouchsafing to this future world its experiencability. Yet if in this 

imaginative projection on the part of the consciousness imagining this future world of 
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experiencability this consciousness absents itself the imagined scene remains 

nevertheless undiminished in its experiencability. It remains on ―this side of death,‖ as 

Nagel writes, even though the consciousness in question, in its imaginary conception, 

places it on the other side of death—on the other side, that is, of this consciousness‘s 

death. 

The nearly identical character of these two sides of death, the one in which exists 

the consciousness in question and the one which lays beyond this consciousness‘s 

existence avoids the solipsism implicit in Wittgenstein‘s claim by a critical substitution of 

the heuristic: namely, that of the individual consciousness‘s imaginative projection of the 

world beyond the eventual demise of the consciousness in question. In order for the 

world not to perish along with the annihilation of an experiencing consciousness, it must 

continue to be experiencable beyond the moment of this consciousness‘s annihilation. It 

must continue, in other words, to be a source of experience, even if the consciousness in 

question exists to experience. The external view of a consciousness‘s own annihilation, 

characterized and defined by Nagel, rests on the assumption that if the world is 

experiencable for the consciousness in question, it is experiencable for any consciousness 

whatsoever. In its imaginative projection of  the world as its exists beyond its own 

existence, the consciousness in question thus extrapolates from its own experience, both 

of the world it presently inhabits and of itself, a general case of existing consciousnesses 

experiencing both the world they presently inhabit (whatever temporality ―presently‖ 

denotes in each individual consciousness‘s case) and themselves. This external view a 

particular consciousness takes on its own annihilation is thus predicated on a sort of 
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algebraic substitution, by which the particular consciousness replaces it own experiences 

experienced presently with a general condition of the world‘s experiencability, 

vouchsafed to it by the existence of other experiencing consciousnesses. This substitution 

remains as it were only part of the equation; the consciousness in question then restores 

itself to the heuristic, not as a as-yet-existing consciousness—the consciousness in 

question devises the heuristic as a means of taking a view of its own demise, after all—

but as representative instance of the general condition of the world‘s experiencability, 

which, again, requires the presence of experiencing consciousness‘s to enjoy validity. 

The world as it exists beyond a presently existing consciousness‘s annihilation, an 

imaginative projection of the consciousness in question, continues to house this 

putatively annihilated consciousness, albeit with the latter assuming the new guise of an 

instantiation of a general condition of existing, experiencing consciousnesses in the 

world. The presently existing consciousness engaged in imagining the world as it endures 

beyond this consciousness‘s annihilation does not entirely disappear from this world 

beyond this consciousness‘s annihilation. The external view a consciousness takes on its 

own annihilation one can best describe as a sort of secular eshatology, that is, an 

eschatology rooted in this world, as opposed to the world to come. In this world to come, 

in this world beyond the annihilation of the consciousness in question, the consciousness 

imagining this world effectively survives its own annihilation, by attenuating itself into a 

general condition of experiencability. Indeed, the consciousness in question undergoes 

significant alteration: It becomes uprooted from its immediate existence, from itself 

immediate spatiotemporality, which at any rate disappear with the annihilation of this 
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consciousness, and becomes attenuated into general conditions of the world‘s 

experiencability as predicated on the existence of experiencing consciousnesses. In its 

imagined projection, the presently existing consciousness attenuates itself into an 

instantiation of  general conditions of experiencability, and in so doing, divests itself of 

its singular particularity, of its haecceitas (its ―thisness‖ and ―thusness‖) in order to 

situate itself in its own heuristic as a sort of every-consciousness. 

Yet this desubstantialization of its own haecceitas for the purpose of taking an 

external view of its own annihilation is only imperfectly accomplished by the 

consciousness in question, because the experientiality attending consciousness is 

indivisible from a consciousness‘s discrete particularity. An individual consciousness can 

no more readily contemplate existing purely as conditions of experiencability that it can 

the conditions attending its own annihilation. Indeed, to exist as the former means 

essentially existing not at all, because being a locus of experientiality—being a subject—

necessarily involves being this subject, this particular locus of experientiality. The 

implacable validity of Wittgenstein‘s assertion—that death is not an event in life, it is not 

lived through—is thus affirmed even when held against Nagel‘s external-view heuristic, 

which endeavors to abrogate solipsism by imputing to the world‘s experiencability that, 

while it depends on the presence of consciousnesses to affirm its validity, does not 

depend on the presence of any one consciousness to effect this. However, because this 

experiencability is from any one consciousness‘s perspective fundamentally 

inconceivable, then the external-view heuristic only goes to uphold Wittgenstein‘s 

assertion, albeit honoring it more in the breach than in the observance. 
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 Nagel‘s external-view heuristic is founded on a constitutive impossibility: A 

consciousness‘s attempt to take an external view of its own annihilation produces a 

picture of the world, from which the consciousness in question is absent, having 

undergone its annihilation, that remains virtually indistinguishable from the world as this 

consciousness presently experiences it. The experiencability, present or future has its 

validity staked on the existence of consciousnesses—subjects, loci of experientiality—

present to experience it. Because the validity of the experientiality of the world, depends 

so crucially on the existence of consciousnesses–subjects of experience, then one can 

claim that a consciousness–subject‘s experience of the world is at the same time an 

experience of itself; not only does the subject experience the world, but also she 

experiences herself experiencing the world. The external-view heuristic in its elaboration 

thus ultimately runs up against the conditions of its impossibility in terms of presenting 

an accurate, verisimilar glimpse of the impending actuality of the annihilation of the 

consciousness engaged in elaborating the heuristic. It absents itself from the 

experiencable world it has imaginatively conceived in its heuristic, which it elaborates in 

order to confirm the heuristic‘s central conjecture—that beyond its annihilation endures a 

world undiminished in its experiencability—but nonetheless experiences its absence as 

such, that is, experiences its annihilation. One‘s annihilation one cannot experience, 

strictly speaking; it is not an event in life, is not lived through. 

The external-view heuristic presents an impossible imaginative scenario, one in 

which a consciousness that, having been annihilated, nevertheless continues to experience 

the world from which it has been annihilated, and, by implication, itself in annihilation. 
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The power of the imagination in this respect is a power of survival; in the external-view 

heuristic the consciousness in questions grants itself a sort of afterlife, abiding in the 

impossible condition of annhilation to experience the world from which it has 

disappeared. This afterlife one should not, however, understand as reflecting some 

metaphysical or theological eventuality. Rather, as Derrida claims, it is a far more 

ordinary, residing in the very desire for survival. ―The afterlife [survivance] no longer 

means death and the return of the specter,‖ Derrida writes, ―but the surviving of an excess 

of life which resists annihilation.‖
37

 The afterlife, survivance in Derrida‘s original French 

text, loses its supernatural trappings, becoming not merely something to follow the 

disappearance of a life, an after-impression or spectral remainder, nothing less than that 

life itself, for the simple yet profound reason that the characteristic function of an 

afterlife, to live on, is always already the characteristic function of presently lived life 

itself. To live is to live on, to survive—from one moment to the next, each representing a 

point in the diachrony of this living on. 

This diachrony which resolves from the span of a being‘s living on, its survival, 

temporality, as Derrida‘s expositor Hägglund presents it, is the irremediable condition of 

a being‘s existence. ―The desire to live on after death is not a desire for immortality, since 

to live on is to remain subjected to temporal finitude,‖ writes Hägglund.
38

 The desire for 

an afterlife (a not uncommon spiritual aspiration) is thus shown to be simply the desire 

for more life; the wish-for conditions which are the very antipodes of those characterizing 
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one‘s present existence could only be those outside of space and time—conditions of 

extinction, of annihilation. Nagel‘s external-view heuristic thus speaks more to this desire 

for the perdure of life than any (at any rate impossible) conception of the condition of 

annihilation on the part of the consciousness in question. As yet living, as yet surviving, 

this consciousness remains subject to temporal finitude, a condition that cannot but color 

any conceptions this consciousness might form. Living on, survival, thus figures not so 

much as an imperfectly repressed desire on the part of the consciousness in question that 

imaginatively transmogrifies this consciousness‘s annihilation into a sort of ghostly 

subjectivity or spectral experientiality as it does an irremediable pre-condition of the 

conception itself, which is the mental entity of a consciousness as yet existing. 

In addition and prior the particular mimetic character of the conception arising 

from the external view heuristic—namely, an imaginary glimpse of the world as it 

endures beyond a particular consciousness‘s annihilation—one discovers this 

conception‘s structural character as a mental entity conjured forth in space and time. This 

structural character, which determines the character of such imaginative acts as a 

consciousness‘s taking an external view on its own annihilation, but is by no means 

limited to such acts, Derrida invokes as the fundamental principle of deconstruction. 

―[T]he subject of survival, the meaning of which is not supplemental to life or death, [...] 

is originary,‖ Derrida states in his final interview, given at at time when he was 

confronting his impending death: ―All the ideas that have helped me in my work, notably 

those regarding the trace or the spectral, were related to the idea of ‗survival‘ as a basic 
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dimension.‖
39

 As a basic, originary dimension survival, the diachronic movement of a 

living being‘s perdurance from one moment to the next, returns one to a consideration of 

the undeconstructible element at the heart of every deconstructive performance. This 

undeconstructible element, one recalls, is an element of radical non-closure that resists 

assimilation to or subsumption under the logos, and that expresses this resistance through 

the movement of the trace. 

For Derrida, the trace represents the condition of temporal finitude to which every 

living being is subject but of which every living being has no experience. Again, as 

Wittgenstein so tersely puts it, ―Death is not an event of life.‖ Where there is life, there is 

no death; where there is death, no life—a simple enough observation that nonetheless 

fairly captures the fact that death stands as wholly other to life, completely inassimilable 

to it. One may claim, then, that, in a manner of speaking, a living being is infinite, 

because its finitude only establishes itself upon its death. Yet, death removes the being 

from its place among the living; it no longer rates as a living being, properly speaking. 

―[S]urvival is an original concept, which defines the structure itself of what we call 

existence,‖ Derrida states in his final interview: ―We are, structurally speaking, survivors, 

marked by this structure of the trace.‖
40

 Survival, the time of a living beings‘s life, 

constitutes the structure of a living being‘s existence. 

Survival, original and originary as the structure of existence, distinguishes itself 

from other structures by being a structure of pure movement, pure motion. It is thus a 
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structure without architectonics, for to impose the latter on former would be to arrest the 

former in its movement, which would effectively rob the former of its structural principle, 

and thus would cease to function as a structure. Jettisoning architectonics for this very 

reason, Derrida presents the trace as a figural approximation of survival as the structure 

of existence. The trace has the cardinal virtue of being able to offer some conception of 

the radical singularity of each present moment on one hand, and the element of 

repeatability, of iterability, of citability, that nonetheless traverses each of these radically 

singular moments, granting them an at least minimal amount of intelligibility as a 

bulwark to the perdition into which would fall each singular moment once it had 

exhausted its present-ness. To put it in phenomenological terms characteristic of Husserl, 

the trace takes on the character of a sort of retention–protention corpuscle traversing each 

singular moment. 

Yet the trace as this retention–protention corpuscle strictly speaking stands apart 

from each moment it traverse as irreconcilably other to each moment—an entity distinct 

from and associated with each moment it traverses but not reducible or equivalent to each 

moment. Just like the becoming and passing of each present moment, the advent of the 

trace represents a singular event, the trace itself a singular entity. The principle of 

coherence the trace manages to establish, the degree and extent of protention–retention 

the trace manages to orchestrate, potentially exposes singularity—of moments, events, 

entities, beings or things—to an assimilative or subsumptive regime of sameness. A 

delicate balance the trace is charged with maintaining; offering itself as a bulwark against 

the destruction wrought by time‘s passage, wherein moments inhabit their 
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Augenblicksstätte only to have their singular present-ness obliterated the next instant, the 

trace risks availing itself to the logos as a conduit for the latter‘s imposition. The trace‘s 

cardinal virtue, therefore, consists of its offering a sort of golden mean between a defect 

of coherence in the form of intolerable capitulations to the world‘s true character as an 

inchoate flux of phenomena and events and its excess in the form of equally intolerable 

ossified totalizations consecrated under the logos. This middle way the trace blazes by 

ensuring sufficient coherence without resorting to any idealism (platonic or otherwise) in 

order to do so. Critical to Derrida‘s concept of the trace is its indefatigable dynamism; the 

trace is in constant motion, is motion. This dynamism distinguishes the trace as the 

precise antithesis of absolutes or eternal, immutable forms that represent the fundamental 

architecture of western philosophy. 

Following Derrida, Kojin Karatani characterizes the Western philosophical 

tradition as a ―will to architecture,‖ which Karatani traces to Plato. The will to 

architecture, Karatani writes, characterizes thinkers who seek ―a way of grounding and 

stabilizing their otherwise unstable philosophical systems.‖
41

 Threatening a system‘s 

instability is precisely the ongoing becoming of everything in the cosmos; thus ―[i]n the 

metaphor of architecture,‖ Karatani continues, ―Plato discovered a figure that under the 

aegis of ‗making‘ is able to withstand ‗becoming.‘‖
42

 Deconstruction, on the other hand 

may be said to be the strategic harnessing of the energy of events‘ chafing against their 

being structured into concepts. If, as the very name suggests, deconstruction means 
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unmaking the architecture of the Western philosophical tradition, then it must mean that 

deconstruction respects, indeed champions, the ongoing becoming of everything in the 

universe, that is, the very force that threatens a system‘s instability. 

Derrida insists that deconstruction, understood to have no architecture of its own, 

does not present itself as an alternative or opposing system to the Western philosophical 

tradition so much as a strategic harnessing of the energy of events‘ chafing against 

structuration into concepts. Deconstruction, Derrida writes, is a ―maximum 

intensification of a transformation in progress‖ rather than a system in its own right. 

Deconstructive elements lurk in all discourse, residing in unacknowledged implications 

that threaten to direct that discourse‘s language into other significative possibilities than 

were perhaps originally intended for it. Deconstruction, therefore, is the practice of 

liberating this superfetative tendency, this metastability, on language‘s part from the 

repressive influence of the logos in order to encourage maximal ―becoming,‖ the absolute 

event of everything this side of death, that is, the absolute event of life. Because, as 

Karatani observes, philosophy expresses a will to architecture, whose purpose is to 

ground and to stabilize otherwise unstable systems of thought, it arrays itself against that 

which would uproot or destabilize it: namely, the incessant, ongoing becoming of life, in 

whose train are swept language and all other sublunar affairs. Paraphrasing Plato‘s 

Phaedo, Derrida isolates the definition of philosophy he considers contained in the 

dialogue. This definition, Derrida writes, casts philosophy as ―the attentive anticipation of 

death, the care brought to bear upon dying, the meditation on the best way to receive, 

give, or give oneself death, the experience of a vigil over the possibility of death, and 
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over the possibility of death as impossibility.‖
43

  

Philosophy amounts to a delivering over of life to death; in becoming the present 

concern of the as-yet living individual, death purposes to assimilate life to itself. Death 

properly understood, however, has none of the content of life. Death is a radical non-

state, characterized by a complete absence of all that is proper to life. In death one finds 

no becoming, only its utter cessation. ―Life must be thought of as trace before Being may 

be determined as presence,‖ writes Derrida.
44

 Life-as-trace does not allow for the 

establishment of stark opposition between life and death, the latter characterized by a 

thorough positivity in contradistinction to the latter‘s equally thorough negativity. Rather, 

life-as-trace indicates more an ongoing, proliferative aneconomy of différance than any 

sort of conceptual entity. In this respect, life-as-trace bears features which suggest an 

affinity to or entanglement with death. Hägglund offers a clear articulation of Derrida‘s 

view on the nature of life‘s entanglement with death. ―On the one hand, life is opposed to 

death because to live is to be mortal, to resist and defer death,‖ Hägglund writes: ―On the 

other hand, life is internally bound to what it opposes because mortality is inextricably 

linked to death.‖
45

 

For Derrida, opposition is fundamentally a relation between two conceptual 

entities. Life and death, though opposed, mutually influence each other by virtue of their 

opposition, or, more accurately, their situatedness-in-opposition, interacting with each 

other in much the same manner as the forces represented by the Taoist taijitu: the yin 
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force and yang force eternally in pursuit of each other, and each suspending a bit of the 

essence of the other in its own. By opposing an entity is bound to what it opposes. ―[L]ife 

[…] can defend itself against death only through an economy of death, through 

deferment, repetition, reserve,‖ writes Derrida.
46

 Life, then, is the event of death‘s 

economization. Deferment, repetition and reserve are the characteristic activities of this 

event. To defer, to repeat, to hold in reserve is to defend against death, which, by 

implication, is also to live. Life sustains itself in it deferrals, its repetitions, its holding in 

reserve; where there is—or is no longer—any activities of these kinds is, then, death. 

Derrida deploys the term différance as a catch-all for these characteristic activities of life. 

―No doubt life protects itself by repetition, trace, différance (deferral),‖ Derrida writes: 

―But we must be wary of this formulation: there is no life present at first which would 

then come to protect, postpone, or reserve itself in différance.‖
47

 Derrida conceives life as 

coeval and contemporaneous with the activities that give rise to and sustain it, which are 

precisely those of différance. He therefore finds it implausible that there could be life 

prior to différance, because this would mean that life precedes itself: Before life was life. 

Death would thus find itself deprived of its proper place of its situatedness-in-opposition 

to life, this position having been claimed by life before life, by that life which precedes 

itself. The movement of différance gives impetus to life, while différance itself, Derrida 

writes, ―constitutes the essence of life.‖
48

 Derrida further clarifies this latter claim in 

order cleanse it of the essentialist implications of its first formulation. ―[A]s différance is 
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not an essence, as it is not anything, it is not life, if Being is determined as ousia, 

presence, essence/existence, substance or subject,‖ he writes.
49

 Différance constitutes the 

essence of life, and yet différance itself is not an essence and therefore is not life. 

Life as constituted by différance one must conceive on quite different terms than 

Being or its cognates. Specifically, the closest one can come to saying différance is 

anything is that it is the activities that characterize it. It it the differing and deferring that 

the word différance (a neologism of Derrida‘s) indicates. ―Différance is […] without 

being but not because it is something ineffable that transcends time and space,‖ writes 

Hägglund.
50

 Being, ousia, presence, essence/existence, substance, and subject represent 

precisely such ineffabilities, proceeding as they do from considerations of being-in-itself. 

―[D]ifferánce is nothing in itself,‖ continues Hägglund, ―because it designates the spacing 

of time that makes it impossible for anything to be in itself.‖ Spatiotemporality, the 

condition of both life and différance, necessarily prohibit the realization of the in-itself, 

for the realization of the in-itself necessary places the thing in which the in-itself is 

realized beyond the reach of space and time. 

In distinction to a notion of life subsumed under Being, ousia, presence/existence, 

substance, or subject (each a longstanding concern of Western philosophy), Hägglund 

presents on Derrida‘s behalf ―[t]he deconstructive notion of life,‖ which ―entails that 

living is always a matter of living on, of surviving.‖
51

 One should not, however, 

understand this notion as situated in relation to death; as far as Derrida is concerned, life 
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does not define itself against death. It wholly reflects its own immanent condition, which 

is precisely that of ceaselessly and infinitely dividing time. Life is différance, différance 

life. Derrida writes that ―survival is not simply that which remains but the most intense 

life possible.‖
52

 Deconstruction, which concerns itself différance and the play of traces 

différance sets in motion, in practice becomes ―an uncondition affirmation of life.‖
53

 

Derrida emphasizes to what extend deconstruction distinguishes itself from Western 

philosophy: ―the discourse I undertake is not death-oriented, just the opposite, it is the 

affirmation of someone living who prefers living, and therefore survival, to death.‖
54

 On 

the other hand, Western philosophy, characterized by Derrrida as a sort of thanatology, 

morbidly denies life by reducing it to a sort of threshold upon death, and thus does 

anything but affirm it. Deconstruction thus redresses philosophy on this most basic level, 

protesting the latter‘s recasting of being as being-towards-death, a notion advanced most 

famously by Heidegger but, as Derrida considers it, belonging to Western philosophy as a 

whole. 

Simon Critchley offers a succinct and elegant summary of ―being-towards-death‖ 

as Heidegger conceives of it. ―[B]eing is time and time is finite,‖ Critchley writes: ―For 

human beings, time comes to an end with our death. Therefore, if we want to understand 

what it means to be an authentic human being, then it is essential that we constantly 

project our lives onto the horizon of our death.‖
55

 The very idea that a living human being 

achieves authenticity thusly is anathema to Derrida; life projected onto the horizon of 
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death simply makes life an adjunct to death. Life thus becomes a sort of strange 

hippogriff, an impossible union of opposites—a living death, or, more accurately, an un-

living un-death. Rather, a living human being‘s bid for authenticity depends on making 

life itself life‘s proper horizon. This does not amount to a cavalier denial of death, but to 

simply a more nuanced understanding of death‘s relation to life.  

Derrida characterizes survival as ―a complication of the opposition life/death‖ in 

the interest isolating life itself as life‘s proper horizon.
56

 ―[T]o affirm mortal life is to 

oppose death, to resist and defer it as long as possible,‖ writes Hägglund on this same 

life/death opposition. One recognizes in the means by which life opposes death the 

characteristic elements of différance. A portmanteau for the French verbs ―to differ‖ and 

―to defer,‖ différance is thus shown to be originary by virtue of the fact that it is the 

expression of life in space in time. That is, différance is the perturberations in space and 

time of life in its survival, its living on, its living—or, if one prefers to use terms 

characteristic of Heidegger, différance is the lifing of life. Différance, though itself 

unconditions, conditions the very possibility of life‘s phenomenality. Without time‘s 

incessant dividing, life finds no expressive medium for its emergence, unfolding and 

disappearance; a single eternal instant, one that neither begins nor ends, yet somehow 

endures, would bind all phenomena within it in a single event of eventlessness. The 

saying, ―Time is nature‘s way of keeping everything from happening all at once,‖
57

 

becomes in the Derridean apparatus the principle behind its deconstructive deployments. 
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Différance is Heideggerian Ereignis, is the ground of Being. Or rather: as Ereignis or 

ground of being is not, strictly speaking, any-thing, it simply stands as a theoretical guise 

for what is fundamentally a calamitous coincidence of all phenomena in a single instant. 

Différance, understood as the incessant dividing of time along with the differences and 

deferrals that instantiate this dividing, show that such a coincidence cannot occur within 

time; it would necessarily have to occur outside time. 

The a-temporal character of Ereignis and other related philosophemes—ousia, 

essence/existence, presence, Being, logos—aligns it with another idea typically 

associated with a-temporality: death. To concern oneself with these philosophemes, then, 

is to place life under death‘s auspices by allowing death to supplant life, or, more 

properly, by allowing death to supplant mortality, that is, the living human being‘s 

finitude in a context of infinitely dividing time, as the proper object of that living human 

being‘s care. Reorientation of a living human being‘s care in the direction of mortality as 

opposed to death signals the affirmation of life, the praxis of which in the domains of 

human thought and expression is deconstruction. 

By drawing a distinction between mortality and death, Derrida manages to 

continue the spirit of Nietszche‘s attack on Western philosophy. ―Let us beware of saying 

that death is opposed to life,‖ Niezsche warns. ―The living is merely a type of what is 

dead, and a very rare type.‖
58

 Derrida extends this admonition of Nietzsche‘s to his own 

deconstruction. Aligned squarely on the side of life, deconstruction resolves into 

coherence by virtue of analogies Derrida draws between it and Nietzsche‘s attitude 
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toward death. That is, referring to this admonition of Nietzsche‘s specifically, Derrida 

characterizes death as ―the end without end,‖ and as ―the strategy without finality for the 

living.‖
59

 Derrida plays with the two senses of the word ―end,‖ which can mean either a 

telos (an Aristotelian final cause) or merely a terminus, in order to collapse the 

distinction. In a certain sense, death is that toward which life moves, but this movement is 

without definite purpose. Death, in other words, confronts life with finality without final 

cause, denying a moribund life any eleventh-hour retroactive bequeathal of meaning that 

the philosopheme, ―end‖ or ―telos,‖ would impute to it. 

Death, as the terminus ad quem of life, marks the cessation of the prior 

movement, the living on, of that life. ―Life must be thought of as trace before Being may 

be determined as presence,‖ Derrida writes: ―This is the only condition on which we can 

say that life is death.‖
60

 The determination of Being as presence points to a prior 

conceptualization of life as trace. Life is therefore an effect of différance, the very 

antithesis of presence, and thus also of Being, with which ―presence‖ is synonymous. In 

other words, Derrida proceeds along a sort of via negativa—defining something by what 

it is not—in order to arrive at the conclusion that Being, as a sort of vast synchronic 

plenum or totality of which any diachroncity is simply a local perturbation of the latter, is 

synonymous with death. That is, life is death if it is regarded as simply a feature of this 

vast synchronic plenum, of Being. Derrida thus invokes Nietzsche‘s remarks on life and 

death in order to demonstrate how clearly Nietzsche articulates the fundamental 
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problematic that marks the genesis of Derrida‘s own elaboration of deconstruction and its 

relationship to Western philosophy. Specifically, life is opposed—or not opposed (as 

Nietzsche maintains)—to death, life is death, only to the extent that ―life‖ and ―death‖ are 

terms of a Western philosophical discourse, which privileges presence/Being, 

logocentrism and the like. If, however, ―death‖ and ―life‖ are functional terms of a 

deconstructive performance, one discovers that the one neither opposes the other, nor 

does it not opposed the other, and nor is one the other. Rather they present themselves as 

topoi whereupon an intensification begins to make itself felt—an intensification, as 

Derrida points out, is already underway. ―Life‖ and ―death‖ show themselves as swept up 

in the dynamics of différance, interpenetrating, contaminating and displacing each other. 

Deconstruction is, then, a record of this intensification, an account of the effect of 

différance in and on any discourse which, at its most fundamental level, rests on a 

presumption of a being that grounds the words, ―life‖ and ―death,‖ as well as their 

referents. 

Interestingly, it seems that, at least to some extent, Derridean différance was 

anticipated by Friedrich Engels, who writes, 

If simple mechanical change of position contains a contradiction this is 

even more true of the higher forms of motion of matter, and especially of 

organic life and its development. We saw […] that life consists precisely 

and primarily in this—that a being is at each moment itself and yet 

something else. Life is therefore also a contradiction which is present in 

things and processes themselves, and which constantly originates and 

resolves itself; and as soon as the contradiction ceases, life, too, comes to 

an end, and death steps in.
61
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Engels calls attention to the impossibility of pure categories of ipseity; that ―a being is at 

each moment itself and yet something else‖ suggests Engels conceives of entities in terms 

similar to those of Derrida‘s. Each moment is permeated by a force which denies a being 

self-identity. Rather, the being displays a hybrid character, even when considered for the 

merest instant. The being‘s identity is thus shown as one of incessant becoming, the 

character of which are one of the mutual contamination and displacement of different 

qualities. This contamination and displacement becomes the force behind the 

contradiction Engels considers symptomatic of all beings. Engels in fact maintains that 

this contradiction is essential for a being‘s continued existence. Upon the cessation of 

contradictions inhering in a given being ―life, too, comes to an end, and death steps in.‖ 

Contradiction thus holds the same importance for Engels as différance does for Derrida. 

―The intention of [différance] is to show the function of ipseity and difference under one 

singular activity in which meaning is transferred and inscribed,‖ writes Roland Theuas S. 

Pada.
62

 ―Contradiction‖ and ―différance‖ thus stand as two conceptualizations of this 

singular activity. But, whereas contradiction remains for Engels constitutive of a 

particular process, one ―which constantly originates and resolves itself,‖ différance for 

Derrida remains constitutive of something far more fundamental—as well as far more 

atelic. Engels and Derrida thus part ways on the point of what ―life‖ signifies, the 

difference resting on life as process (the signification espoused by Engels) versus life as 

survival, as living on (the signification espoused by Derrida). 

Derrida‘s concept of life as survival or living on enjoys certain resonance with the 
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conception of life advanced by Hans Castorp, the German bourgeois of Thomas Mann‘s 

The Magic Mountain. ―What was life, really?‖ Castorp asks himself.
63

 ―It was warmth, 

the warmth produced by instability attempting to preserve form, a fever of matter [...],‖ 

he answers himself: ―It was the existence of what, in actuality, has no inherent ability to 

exist, but only balances with sweet, painful precariousness on one point of existence in 

the midst of this feverish, interwoven process of decay and repair.‖
64

 Castorp‘s 

characterization of life as a fever in matter cuts right to the heart of Derrida‘s conception 

of life as survival or living on. The ―warmth‖ of différance—the ―maximum 

intensification of a transformation in progress‖ informing a deconstructive 

performance—is at once generative and genitive. It at once proceeds from the instability 

of signifiers, drawing its intensificatory wherewithal from it, and at the same time brings 

about this instability. 

Like différance specifically, and deconstruction generally, life in both Derrida and 

Mann‘s sense denotes neither existents nor entities, but simply a provisional function, or, 

more precisely, a necessary positing of a structurality. This posited structurality, Derrida 

writes, proceeds from ―the desire for a center in the constitution of structure‖—a sort of 

point de capiton, as Lacan might consider it—which despite itself belies the fact that ―a 

central presence [...] has never been itself, has already been exiled from itself into its own 

substitute.‖
65

 This substitute enjoys the peculiar character, Derrida continues, of never 

having ―substitute[d] itself for anything which has somehow existed before it,‖ a state of 
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affairs making it ―necessary to begin thinking that there was no center, that the center 

could not be thought in the form of a present-being, that the center had no natural site, 

that it was not a fixed locus but a function, a sort of nonlocus in which an infinite number 

of sign-substitutions came into play.‖
66

 

Derrida essentially eliminates the vestiges of aprioricity clinging to Engels notion 

of contradiction in its ontological application. The idea that ―a being is at each moment 

itself and yet something else,‖ while certainly challenging established categories of 

ipseity and difference, nonetheless vouchsafes to a being a character as itself-yet-

something-else, a character which requires the conceptualization of a being at instance of 

it otherwise incessantly processual existence, irrespective of the fact that this 

conceptualization essentially promotes something that is in truth imperceptible: namely, a 

being frozen at a moment of its becoming. 

This instant one can best imagine as a sort of synchronic infinitesimal 

demarcating a dialectical flexion point at which contradiction is revealed both as and in 

the being‘s constantly originating and resolving itself-yet-something-else-ness.
67

 Derrida, 

on the other hand, rejects even so tenuous an ontological character as Engels‘s concept of 

contradiction for something more evanescent—the riotous profusion of substitutes for 

which no original is substituted. Situating his theoretical intervention squarely in the 

milieu of the ―linguistic turn‖ that philosophy took in the early twentieth century, Derrida 

drives the logic of this linguistic turn to its ultimate conclusion, which he so pithily 
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encapsulates with his famous apothegm, ―il n‘y a pas de hors-texte.‖ ―Derrida,‖ write 

Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, ―[…] starts from a radical break in the history of the concept 

of structure, occurring at the moment in which the centre—the transcendental signified in 

its multiple forms: eidos, arché, telos, energeia, ousia, alétheia, etc.—is abandoned, and 

with it the possibility of fixing a meaning which underlies the flow of differences.‖
68

 

Derrida‘s denial of center or structure, and along with it all such metaphysical 

trappings such as those listed by Laclau and Mouffe, leaves him only with the flow of 

differences and the significations bourne along on it. This flow of differences does not 

offer much in terms of a center or structure, certainly, but this is precisely its virtue; for it 

avails itself to any discursivity which attests to an allergy to a center or structure and 

which itself does not seek to establish either center or structure. Such discursivity is 

precisely that as is typical of deconstruction. Yet, as Laclau and Mouffe, in their 

discussion of Derrida, point out, ―[t]he impossibility of an ultimate fixity of meaning 

implies that there have to be partial fixations—otherwise, the very flow of differences 

would be impossible.‖
69

 Differences must be differentiated enough for one to recognize 

them as different from each and every other difference, lest the flow of differences be 

reduced to a completely undifferentiated plenum or void. For there own part, Laclau and 

Mouffe resort to Lacan‘s embroidering points [points de capiton] as the guarantors of a 

relative, provisional fixity that ensures the recognizability of differences in the course of 

their flow. ―[P]rivileged signifiers that fix the meaning of a signifying chain,‖ the 
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embroidering points, Laclau and Mouffe write, limit ―the productivity of the signifying 

chain,‖ an intervention which is necessary to ―make predication possible‖ for the reason 

that ―a discourse incapable of generating any fixity of meaning is the discourse of the 

psychotic‖
70

 

This recourse to Lacan marks the point where Derrida and Laclau and Mouffe part 

ways. Unlike Laclau and Mouffe, Derrida sees no need to identify signifiers valorized to 

positions of relative privilege in a discourse in order to avoid a psychotic‘s 

unintelligibility. Such an action would, in fact, serve only to hightlight the fundamental 

bias in favor of language over writing that Derrida considers symptomatic of Western 

philosophy generally—and that his own deconstructive practice is devoted to subverting. 

Analyzing Lacan‘s second seminar, in which Lacan discusses Edgar Allen Poe‘s The 

Purloined Letter, Derrida identifies the particular way in which Lacan himself stands 

guilty of repeating this bias. Specifically, what Derrida identifies as the Lacanian 

conception of a letter, such as the one at the center of Poe‘s story ―also would be 

indivisible, always identical to itself, whatever the fragmentations of its body.‖
71

 

Whatever the condition of the letter (in the material sense of the paper and ink marks on 

its surface), the letter (in the sense of a chain of particular significations represented by 

the ink marks upon the paper‘s surface) nonetheless remains in tact, ―assured of this 

integrity only by virtue of its link to an ideality of meaning,‖ as Derrida writes, ―in the 
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unity of the speech.‖
72

 This ideality of meaning underwriting the entire Lacanian 

theoretical edifice creates a situation in which, Derrida continues, ―[w]e are always led 

back, from stage to stage, to the contract of contracts which guarantees the unity of the 

signifier with the signified through all the ‗points de capiton‘, thanks to the ‗presence‘ 

[…] of the same signifier (the phallus), of the ‗signifier of signifiers‘ beneath all effects 

of the signified.‖
73

 Derrida thus concludes that ―[t]he agency of the Lacanian letter is the 

relève of writing in the in the system of speech.‖
74

 Relève, Derrida‘s translation of 

Hegel‘s Aufhebung, which in English is typically rendered as ―sublation,‖ combines 

within it ―the senses in which one can both be raised in one‘s functions and relieved of 

them, replaced in a kind of promotion, by that which follows and relays or relieves 

one.‖
75

 The functions of writing, then, are both raised and relieved in in the system of 

speech. The latter follows the former, promoting it, and in so doing, replacing it. 

A relève is, in other words, a sort of valorization achieved by the disappearance of 

the entity in question, its position of privilege asserted even as it is relieved of that 

privilege. The relève of writing in the system of speech, Derrida writes, takes the form of 

―a mirroring, inverting, and perverting effect‖ by which ―speech seems in its turn the 

speculum of writing.‖
76

 One discovers in this relève no dialectical movement, however; 

speech and writing function not so much as thesis and antithesis as two mutually 

contaminating and contaminated elements whose contamination is always already 

established. ―Representation mingles with what it represents,‖ continues Derrida, ―to the 
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point where one speaks as one writes, one thinks as if the represented were nothing more 

than the shadow or reflection of the representer.‖
77

 The commingling of representation 

and represented leads to a situation in which ―the point of origin becomes ungraspable.‖
78

 

The relève of writing in the system of speech involves a concomitant relève of the 

opposite. One points to the other in infinite regress, making impossible the establishment 

of speech and writing as pure, self-identical, self-consitent signifiers. One is at every 

moment confronted by a plurality bred of the innumberably convoluted relèves of speech 

and writing, writing and speech—bred, in other words, of différance. The letter, the 

textual sign, Derrida thus considers from from the point of view of this irrepressible 

différance at work in the relation between speech and writing. 

 Yet the incessant movement of différance at work in this relation leaves one with 

precsious little to fasten onto if she even wishes to hazard an even provisional meaning. 

Différance and its ancillary concepts—relève, iterability, citationality, proliferative 

aneconomy—would seem to deny even a tentative establishment of meaning out of hand, 

any signification annihilating itself by virtue of its temporality, a force at work in it and 

on it that brings it to crisis. To put it somewat glibly, every signification sows the seeds of 

its own deconstruction; the deconstructive critique merely brings these seeds into flower. 

One could understandably conclude with Habermas, then, that deconstruction, taken to its 

extreme, reduces language to unintelligible babble, or that it exalts written language by 

granting it ―a stony autonomy in relation to all living contexts.‖ After all, when compared 

with all activity of différance besetting language as a sign system, the text, the graphic 
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marks on the page, appear all the more fixed and unchanging. 

To insist on a text‘s stony autonomy in relation to all living contexts discounts the 

fact that, like every other existent, the text is subject to space and time, or perhaps more 

accurately expressed, space–time. ―Spacing as writing is the becoming-absent and the 

becoming-unconscious of the subject,‖ writes Derrida. ―By the movenment of its 

drift/derivation [dérive] the emancipation of the sign constitutes in return the desire of 

presence.‖
79

 Derrida‘s use of the combined term ―drift/derivation,‖ the two senses of 

which are contained in the single French word dérive, recalls the insights of Guy Debord, 

the gray eminence of Situationism. A theorist of the dérive, Debord offers an initial 

formulation of the term as ―a technique of transient passage through various 

ambiances.‖
80

 Even this initial formulation conveys the somewhat paradoxical status of 

the concept, which insists that vagrant, nomadic activity of ―transient passage‖ is 

nonetheless deliberate activity, a ―technique.‖ This technique, Debord continues, requires 

that ―one or more persons during a certain period drop their usual motives for movement 

and action, their relations, their work and leisure activities, and let themselves be drawn 

by the attractions of the terrain and the encounters they find there.‖
81

 

The deliberate activity of transient passage is the relinquishment of all 

conventional activity. The usual motives for movement and action, ordinary relations, and 

work and leisure activity, conspire to relegate the terrain to almost an abstraction, to 

reduce it to merely the mise en scène for the transaction of the business of daily life. 

                                                 
     218.  Ibid., 69. 

     219.  Guy Debord, ―Theory of the Dérive,‖ in Situationist International Anthology, ed. and trans. Ken 

Knabb (Berkeley, CA: Bureau of Public Secrets, 1981), 50. 

     220.  Ibid. 



357 

 

Debord‘s dérive is devoted, then, to restoring the terrain its particularity so as to lay bare 

―the attractions‖ which are the hallmarks of this particularity. Debord writes of the human 

subject in engagement with the urban environment, of course. Yet, his discussion 

nonetheless lends itself to a consideration of Derrida‘s remarks on texts and language. 

Specifically, there suggests itself a common spirit uniting Debord‘s deployment of the 

concept of dérive in the domain of what Debord calls ―psychogeography‖ and Derrida‘s 

deployment of the same term in the domain of linguistics. ―Debord essentially describes 

psychogeography as a mode of observation,‖ writes Steve Pile: ―This mode was not 

meant to provide neutral descriptions of urban life, its intention was to scandalise; more 

specifically, to provoke a crisis in happiness.‖ The happiness felt by the urban dweller, 

ostensibly an effect of urban life, Debord deemed illusory. 

In order to puncture this illusion, one must jettison the typical their usual motives, 

which serves to support this illusion, in favor of an utterly new motive: subjective 

engagement with the characteristic features of the urban terrain. The decidedly not neutral 

descriptions she generates from such an engagement supply what Žižek would call ―an 

obscene supplement‖
82

—an experience whose content is scandalously heterodox and 

offensive when held against the neutral descriptions upon which depends the notion of 

the happiness of urban life. Debord conjures the urban dweller to abandon herself to the 

aleatory; the unanticipated encounter, the happenstantial meeting inscribe themselves in 
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her subjectivity, their inscriptions the topoi of a psychogeopraphy elaborated immanently 

in the course of her wandering. Debord points out, however, that the iterancy of the 

dérive, which relies on chance, opens onto a frequently unacknowledged, peculiar 

tendency on chance‘s part to limit as opposed to increase possibilities for the actions and 

beings it governs. Debord writes that ―the action of chance is naturally conservative and 

in a new setting tends to reduce everything to an alternation between a limited number of 

variants, and to habit.‖
83

 As concerns psychogeography, this naturally conservative 

influence exerted by chance confronts the dérive with the obliteration of its aleatoric 

character. Debord warns that ―the first psychogeographical attractions run the risk of 

fixating the dériving individual or group around new habitual axes, to which they will 

constantly be drawn back.‖
84

 

One‘s abandoning herself to chance becomes the very means by chance obliterates 

itself, effecting a sort dialectical transformation into its opposite, habit. Chance as that 

which introduces innovation or novelty into states of affairs thus enjoys a most 

evanescent existence, figuring as a sort of disjunctive synthesis between old habits and 

new. Behind the dérive‘s promise of novelty, of unique encounter, lurks the threat of the 

routine, as the unique, novel encounter begins to grow sclerotic immediately upon the 

commencement of the encounter into familiarity. (An experience, once had, cannot be 

unexperienced.) The various forms this dialectic assumes Debord identifies as ―the 

limitations of chance,‖ which, if unresisted, lend themselves to ―inevitable reactionary 
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use.‖
85

 

Ivan Chtchlegov, a fellow Situationist of Debord‘s, offers a useful characterization 

of just how this reactionary potential comes to manifest itself. ―The dérive (with its flow 

of acts, its gestures, its strolls, and its encounters) was to the totality exactly what 

psychoanalysis (in the best sense) is to language,‖ he writes: ―Let yourself go with the 

flow of words, says the psychoanalyst. He listens, until the moment he rejects or modifies 

[…] a word, an expression or a definition.‖
86

 Chtchlegov thus characterizes the dérive as 

the peripatetic equivalent of the ―talking cure‖ of psychoanalysis. Though fundamentally 

linguistic acts, locutions made in a psychoanalytic context are less remarkable for 

whatever meaning they convey when held to the reigning grammatical or lexical 

conventions of the language in which the analysand speaks than for the associations 

among the words themselves that comprise the locution. That is, the significance of the 

locution does arrive from and existing lexical and grammatical system—in Sausurean 

terms, the significance of parole does not rest on langue—but is almost entirely 

endogenous. The signs comprising locutions made in a psychoanalytic context unfold 

their significance in the very act of expression, in the time it takes to complete this act. 

This significance is assembled in situ and is only sufficiently established once the act of 

articulating the locution is complete. 

Locutions made in a psychoanalytic context, in other words, belong among that 

category of linguistic expression which falls under the heading ―poetic.‖ That is, the 
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Situationist derive, like the locution made in a psychoanalytic context, enjoys a sort of 

poetic power—one which involves a certain danger if pushed too far. ―The dérive is 

certainly a technique, almost a therapeutic one,‖ Chtchlegov continues: ―But just as 

analysis unaccompanied by anything else is almost always contraindicated, so continual 

dériving is dangerous to the extent that the individual, having gone too far—not without 

bases, but without defenses—is threatened with explosion, dissolution, dissociation, or 

disintegration.‖
87

 A dérive, according to Chtchlegov, carries with it a degree of risk, 

which increases the longer one is engaged in it, whereby its positive, liberatory character 

threatens to bring about its exact opposite. Specifically, it threatens in its free, chance-

governed movement (its flow of acts, gestures, strolls, and encounters) to carry the 

subject beyond himself, to dissolve, dissociate from, or disintegrate those factors factors 

upon which depends the subject‘s integral personality. These factors, perhaps attributable 

to the force of habit that determines the urban dweller‘s usual interactions with her urban 

environment, during the course of a dérive find themselves effaced by the, ad hoc, self-

generated and intra-referential chain of associations that come to constitute the dérive. A 

derive is (or, at least, has the potential to be) quite literally an ecstatic experience, in other 

words, one that mediates an altogether new and unexpected self-relation on the deriving 

subject‘s part, and, by implication, that threatens to dismantle altogether any prior, more 

familiar self-relation. Thus confronted with the obliteration of any familiar modality, the 

deriving subject can either abandon herself to this ultimate consequence of the dérive or 

can retreat from it. This retreat Chtchlegov describes as ―a relapse into ‗ordinary life,‘‖ 
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which for him is a ―‗petrified life.‘‖
88

 A dérive carries within it the seeds of its own 

contradiction, its aleatoric, liberatory character shading into its opposite: reaction; habit; 

an ordinary, petrified life. 

In the words Protevi uses in his discussion of Derridean deconstructive justice, 

dérive, an activity governed by chance and characterized by change and motion, induces 

a reversal precisely by virtue of these factors, which are too at once absolutely necessary, 

yet at the same time verging on excessive, threatening the subject with dissolution, 

dissociation, and disintegration. Faced with these potential consequences, the subject 

feels an impulse to retreat into ordinary, petrified life—life utterly without chance, 

change or motion; life closed in on itself and completely organ-ized.
89

 Giving in to this 

impulse essentially means that the subject would returns her to condition in which she 

found herself prior to her derive. The irony here, of course, is that while a dérive indeed 

offers an escape from ordinary, petrified life, it also harbors the threat of that life‘s 

retrenchment; and this retrenchment is effected precisely in the act of flight and the 

reaction bred by it. A dérive is thus fraught with danger. On the one hand, there lurks the 

danger of dissolution, dissociation and disintegration which comes with a dérive‘s 

prolongation; and, on the other hand, there awaits the danger of reactive retrenchment of 

petrified life which attends a subject‘s recoiling from this first danger. 

In its carrying the subject toward dissolution, dissociation and disintegration, a 

dérive presents an instance of a limit-experience, a concept developed by Georges 

                                                 
     227.  Ibid. 

     228.  John Protevi, Political Physics: Deleuze, Derrida and the Body Politic, (New York: Athlone, 2001) 

193. 



362 

 

Bataille and later further elaborated by Foucault. A limit-experience, as Foucault states in 

an interview, is characterized by an individual‘s ―trying to reach a certain point in life that 

is as close as possible to the ‗unlivable,‘ to that which cannot be lived through.‖
90

 A limit 

experience drives the individual to this potentially fatal extreme. Thus it requires, as 

Foucault states, ―the maximum of intensity and the maximum of impossibility‖ in order 

to qualify as a limit experience.
91

 The terms used by Foucault to describe a limit 

experience recall the certain hallmarks of Derrida‘s deconstructive practice. 

Deconstruction, as Derrida himself on one occasion defines it, is a ―maximum 

intensification of a transformation in progress.‖ Concerning this definition, Carmen 

África Vidal Claramonte and Rosario Martín Ruano observe that it isolates central 

purpose of deconstruction, which is to conduct ―an incisive analysis of things and texts‖ 

with a view to ―shed[ding] light on the authority behind them, on the power relations 

legitimizing those texts as true, logic [sic] or fair.‖
92

 Claramonte and Ruano interpret 

Derrida definition of deconstruction in a manner consistent with a conceptual apparatus 

identified with Foucault. As Claramonte and Ruano write, a text is remarkable not much 

for its bald materiality (as marks or graphemes on a surface) nor for the lexical and 

grammatical effects its organizes in itself so much as for the field of power into which it 

presently finds itself and which grants it peculiar time- and place-bound intelligibility. 

Because it is time- and place-bound, this intelligibility is by no means absolute. At 
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best it offers a view onto or presents a snapshot of a fleeting duration during which a 

text‘s significations shift, alter, modify, or altogether transforms to produce a reading that 

responds to and becomes intelligible within the temporal span of this duration. One thus 

finds himself wishing to append to Derrida‘s famous apothegm, ―There is no outside-the-

text,‖ the further implication that whatever the text, which admits of no outside, is is 

bereft of integrality; it is not the same one moment to the next. Certain significative 

qualities may obtain with some greater or lesser degree of consistency as the text moves 

through time, but the degree of difference it admits into it at each synchronic point along 

its axis of diachronic movement sufficiently makes the text singular at every such point. 

A text, in other words, is not only different from all other texts, it is also different from 

itself at every past moment and future moment of its particular existence. 

A text‘s apparent ipseity dissolves into a riotous proliferation of differences; 

Derrida‘s deconstructive practice simply amplifies this proliferation and enlarges its 

effects. For this reason, deconstruction, as Derrida adamantly maintains, is not a method. 

Though Derrida himself at one point defines deconstruction as ―a sort of strategic device, 

opening onto its own abyss, an unclosed, unenclosable, not wholly formalizable ensemble 

of rules for reading, interpretation and writing,‖
93

 a more useful and germane second 

definition, which Derrida himself also formulates, is that of deconstruction as ―an event 

that does not await the deliberation, consciousness, or organization of a subject.‖
94

 

Deconstruction simply ―takes place,‖ Derrida writes, and does so completely under its 
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own power, being neither ―an impersonal thing‖ nor an emanation of ―egological 

subjectivity,‖ but rather spatiotemporality itself, which conditions one‘s encounter with a 

text.
 95

 This force pushes the singificative potentiality of a text to—and beyond—the 

limits the metaphysics of presence (i.e., the logos) would impose on it.
 

Because a deconstruction–event is an expression of spatiotemporality adapted to 

certain acts (reading, interpreting, writing) and therefore exceeds any intrinisic or 

extrinsic limits (such as those imposed on its by the logos, presence, ethnocentricism, and 

so on), it is reasonable to conclude that what a deconstruction-event precipitates is a kind 

of limit experience. As such it demonstrates a close affinity with certain signature 

features of Foucault‘s conceptual apparatus. Specifically, Foucault defines ―limit‖ as ―that 

narrow zone of a line where it displays the flash of its passage, but perhaps also its entire 

trajectory, even its origin.‖
96

 As a conceptual entity, a limit is fundamentally contingent, 

wholly time-bound and dependent on an opposing term for its own existence: ―that 

narrow zone of a line‖ describes both the limit as that which lies beyond it. The limit thus 

points the way to, as well as the means of, its transgression. Foucault writes that ―a limit 

could not exist if it were absolutely uncrossable and, reciprocally, [that] transgression 

would be pointless if it merely crossed a limit composed of illusion and shadows.‖
97

 He 

insists that a limit is quite real, but it owes its real existence to an absence of 

transgressors. The limit endures so long as no one transgresses it, meaning that, just as for 

Saint Augustine evil springs up where good has been voided, for Foucault a limit springs 
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up where transgression has been avoided. Foucault denies the possibility that ―the limit 

[can] have a life of its own‖ beyond the instant of its transgression, which he defines as 

―the act that gloriously passes through it and negates it.‖
98

 

The reciprocal determination exerted by a limit and its transgression develops in a 

particular manner: namely, ―the limit opens violently onto the limitless, finds itself 

suddenly carried away by the content it has rejected and fulfilled by this alien plenitude 

that invades it to the core of its being‖; whereas for its part ―[t]ransgression carries the 

limit right to the limit of its being‖ and, additionally, ―forces the limit to face the fact of 

its imminent disappearance, to find itself in what it excludes.‖
99

 Foucault thus reveals that 

the the reciprocal determination between limit and transgression as one mutual 

displacement in a sort of Aufhebung, or relève (Derrida‘s translation into French of 

Hegel‘s German term). Transgression presents one with the Yeatsian problem of knowing 

the dancer from the dance: A limit‘s transgression brings about its disappearance, its 

negation. Yet, at the same time, a limit achieves a stark clarity in its being transgressed, a 

final refulgence of ―positive truth‖ as it makes its ―downward fall,‖ as Foucault writes.
100

 

Foucault discusses his conception of transgression in terms reminiscent of Derrida‘s 

theoretical program. ―Transgression contains nothing negative,‖ Foucault writes, ―but 

affirms limited being—affirms the limitlessness into which it leaps as it opens this zone 

to existence for the first time.‖
101

 Foucault distinguishes ―limited being‖ from 

―existence,‖ placing the latter on the far side transgression. 
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Transgression is, then, the means by which the two are reconciled. Limited being, 

understood as the modalities of existence constrained by customs, norms, habits, 

ideology, doxa and the like, confronts existence, which is being liberated from such 

modal constraints, or, alternatively, being constrained only by such constraints governing 

existence itself as laws of physics, spatiotemporality, biological and anatomical qualities 

of the human organism, and so on. This confrontation occurs in the act of transgression, 

which serves as retroactive affirmation of limited being as that which necessitated the 

transgression in the first place. Were it not for limited being, in other words, transgression 

would lack a raison d‘être. Thus the fact that there persist local, internal divisions in 

existence preventing the realization of the latter‘s pleromic integrity motivates 

transgression, investing it with its instrumentality. Foucault adds, however, that 

―correspondingly, this affirmation [on transgression‘s part] contains nothing positive.‖
102

  

Transgression itself signifies nothing. It presents itself as simply pure means—a 

gesture or, even less definite, a direction of force or phase shift that delivers limited being 

over to existence for the former‘s dissolution. ―[N]o content can bind [transgression],‖ 

Foucault continues, ―since, by definition, no limit can possibly restrict it.‖
103

 Foucault 

speculates that ―[p]erhaps [transgression] is simply an affirmation of division; but only 

insofar as division is not understood to mean a cutting gesture, or the establishment of a 

separation or the measuring of distance, only retaining that in it which may designate the 

existence of difference.‖
104

 As an affirmation of division in the strict (one is tempted to 

                                                 
     241.  Ibid. 

     242.  Ibid. 

     243.  Ibid. 



367 

 

write ―limited‖) sense of a designation of difference, Foucault‘s concept of transgression 

dovetails with Derrida‘s concept of différance. For if transgression is the affirmation of 

the designation of difference, différance designates the two modalities by which 

difference finds expression—spatially (differing) and temporally (deferring). 

However, différance as conceptual shorthand for these two modalities of 

difference also has the virtue of conveying the fact that fundamentally, these two 

modalities are not so neatly and clearly distinguished. To a great extent, differing is 

indistinguishable from deferring, and vice versa, especially in light of the realization that 

either functions to produce difference. The mutual contamination of these two modal 

expressions of différance (differing and deferring) is symptomatic of a condition of what 

Derrida calls undecidability. According to Derrida, undecidables are ―unities of 

simulacrum, ‗false‘ verbal properties (nominal or semantic) that can no longer be 

included within philosophical (binary) opposition, but which, however, inhabit 

philosophical opposition, resisting and disorganizing without ever consituting a third 

term, without ever leaving room for a solution in the form of speculative dialectics.‖
105

 

Différance is at once a term that identifies undecidability as a force at work in discourse, 

as well as an undecidable itself. Its constituent activities of differing and deferring stand 

as terms that produce no third term. 

Foucault‘s concepts of limit and transgression stand in a similar relationship; they 

inhabit an opposition in Foucault‘s discourse, but, because they produce no third term, 

because they resist the relève of dialectical synthesis in ever ascending progress toward 
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the Ideal, their relationship becomes one of mutual contamination, of mutual antagonism. 

―Transgression […] is not related to the limit as black to white, the prohibited to the 

lawful, the outside to the inside, or the open area of a building to its enclosed spaces,‖ 

Foucault writes: ―Rather, their relationship takes the form of a spiral that no simple 

infraction can exhaust.‖
106

 Foucault‘s image of the relation between transgression and 

limit as forming a spiral conjures a vision of these two terms as raptors engaged in 

territorial conquest, each fastened to the other with the intent of subduing, if, indeed, not 

destroying, the other. Yet, this embrace threatens both with destruction, as they plummet 

towards earth to be dashed to bits thereon. Transgression violates the limit and thereby 

negates it; but the limit repays transgression in like coin, negating it even as it is itself 

negated. For just as transgression ―carries the limit right to the limit of its being‖ and 

―forces the limit to face the fact of its own disappearance,‖ the limit impels transgression 

right to the limit of its significance and, in so doing, forces transgression to face the fact 

of its own disappearance. Even the most cursory deconstruction of transgression as a term 

of Foucault‘s discourse reveals that, while putatively without content because unbounded 

by any limit, transgression nonetheless presupposes the very limit it violates. 

As an abstract substantive, transgression conceals the fact that every transgression 

is a transgression of some limit. That is, the features of transgression that identify it as 

such—its actions, gestures, flourishes and effects—achieve coherence and intelligibility 

only by virtue of their orientation toward the transgressed limit, which for its part 

summons forth its transgression precisely by virtue of its being a limit. Transgression and 
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limit therefore do indeed appear locked in an antagonistic embrace, gouging and clawing 

in a bid to destroy each other even as both spiral ever downward. 

One day, any day, the sentence is written: ―Now, more than ever, this nation needs 

a hero.‖ This sentence thirty years from that day, is it relevant to the state of affairs of 

present circumstance? ―Now, more than ever, this nation needs a hero‖—an unintended 

universality in this sentiment. Maybe it is this unintended universality suggests that 

siginfications really do manage to escape the ever-eroding flow of time, transgressing its 

limits in it dérive of Derridean survival. The concatenation of moments comprising the 

temporal flux carries these words to one reader, and then to others, and then to many 

more others. Texts, however, capture the ghosts of these moments, frozen as ciphers on a 

page. When written, then, words inadvertently call attention to their textuality, to 

themselves as products of writing, and therefore represent a mode of communication that 

is deliberately not speech, not utterance as such, but speech‘s proxy. Unlike speech, in 

which one has much more opportunity to indulge each thought, impression, digression, 

and allusion, writing typically exchanges expansiveness for concision. It vies against 

time, pursuing its theme with a single-mindedness made necessary by the indefinite 

deferral of any possible response. In this way, a text does indeed reveal that it is written 

to an occasion, and therefore diachronic—that is, contingent upon a prior historical 

causality which brings it forth. In form, however, it is synchronic, bringing together in 

one material body, i.e., the book, a sequence of articulations that begin on the first page 

of the novel and end on the last. This synchrony–diachrony of texts explains why on the 

one hand they appear integral, having a first word, last word and a quantifiable number of 
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words in between, and on the other hand, polysemous, undecidable, ―open to 

interpretation.‖ To use an analogy drawn from geometry, the synchrony–diachrony of 

texts has more than one dimension, but not quite two. 

The space of narrative, considered as an extend act of signification in textual 

form, moves in what Deleuze and Guattari describe as ―smooth space.‖ ―[W]hat defines 

smooth space,‖ they write, ―is that it does not have a dimension higher than that which 

moves through it or is inscribed in it.‖
107

 The text appears on the page, and significations 

inhere in the text. This would seem to suggest that a text has two dimensions. But where 

is one to look for significations if not to the text itself? To claim, then, that grapheme and 

signification represents two dimensions of a text is to claim that a signification is 

cotangent to a text rather than collocative with it.  

Signification is not, in other words, a dimensionality or spatiality apart from the 

text itself. Rather, a text presents an instance of what Deleuze and Guattari call ―a flat 

multiplicity,‖ which ―is constituted by an accumulation of proximities, and each 

accumulation defines a zone of indiscernibility proper to ‗becoming.‘‖
108

 This means that 

the accumulation of meanings characteristic of polysemy and significative drift occurs 

immanently, as opposed to some theoretical ―elsewhere.‖ And this holds especially true if 

one is to abide strictly to Derrida‘s maxim, ―Il n‘y a hors-texte.‖  

Novelistic fiction draws impetus from its constitutive impossibility, and yet this 

impossibility nonetheless proves richly productive in terms of establishing what exactly 

                                                 
     107.  Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, trans. 

Brian Massumi (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1987), 537. 

     108.  Ibid. (emphasis in original). 
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is hazarded in the novelistic fictive work. Metaphorically speaking neither fish nor flesh, 

novelistic fiction at once fails to achieve absolute mimetic fidelity to the world which 

serves as its referent, yet manages to become something other than a mere profusion of 

black marks on a white surface. That is, it somehow manages to corral in its elements 

some spirit of what is conventionally taken to be the world, without distilling this spirit 

into any definite or substantial form. The mode of being (if indeed, one may call it that) 

most appropriate to the worlds conjured by novelistic fiction is therefore that of the 

hauntological, as novelistic fiction arranges a horizon against which Derridean absence 

and the play of traces in differánce come to describe figures of apparent—but ultimately 

only apparent—distinctiveness. Perhaps, then, hauntological spectrality is the character of 

being most fitting to novelistic fiction in that its evocations are that already of a domain 

at once beyond yet immanent to the material realm. The power of the imagination in this 

respect is a power of survival—a sort of afterlife, abiding in the impossible condition of 

annihilation to experience the world from which it has disappeared. 

Debord‘s dérive in essence represents an attempt to make immanent an ideal 

future state that for Derrida is irremediably to come and for Benjamin exclusively a 

property of the messianic. Novelistic fiction, which exploits its own spectrality in a bid 

for arranging impossible arrangements, realizing impossible realities, ordering impossible 

orders, attempts to occupy an impossible-to-occupy space between on one hand, the 

catastrophic present and the messianic future, and on the other hand, the future to come 

and the future as it is wished to be. Wracked by the tension created by its allegiance to 

chance, the contingent, and the aleatory on one side, and to the deterministic, the 
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necessary, and the climactic or teleological on the other side, novelistic fiction achieves 

its particular character precisely through pursuit of its abortive program, just as humanity 

achieves its character, to the extent that such a notion is legitimate, precisely through its 

abortive program, which is nothing more no less than survival, than living on. 
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