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Foreword

As New York University Press inaugurates a new series of books on
literature and psychoanalysis, it seems appropriate to pause and reflect
briefly upon the history of psychoanalytic literary criticism. For a cen-
tury now it has struggled to define its relationship to its two contentious
progenitors and come of age. After glancing at its origins, we may be in
a better position to speculate on its future.

Psychoanalytic literary criticism was conceived at the precise moment
in which Freud, reflecting upon his self-analysis, made a connection to
two plays and thus gave us a radically new approach to reading literature.
Writing to his friend Wilhelm Fliess in 1897, Freud breathlessly advanced
the idea that “love of the mother and jealousy of the father” are universal
phenomena of early childhood (Origins, 223-24). He referred immedi-
ately to the gripping power of Oedipus Rex and Hamlet for confirmation
of, and perhaps inspiration for, his compelling perception of family
drama, naming his theory the “Oedipus complex™ after Sophocles’ leg-
endary fictional hero.

Freud acknowledged repeatedly his indebtedness to literature, my-
thology, and philosophy. There is no doubt that he was a great human-
ist, steeped in world literature, able to read several languages and range
across disciplinary boundaries. He regarded creative writers as allies,
investigating the same psychic terrain and intuiting similar human truths.
“[P]sycho-analytic observation must concede priority of imaginative
writers,” he declared in 1901 in The Psychopathology of Everyday Life
(SE 6213), a concession he was generally happy to make. The only
exceptions were writers like Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, and Schnitzler,
whom he avoided reading because of the anxiety of influence. He quoted
effortlessly from Sophocles, Shakespeare, Goethe, and Dostoevsky, and
was himself a master prose stylist, the recipient of the coveted Goethe
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Prize in 1930. When he was considered for the Nobel Prize, it was not
for medicine but for literature. Upon being greeted as the discoverer of
the unconscious, he disclaimed the title and instead paid generous tribute
to the poets and philosophers who preceded him.

And yet Freud’s forays into literary criticism have not been welcomed
uniformly by creative writers, largely because of his allegiance to science
rather than art. Despite his admiration for art, he viewed the artist as an
introvert, not far removed from neurosis. The artist, he wrote in a well-
known passage in the Introductory Lectures on Psycho-Analysis (1916~
17), “is oppressed by excessively powerful instinctual needs. He desires
to win honour, power, wealth, fame and the love of women; but he lacks
the means for achieving these satisfactions” (SE 16376). Consequently,
Freud argued, artists retreat from reality into the world of fantasy, where
they attempt to make their dreams come true. While conceding that true
artists manage to shape their daydreams in such a way as to find a path
back to reality, thus fulfilling their wishes, Freud nevertheless theorized
art as a substitute gratification. Little wonder, then, that few artists have
been pleased with Freud’s pronouncements.

Nor have many artists been sympathetic to Freud’s preoccupation
with sexuality and aggression; his deterministic vision of human life; his
combative, polemical temperament; his self-fulfilling belief that psycho-
analysis brings out the worst in people; and his imperialistic claim that
psychoanalysis, which he regarded as his personal creation, would ex-
plore and conquer vast new territories. He chose as the epigraph for The
Interpretation of Dreams (1900) a quotation from The Aeneid “Flectere
si nequeo superos, Acheronta movebo” (“If I cannot bend the Higher
Powers, I will move the Infernal Regions™). Although he denied that
there was anything Promethean about his work, he regarded himself as
one of the disturbers of the world’s sleep. The man who asserted that
“psycho-analysis is in a position to speak the decisive word in all ques-
tions that touch upon the imaginative life of man” (SE 19208) could
hardly expect to win many converts among creative writers, who were
no less familiar with the imaginative life of humankind and who resented
his intrusion into their domain.

Freud viewed psychoanalysts as scientists, committed to the reality
principle and to heroic self-renunciation. He perceived artists, by con-
trast—and women—as neurotic and highly narcissistic, devoted to the
pleasure principle, intuiting mysterious truths which they could not
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rationally understand. “Kindly nature has given the artist the ability to
express his most secret mental impulses, which are hidden even from
himself,” he stated in Leonardo da Vinci and a Memory of His Child-
hood in 1910 (SE 11107). The artist, in Freud’s judgment, creates beauty,
but the psychoanalyst analyzes its meaning and “penetrates” it, with all
the phallic implications thereof. As much as he admired artists, Freud
did not want to give them credit for knowing what they are doing.
Moreover, although he always referred to artists as male, he assumed
that art itself was essentially female; and he was drawn to the “seductive”
nature of art even as he resisted its embrace, lest he lose his masculine
analytical power. He wanted to be called a scientist, not an artist.

From the beginning of his career, then, the marriage Freud envisioned
between the artist and the analyst was distinctly unequal and patriarchal.
For their part, most creative writers have remained wary of psychoanal-
ysis. Franz Kafka, James Joyce, and D. H. Lawrence were fascinated by
psychoanalytic theory and appropriated it, in varying degrees, in their
stories, but they all remained skeptical of Freud’s therapeutic claims and
declined to be analyzed.

Most artists do not want to be “cured,” fearing that their creativity
will be imperiled, and they certainly do not want psychoanalysts to
probe their work; they agree with Wordsworth that to dissect is to
murder. Vladimir Nabokov’s sardonic reference to Freud as the “Vien-
nese witch doctor”” and his contemptuous dismissal of psychoanalysis as
black magic are extreme examples of creative writers” mistrust of psycho-
analytic interpretations of literature. “[A]ll my books should be stamped
Freudians Keep Out,” Nabokov writes in Bend Sinister (xii). Humbert
Humbert speaks for his creator when he observes in Lolita that the
difference between the rapist and therapist is but a matter of spacing
(147).

Freud never lost faith that psychoanalysis could cast light upon a wide
variety of academic subjects. In the short essay “On the Teaching of
Psycho-Analysis in Universities” (1919), he maintained that his new
science has a role not only in medical schools but also in the “solutions
of problems” in art, philosophy, religion, literature, mythology, and
history. “The fertilizing effects of psycho-analytic thought on these
other disciplines,” Freud wrote enthusiastically, “would certainly con-
tribute greatly towards forging a closer link, in the sense of a universitas
literarum, between medical science and the branches of learning which
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lie within the sphere of philosophy and the arts” (SE 17173). Regret-
tably, he did not envision in the same essay a cross-fertilization, a desire,
that is, for other disciplines to pollinate psychoanalysis.

Elsewhere, though, Freud was willing to acknowledge a more recip-
rocal relationship between the analyst and the creative writer. He opened
his first published essay on literary criticism, “Delusions and Dreams in
Jensen’s Gradiva” (1907), with the egalitarian statement that “creative
writers are valued allies and their evidence is to be highly prized, for
they are apt to know a whole host of things between heaven and earth of
which our philosophy has not yet let us dream” (SE 98), an allusion to
his beloved Hamlet’s affirmation of the mystery of all things. Conceding
that literary artists have been, from time immemorial, precursors to
scientists, Freud concluded that the ‘“creative writer cannot evade the
psychiatrist nor the psychiatrist the creative writer, and the poetic treat-
ment of a psychiatric theme can turn out to be correct without any
sacrifice of its beauty” (SE 9:44).

It is in the spirit of this equal partnership between literature and
psychoanalysis that New York University Press launches the present
series. We intend to publish books that are genuinely interdisciplinary,
theoretically sophisticated, and clinically informed. The literary critic’s
insights into psychoanalysis are no less valuable than the psychoanalyst’s
insights into literature. Gone are the days when psychoanalytic critics
assumed that Freud had a master key to unlock the secrets of literature.
Instead of reading literature to confirm psychoanalytic theory, many
critics are now reading Freud to discover how his understanding of
literature shaped the evolution of his theory. In short, the master-slave
relationship traditionally implicit in the marriage between the literary
critic and the psychoanalyst has given way to a healthier dialogic rela-
tionship, in which each learns from and contributes to the other’s disci-
pline.

Indeed, the prevailing ideas of the late twentieth century are strikingly
different from those of the late nineteenth century, when literature and
psychoanalysis were first allied. In contrast to Freud, who assumed he
was discovering absolute truth, we now believe that knowledge, particu-
larly in the humanities and social sciences, is relative and dependent upon
cultural contexts. Freud’s classical drive theory, with its mechanistic
implications of cathectic energy, has given way to newer relational models
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such as object relations, self psychology, and interpersonal psychoanal-
ysis, affirming the importance of human interaction. Many early psycho-
analytic ideas, such as the death instinct and the phylogenetic transmis-
sion of memories, have fallen by the wayside, and Freud’s theorizing on
female psychology has been recognized as a reflection of his cultural
bias.

Significant developments have also taken place in psychoanalytic lit-
erary theory. An extraordinary variety and synthesis of competing ap-
proaches have emerged, including post-Freudian, Jungian, Lacanian,
Horneyan, feminist, deconstructive, psycholinguistic, and reader re-
sponse. Interest in psychoanalytic literary criticism is at an all-time high,
not just in the handful of journals devoted to psychological criticism, but
in dozens of mainstream journals that have traditionally avoided psycho-
logical approaches to literature. Scholars are working on identity theory,
narcissism, gender theory, mourning and loss, and creativity. Addition-
ally, they are investigating new areas, such as composition theory and
pedagogy, and exploring the roles of resistance, transference, and coun-
tertransference in the classroom.

“In the end we depend / On the creatures we made,” Freud observed
at the close of his life (Letters, 425), quoting from Goethe’s Faust; and in
the end psychoanalytic literary criticism depends on the scholars who
continue to shape it. All serious scholarship is an act of love and devo-
tion, and for many of the authors in this series, including myself, psy-
choanalytic literary criticism has become a consuming passion, in some
cases a lifelong one. Like other passions, there is an element of idealiza-
tion here. For despite our criticisms of Freud, we stand in awe of his
achievements; and even as we recognize the limitations of any single
approach to literature, we find that psychoanalysis has profoundly illu-
minated the human condition and inspired countless artists. In the words
of the fictional “Freud” in D. M. Thomas’s extraordinary novel The
White Hotel (1981), “Long may poetry and psychoanalysis continue to
highlight, from their different perspectives, the human face in all its
nobility and sorrow” (143n.).

Jeffrey Berman
Professor of English
State University of New York at Albany
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Narcissism and the Literary Libido






Political Ties and Libidinal Ruptures:
Narcissism as the Origin and End of
Textual Production

Ideology necessarily implies the libidinal in-
vestment of the individual subject.

Jameson, The Political Unconscious

This book is about change—changes in people, changes in value, changes
in thinking, changes in perception, changes in attention, and changes in
the intensity of attention. This subtle continuum between changes in
people and changes in the intensity of attention is part of the complexity
of change. Because readers and teachers direct (and to some extent
control) acts of attention, a better understanding of this continuum is
important. We need a theoretical framework that will help us understand
how changes in the intensity of attention affect social action and value.

There are many simple ways to explain changes in human behavior.
People will change what they do if they are threatened by weapons or
their paychecks are withheld. People will also change as a result of
changes in the material conditions of their life. New technologies can
change jobs and in so doing often change attitudes as well. In the liberal
arts, however, there has been a long-standing assumption that language,
in and of itself, can cause change. This power, located ambiguously in
language, has been traditionally termed rhetoric. Rhetoric designates a
force in language manipulating how people experience value. Too often,
this assumption about the power of rhetoric to affect change is either
totally dismissed as wishful thinking or so crudely believed that different
political groups are willing to harm others in their attempt to control or
regulate language use.



2 POLITICAL TIES AND LIBIDINAL RUPTURES

Because of the importance of human change, both social and psycho-
logical, we must investigate more thoroughly the subtle resources of
rhetoric. For many scholars, rhetoric refers to a formal study of language
and communication. Rhetoric is concerned with the rules, strategies, and
structures of discourse. For others, rhetoric describes the experience of a
discourse stimulating change. This often ignored relationship between
the structure and the experience of language is another concern of my
study. The theoretical ideas that we entertain need to be supported by
our experiences and our empirical observations. Theoretical discussions
of language should help us make better sense of day-to-day experiences.

Kenneth Burke, whose study of rhetoric was broadened by his study
of psychoanalytic theory, made an important contribution to under-
standing puzzling relations between language and experience when he
equated the mechanism of rhetoric with identification. We are prompted
to agree with speakers, he says, when we come to identify with them. In
many respects, this book pursues Burke’s interest in the relationship
between rhetoric and identification.! Identification, however, is a com-
plex and unwieldy concept. The term applies equally well to situations
where we imagine ourselves as different from what we are, as we try to
imagine ourselves as like another, and situations where we imagine others
as different from what they are, because we want them to be like our-
selves. In the former case, we try to change ourselves in order to be more
like others. In the latter case, we try to change—or perceive others
differently—in order treat them like ourselves. Identification is crucial
for all rhetorical functions, but the term identification oversimplifies the
complexity of the psychological processes involved in responding to the
discourse of others. For reasons I soon make clear, I have decided to
elaborate on Burke’s term, identification, by giving special emphasis to
another related term, narcissism. Recent study of narcissistic processes
has yielded a more complete understanding of the various forms and
intensities of identification.

The term narcissism is associated with the Greek myth of Narcissus
and its theme of self-love, and is used by both psychoanalysts and
literary critics to describe a wide range of conscious and unconscious,
interpersonal and intrapersonal phenomena. If we turn to Freud to dis-
cover precisely what narcissism means, however, we are likely to turn
away more confused. In his 1910 footnote to “Three Essays on the
Theory of Sexuality,” Freud associated narcissism with autoerotic self-
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stimulation and speculated that such tendencies could explain homosex-
uality.? By 1914 Freud saw wider applications for the concept of libidinal
“self-love.” In “On Narcissism: An Introduction,” Freud used the con-
cept of narcissistic cathexis (the self’s investing energy in itself) to explain
narcissistic rewards to be gained from sleep, schizophrenia, and hypo-
chondria.’ These conditions, Freud postulated, offer satisfaction because
they offer a regressive experience of returning to early childhood’s bliss-
ful oneness with the mother. Freud still imagined narcissism as a partic-
ularly self-reflexive dimension of experiencing and pursuing desire, but
he began to take an interest in the concept’s potential to make sense of
various transformations of libido. In his account of mourning in 1917,
Freud explained the mourner’s loss of “libidinal” interest in the external
world in terms of narcissism. Mourners, he suggested, lose interest in
the outside world because they have “narcissistically” withdrawn libido
into the self.

Freud’s concern for the puzzling symptoms of mourning, profound
dejection, cessation of interest in the external world, inability to love,
general inhibition of all activity, and a lowering of self-esteem, indicates
an important truth about the nature of human libidinal attachments.
People seldom respond to major loss by simply choosing and pursing a
new object of desire. Instead, people suffer a feeling of emptiness that
must be “worked through” before “transformed libido”” can be directed
to new objects. A physically painful experience of emptiness must be
suffered by the self; a complex process of suffering must be accepted and
endured before “libido” can be redirected again to the outside world. If
an old refrigerator quits working, people typically junk it and eagerly go
out to buy a new model. If “Lassie” dies, however, no one quickly
dumps the body and walks happily to a well-stocked pet store. Changes
in deeply invested objects of human desire are not simple affairs. Changes
in desire often require complicated changes in people. To explain these
changes adequately, one must understand Freud’s observations about
“transformations in libido™ and its relation to narcissism.

Literary theory and rhetorical theory most often talk about transfor-
mations in value, rather than transformations in libido. We often think
of changes in value as a rational (or an irrational) process that proceeds
forward as if the subject were an inert appendage being dragged along by
other very different forces. In some cases this is true; but it is not true in
those cases that affect us most. As Jameson’s quote (see chap. epigraph)
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suggests, major transformations in value must occur first at the level of
transformations in the “libidinal investment of the individual subject.”
The changes that most require rhetorical skill, those made difficult be-
cause of deep investments in ideas and values, require complex libidinal
transformations.

My intention in this book is to demonstrate that the central focus for
rhetorical study should not be language exclusively, but should include
the relations between language and libidinal structures. Libidinal struc-
tures are the components of self-structure. These structures are com-
posed by our interaction with language and experience and they modify
our sense of both ourselves and the world. If we look carefully at literary
language, we can see interactions between self-structure and libidinal
structure driving rhetorical operations. In order to understand this claim,
however, we must develop a greater understanding of libido. I have
claimed that the concept of identification can be more thoroughly under-
stood by examining psychoanalytic research on narcissism. I also want
to suggest that narcissism can be more thoroughly understood if we
examine its relationship to libidinal transformations.

The concept of libido has always been charged with ambiguity, but
psychoanalytic theory has found the term very handy for discussing the
flow of human desire and for describing changes in the object or intensity
of desire. Heinz Kohut talks of libido as a force that makes people and
objects seem interesting. Libido is an energy investing objects (both
human beings in the psychoanalytic sense of the term and material
everyday objects like cars and clothes) with appeal and desirability.* In
the crudest sense, libido is the force of sexual attraction. This sexual
dimension should not be underestimated. Stephen Mitchell points out
that “sex is a powerful organizer of experience,” subtly affecting the tone
of our perceptions.® In common experience, however, the sexual energy
of libido often seems quite diffuse. People are libidinally invested in
many objects—clothes, cars, computers, guns, coffee makers. This does
not mean that there is an explicit sexual experience generated by these
objects. But it does mean that the investments made in these objects are
not trivial. How can we understand this attachment? How can we under-
stand, for example, the reluctance of the adult to junk an old coffee
maker?

Mitchell’s discussion of the child’s early ““sexual” experiences is help-
ful here: “Bodily sensations, processes, and events dominate the child’s
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early experience. . . . The child draws on and generalizes from the major
patterns of bodily experience in constructing and representing a view of
the world and other people.”® These early constructions and representa-
tions are linked to strong feelings of pleasure and pain, and are “libidi-
nal” systems of fantasy and memory that become building blocks for
experience and self-identity. Because infantile sexuality is so poorly
understood, libidinal perception and libidinal experience are also poorly
understood. But it is clear that some modes of thinking and perceiving
are especially energetic and linked to bodily experience. This form of
experience seems related to the idea of “gut level” experience. It is similar
to the child’s experience of the world, because this form of thinking is
experienced in the body, not just in the mind. It is more “attached” to
things—attached, for example, to old clothes or old coffee makers.
Consequently, it is a mode of thinking more vivid, more intense, and
more interesting than usual.

In addition, it operates according to its own principles, often indiffer-
ent to the demands of rational thought. Both Freud and Lacan argued
that humans develop logical abstract thought in order to free themselves
from childlike attachments to objects and images. But logic and abstract
thought do not end more primitive thought attached to objects; it simply
pushes it into the unconscious. According to Freud, “The system Ucs
contains the thing-cathexes [the libidinal investments] of the objects, the
first and true object-cathexes.”” We might thus consider the unconscious
not simply as a reservoir of repressed or forgotten memories, but as a
system of unconscious libidinal attachments that affects our attention to
and response to conscious objects.

Understood in the broadest sense, libido is a “psychic energy” that
can invest almost anything with an attractiveness that does not at all seem
sexual. Both advertising and art attempt to orchestrate the flow of libido
in order to reposition or revalue particular cultural items, ideas, or
situations. The glamorous blonde draped languorously over the hood of
the red sports car may be “sexy” in the literal sense of the word, but her
presence bestows the car with a “sexiness” of another order. The car
becomes the center of an acquisitive gaze that makes all its details seem
glamorous and noteworthy. Clearly, an understanding of libidinal “flow”
can contribute to our understanding of rhetoric. The car ad example
makes it clear that the cold metallic and mechanical structures of a vehicle
can become rhetorically enhanced by means of libidinal manipulations.
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Advertisers know they can manipulate us into feeling an attachment for
the car if they can first elicit an attachment we already have for the
blonde.

Although narcissism is usually associated with self-love, it is rather
easy to see how the admiration of cars and many other fashionably
produced objects can be as narcissistic as gazing in a mirror. When we
are libidinally invested in cars, it is often not the cars that we actually
care about; we care about ourselves. In looking at the car, we are
concerned about our own self-image.® The car takes on value because we
project something narcissistic about ourselves into it. The blonde does
not give the car her sex appeal simply by appearing with it. We create
the glamour of both the woman and the car because we project glamour
onto the object. We are creatures of history and culture, and this makes
us active and not passive in the creation of our own feelings. We project
libidinal qualities onto objects—cars and blondes—according to compli-
cated rules of status, gender, memory, and mood.

In the Analysis of the Self, a ground-breaking book on the concept of
narcissism, Kohut observes that whereas narcissism is usually associated
with self-love (or the libidinal investment of the self), narcissism actually
supports a wide array of libidinal investments. People, material objects,
human activities, and even thoughts can be invested with “narcissistic
libido.” Narcissistic libido, not only for Kohut (unlike Freud), contrib-
utes to “mature object relationships™ (to healthy human relationships).
It also forms ““the main source of libidinal fuel for some of the sociocul-
turally important activities which are subsumed under the term creativ-
ity.”? Artists, Kohut argues, direct and invest “narcissistic libido” when
they spend enormous time and effort in shaping a work—an apparently
inconsequential flow of words or a squat block of wood—that becomes
singularly important because it seems to “contain” or “express” a deeply
human feeling.

Narcissistic libido helps to produce a work of art, and, in a different
way, makes a work of art interesting. Narcissistic libido accounts for the
laborious attention that critics give to such seemingly inconsequential
products. The uninitiated often find art criticism tiresome, but the art
critic usually takes great pleasure in the inspection, analysis, and discus-
sion of art. Minute details that would seem accidental or irrelevant to
many people appear full of meaning and consequence. Artworks repay
such attention because they, in some manner, initiate complex imagina-
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tive experience and “gratify” the narcissistic libido of those who invest
time in them.

People who appreciate art claim that it prompts them to see things
differently, that is, to experience events differently. We sometimes imag-
ine that these events are caused by the external object, but in reality these
experiences are caused by the interaction between the observer and the
object observed. These experiences occur when observers “invest” some-
thing of themselves in the object.

This notion of “investment” is an important idea; we might under-
stand it best by considering our relationship to people. When narcissistic
libido is invested in people, narcissistic needs can give people a special
aura of “grandeur” or desirability. Kohut argues that this grandeur is the
result of narcissistic libidinal investments. This grandeur is produced by
an investment of “narcissistic libido” because an unconscious aspect of
the observer’s self-structure makes the person observed seem attractive.
Part of the psychic structure missing in the observer is perceived as
existing in the object observed. Kohut points out:

The intensity of the search for and of the dependency on these objects [people] is
due to the fact that they are striven for as a substitute for the missing segments
of the psychic structure. They are not objects (in the psychological sense of the

term) since they are not loved or admired for their attributes, and the actual
features of their personalities, and their actions, are only dimly recognized.®

In Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman, Linda Loman’s attachment to
Willy illustrates the commonplace truth of Kohut’s ideas. Linda “more
than loves” Willy, Miller writes, “she admires him as though his mercu-
rial nature, his temper, his massive dreams and little cruelties served her
only as sharp reminders of the turbulent longings within him, longings
which she shares but lacks the temperament to utter and follow to their
end.” ! Because Willy serves Linda as a substitute for a missing part of
her own nature, Linda does not see him fully. She is repeatedly hurt by
his failings and his “little cruelties.” But, as Miller observes, she has
developed an “iron repression of her exceptions to Willy’s behavior.”

In this example, as in many others, the investment of narcissistic
libido in objects operates to make objects seem grand or valuable. At the
same time, however, this investment can disguise the real nature of the
thing admired. Certain people or objects are needed because of narcissis-
tic need, but this same need dictates that these people or objects cannot
be seen realistically.
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This overinflation of the object or person should be an interesting
theme for rhetoricians. I suggested earlier that narcissistic libido makes
objects seem valuable primarily by disguising their true qualities; but I
should draw more careful attention to this behavior. Narcissistic libido
seems to disguise an object because it encourages us to pay only selective
attention to it. Narcissistic libido can be considered a sort of light that,
when shone on an object, can partly hide it by revealing it according to a
particular and limited effect of shade and shadow; some facets are accen-
tuated, other facets are hidden. Rhetoric constantly makes use of this
lighting effect as it presents objects in particularly crafted ways in order
to make them appear useful or valuable.

Rhetoric, I argue at some length, is facilitated through the libidinal
manipulations of an object. Other psychoanalytic accounts of rhetoric
emphasize the importance of fantasy, transference, and identification.!?
These phenomena are indeed important, but consideration of libidinal
manipulation offers an added tool to investigate rhetorical transactions.
It allows us to examine texts more closely, to see interactions between
signifiers and experience, to see links between particular words and wider
patterns of signification found in plots, characters, and even readers. For
example, when Conrad’s Marlow first describes his impressions of Kurtz
he says:

I had heard Mr. Kurtz was in there. I had heard enough about it, too—God
knows! Yet somehow it didn’t bring any image with it—no more than if I had

been told an angel or a fiend was in there. I believed it the same way one of you
might believe there are inhabitants in the planet Mars."

A few pages later, however, when Marlow hears the manager and his
nephew talk about Kurtz, Marlow suddenly gets a vivid image:

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

The image appears when Marlow makes a narcissistic and a libidinal
investment in Kurtz. The image makes Kurtz “real.” It is produced
when Marlow, who wants to be a great explorer, identifies with Kurtz’s
apparently brave decision to set “his face towards the depths of the
wilderness.” Marlow has had some firsthand experience of the “depths
of the wilderness,” and he begins to understand and take a real interest
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in Kurtz when he sees him turning to this exotic, threatening, and
fascinating darkness. Kurtz therefore becomes real for Marlow when
there is a narcissistic libidinal investment in his representation.

Many things in daily experience are made more real, alive, and impor-
tant because of narcissistic investments. As teachers, we know the impor-
tance of this moment of special “recognition,” a moment when students
feel that they can “relate” to the text. This is a crucial event for classroom
discussions—in its own terms and in terms of the critical resources we
can bring to bear on it. Yet this event is infrequently discussed, and too
often negotiated in intuitive terms only.

Most often our libidinal investments are relatively fixed by the struc-
tures of our character. We might consider character as something very
much like an organization of libidinal investments. These investments
are relatively stable, so we see the world according to customary patterns
of perception and value. In reading, as I argue in some detail in the
following chapters, rhetorical strategies make libidinal investments fluid
so that libido can shift to new objects, allowing us to consider as “inter-
esting” objects we might in other situations dismiss or recognize only
according to established patterns of habit. Through rhetorical manipula-
tion, things not otherwise invested with narcissistic libido become in-
vested with narcissistic libido.

Just as the blonde can make the car seem interesting, a Romantic lyric
about the wind can suddenly seem important when it engages rhetorical
structures that promote identification and shifts in libidinal investment.
Students who may initially care little about Shelley’s meditations on the
west wind in Italy can often identify with the mood changes described in
the poem and soon come to feel that the experiences described are very
much like their own. In “light” of this perception, metaphors such as
the “breath of Autumn’s being” and images such as “dead leaves,”
“winged seeds,” and “sweet buds” become the focus of a caring atten-
tion that frequently deepens and intensifies the reader’s own appreciation
of both nature (the objects of nature are visualized more acutely) and
inner experience. Students sometimes comment that after reading the
poem they experience a kind of rejuvenation, a feeling that can accom-
pany a mood change when it is no longer something passively endured,
but something actively anticipated and cultivated.

My discussion of Conrad and Shelley indicates that shifts in libidinal
investment help students (and people in general) to take a more particular
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interest in the subjects of discourse. In the following chapters I describe
rhetorical structures as devices that allow libido to be more “fluid,”
more able to move from one location to another. We often think of a
text’s rhetoric as equivalent to the value it endorses: A text’s rhetoric is
its message or its meaning. But we might more usefully think of a text’s
rhetoric as broader and more encompassing, something quite different
from message or meaning. Rhetoric, considered from this perspective, is
not the message of a text, but the specific ways—often present in the
form of textual scenes, structures, or vocabulary—by means of which
texts prompt readers to entertain, in the literal sense of the word, a new
argument about value.

If we think of rhetoric as a force that pulls a reader or listener from
one value to another, then the rhetorical power of a text would reflect its
ability first to divide readers from their own customary self with its
rigidly invested values, and second, make them feel that such a custom-
ary self is not desirable. Rhetoric works by convincing us that, although
we have not considered it seriously before, we are really happier with a
new perspective. This new perspective is something we have hitherto
disregarded or seen as undesirable, but by means of the text’s modifica-
tion of our perceptions, we now see it as more compatible with our
larger system of value. In the case of Shelley’s “Ode to the West Wind,”
a student participating in the strategies and libidinal shiftings of the poem
may come to see that poetry is not dead and unimaginative, but relevant
and engaging.

Textual rhetoric is aided by the mechanisms with which literary texts
promote a “fluidity” of libidinal investments.!> When the rhetoric of a
text is successful, the libidinal structures of the reader are modified by
the libidinally charged linguistic structures of the text. Texts that pro-
mote a fluidity of libidinal investments have more rhetorical power than
texts that simply and rigidly assert a value position. Many literary works,
such as Melville’s Billy Budd, for example, labor to promote fluidity by
encouraging multilayered conflictual and complex judgments on values,
each position inviting identification. When texts simultaneously both
invite a play of identification and structure a perception of conflict, they
put pressure on fixed patterns of libidinal attachments. Barbara Johnson
comments on Billy Budd: “The effect of . . . explicit oscillations of
judgment within the text is to underline the importance of the act of
judging while rendering its outcome undecidable.”® Often texts seem to
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need critics to encourage readers to appreciate such “fluid” modes of
judgment that Johnson describes. But often enough, writers consciously
discuss the importance of encouraging contradictory perceptions. For
example, in The Crack Up, Fitzgerald argues that “the test of a first-rate
intelligence is the ability to hold two opposed ideas in the mind at the
same time, and still retain the ability to function.”!”

Literature is a verbal genre that is conspicuous in its ability both to
induce identification and promote a conflictual vision of value. Literature
is also a verbal genre that encourages us to appreciate and take aesthetic
pleasure in an ambiguity or conflict that, in other contexts, we might
find too stressful and disorienting. Thus, at the same time that it struc-
tures a perception of conflict, literature typically reduces our anxiety
about it. As Aristotle observed long ago, we can take pleasure in literary
representations of the tragic. Simon Lesser argues that

when we read fiction we are ordinarily relaxed and secure, so that we can see
things that might elude us at other times. In imagination we can experiment, try
out various approaches to our problems, alter this or that circumstance to see
what results ensue.®

When the rhetoric of a text is successful, it weakens the rigidity of value
commitment as it encourages satisfying narcissistic alliances and provides
a secure space for entertaining new concerns, interests, and values.

The reading of literature offers a protected space for what Stephen
Mitchell calls “self-regulation”: “Human beings are simultaneously self-
regulating and field regulating.” ' Humans attempt, at the same time, to
maintain a coherent sense of self and a coherent sense of their relations
with others. “We are concerned,” Mitchell says:

with both the creation and maintenance of a relatively stable, coherent sense of
self out of the continual ebb and flow of perception and affect, and the creation
and maintenance of dependable, sustaining connections with others, both in
actuality and as internal presences. The dialectic between self-definition and
connection with others is complex and intricate, with one or the other sometimes
being more prominent. Self-regulatory and field regulatory processes sometimes
enhance each other and sometimes are at odds with other, forming the basis for
powerful conflicts.?®

This dialectic between internal and external world is central and inescap-
able for human thought. Too often in daily life, however, the human ego
is too rigid and inflexible to be fully responsive to needed adjustments.
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Given this usual context of ego rigidity, the reading of literature can
offer narcissistic support to insulate the ego from anxiety and reduce ego
rigidity. In reading, the threatening world outside can seem held at a
distance from vulnerable self-systems. The self does not face the world
but only its representations of it. Chapter 4 discusses this protected space
of reading in relation to Victor Nell’s description of the “state of absorp-
tion” common to readers. In this narcissistically protected space, our
perceptions of the world can be more playful; libido is made more fluid
to experiment with internal representations, thereby formulating new
adjustments in both the self-system and the field system.

Reading is narcissistic in three senses. First it is narcissistic in so far as
it offers a protected space for reading, space that is regressive, self-
referential, and insular. Second, reading is narcissistic because it engages
the narcissistic dialectics that contribute to the ongoing regulation of the
self-system and thus greater mastery of psychic conflict. Literary engage-
ment relaxes the ego, so it can entertain conflict and take pleasure in
narcissistic dialectics that in other contexts would be too threatening.
Last, reading is narcissistic to the extent that it experiments with imag-
inary libidinal investments and transformations.

Theorists from Freud to Lacan have described narcissism differently,
but there is one thread that runs through all these theoretical positions:
an interest in the nature, quality, and fluidity of libidinal investments.
Freud first began to develop a complicated notion of narcissism when he
saw its potential to explain transformations in libido. More recently,
Otto Kernberg has developed his own understanding of narcissism by
emphasizing the relationship between narcissism and the “vicissitudes of
libido.” According to Kernberg, “Narcissism cannot be divorced from
the study of the vicissitudes of both libido and aggression and from the
study of the vicissitudes of internalized object relations.”?! For Kernberg
narcissism is a term covering those processes whereby the various inter-
nal components—libido, aggression, and internalized objects—of the
self are modified. Kernberg’s account of narcissism broadens Freud’s
account by seeing narcissism in developmental and not exclusively patho-
logical terms.

Kernberg’s explanation of the relationship between narcissism and
libido is especially interesting because it suggests that libidinal attach-
ments are not driven fundamentally by instinct, but driven by a cultur-
ally and psychologically conditioned flow of desire determined initially
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and most forcefully by early identifications with parents and caretakers.
Stated simply, what we want is determined by whom we identify with.
This simple statement, however, oversimplifies the relationships in-
volved. A direct quote from Kernberg will give a fuller sense of the range
and implication of his insight:

Libido and aggression differentiate out of the undifferentiated matrix common to
the ego and the id. The organization of these two drives occurs under the
influence of the developing internalized object relations,[that is, early self-struc-
ture building identifications with others] which, in turn, are integrated under the
organizing influence of affects. . . .

The biologically determined intensity of affects can be channeled into ever
more complex intrapsychic motivational systems; but—except under extreme
circumstances—there is no direct mechanical relationship between biological
pressures and psychic functioning.?

The so-called “drives” of attachment and hostility come to us as feeling
states as we participate in and imitate the subjectivity of those around us.
The intensity of emotion—pleasure and pain—is partly a biological
experience, but it is also an experience determined and structured by
intrapsychic components. It is structured and made complicated by “de-
veloping internalized object relations,” or our use of the emotional
structures of others as components in our own inner identity patterns.
Thus, for Kernberg, it is not so much biology as various libidinal and
aggressive organizations found in memory, identification, and perception
(organizations of libidinal investments) that lay down structures that
shape enduring patterns of human pleasure and pain.

Heinz Kohut, in a similar argument, suggests that “drives” are not
biologically programmed ““instincts,” but are derivatives of early forms
of identifications. For Kohut, humans are “driven” most primordially
by a desire to enlarge or secure the “being” of the self. Any “abnormali-
ties of the drives,” Kohut argues, are merely “‘the symptomatic conse-
quences of [a] . . . central defect in the self.”? Kohut, like Kernberg,
disavows traditional Freudian theory. He argues that how we feel and
what we want are largely the result of complex patterns of libidinal
investments—not of instincts (innate biological drives)—directed pri-
marily by our particular attachments, identifications, and interactions
with others.

When narcissism is seen in the larger context of libido theory rather
than in the more limited context of maladjusted behavior, we will be in a
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better position to understand the configurations of perception, emotion,
and cognition that fund rhetorical transformations. The work of Kohut
and Kernberg distinguishes between narcissistic personality disorders
and narcissistic strategies for defense or development common to all
people.?* Kohut diverges more radically from classical psychoanalytic
theory than Kernberg, but both men propose a theory of ego develop-
ment emphasizing the role of narcissistic investments in the formation of
the internal structure of the self. The particular nature of our libidinal
investments in processes such as empathy, identification, idealization,
loss, and mourning, for example, can alter who we are and what we
think. It seems only too true, thus, that the “rhetoric” of early character
formation is the work of libidinal investment.

This theory of development (found in different ways in both object-
relations theory and self-psychology) emphasizes that the structure of
the self develops initially in terms of the child’s earliest identifications.
Identification means, as Thomas Ogden states, not only “a modeling of
oneself after the external object, but, as in the case of superego forma-
tion, a process by which the functions of the external object are instated
within the psyche.”? The self thus takes its internal structure, its being,
its emotions, fears, and motivations, from its interaction with others in
its world. Identification is not simply a gesture that identity performs; it
is a gesture that can form and transform identity.

Freud’s work indicates that identifications follow the paths of our
libidinal investments.?® Our most profound identifications, however,
seem to be in response to the experience of loss. First of all, we suffer
when a person close to us is lost because, as Freud says, we are “unwill-
ing to abandon” our libidinal attachment to the object (the person).
Though the object is gone, we cannot abandon it, and we are unwilling
to accept substitutions. The object is present in our imaginations, and we
persist in our attachment to it.

We are able to “work through” the experience of loss gradually as we
come to internalize the lost properties of the object. Internalization
occurs when libido attached to the object is not abandoned, but instead
withdrawn to the self-structure of the mourner. The person in mourning,
instead of giving up that which is lost, appropriates for subjectivity
particular qualities belonging to one lost. A mourner internalizes for
self-structure certain qualities of the person lost. In many cases, these are
“admired” qualities” and they become self functions; for example, we
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may internalize a parent’s discipline or nurturing concern when we lose
that parent. Human character is thus changed because of this narcissistic
“transformation of libido.”

Acts of identification are not always as consequential as those acts of
identification that heal the psychic wound of loss. But all acts of identi-
fication, attachment, and admiration can be considered narcissistic. Nar-
cissism, in the broadest sense, does not refer to a specific model of
deviant behavior. It refers to a theoretical understanding of the dynamic
relationships between our ““internalizations” of “external” objects and
our libidinal models of aspiration and identity. Although many theorists
continue to emphasize the primary importance of early childhood expe-
rience in the development of self-structure, contemporary theorists are
more open to considering the impact of adult experience on character.

Theories of narcissism seek to understand the ways various needs and
self-images are activated or adopted in times of stress. Narcissism refers
most fundamentally to a process: “the cathexis of the self,” the self’s
libidinal involvement with itself, its mode of investing energy in evalua-
tive, protective, and developmental functions. In order to develop, the
ego must cathect itself and must have itself as the object of its own
aspirations. If the ego did not cathect itself there would be no superego,
no ego ideals, and no truly human behavior. Thus the growth of human
identity is necessarily “narcissistic” in the broad sense of the term. Such
a usage does not imply a negative character disorder; it merely character-
izes the necessarily self-referential psychodynamics of individuation.

I use the concept of narcissism, as the new post-Freudian psychoana-
lytic studies have come to understand it, to examine a web of phenomena
affiliated with the rhetorical dynamics of identification and libidinal
investment.

If an understanding of narcissism helps us to understand the particular
shifts in attention and interest that direct a reader’s response to a text, an
understanding of narcissism also can help to explain the larger force that
makes rhetoric operate as a force of change. In certain respects, self-
identity is enormously conservative and resistant to change. Freud em-
phasizes the ego’s desire to preserve itself. But at the same time, the ego
wants to be greater and more powerful. Narcissism thus emerges as a
form of desire in which the ego is willing to entertain change as a
movement toward that ever mythical “greater being.” Narcissism pre-
sides over a state of affairs in which—because we always want to be
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more than we are—some aspect of the self, at some level, desires change.
Of course, the permutations and duplicities of change are enormously
complex, but the central motive for change would seem to be narcissistic
in nature. We accept or embrace change only because we think it will
somehow effect for us a “better” state of affairs.

This observation indicates that, as a term, narcissism should imply
dialogical—not solipsistic—relationships. The attention we give the word
narcissism usually triggers a dismissal of the ineluctably social nature of
narcissistic relations. Such a dismissal vastly oversimplifies narcissistic
phenomena. Narcissism needs an other. It needs an other to impress, to
model the self on, or to respond to. Narcissistic behavior is thus espe-
cially involved with social fashion and social status. However, the social
dimensions of narcissistic behavior, with their emphasis on vanity, are
larger in scope than these terms suggest.

Freud’s concept of primary narcissism, with its emphasis on a blissful
oneness with an imagined other, suggests the self in isolation. But sec-
ondary narcissism, which derives from primary narcissism, is emphati-
cally social in its concerns. Ellie Ragland-Sullivan explains that according
to Lacan “secondary narcissism, with its attributes of permanence as
manifest in ego ideals . . . [is] the basic process of humanization as well
as the cornerstone of human relations.”? This insistence on a profound
relationship between narcissism and “human relations” may seem sur-
prising. But if narcissism seeks to improve an image of the self by looking
elsewhere for identification, then narcissism is an essentially social mech-
anism. Narcissism, apparently the most private and individual of psycho-
logical forces, is also the most social, because it marks the self’s most
fundamental response to an image of otherness. It is the primary force
working at the cutting edge of the self’s differing from itself. The impli-
cations of these observations are important.

In serving to enhance the self, narcissism has the goal of enlargement
of being. But narcissism has no innately specific direction. Nothing and
no one, in and of itself, delivers increased being to the self. Plenty of
people and things promise increased being. But this promissory status is
infinitely paradoxical.

The “things” that “deliver” increased being to the self are largely
imaginary. Given this state of affairs, narcissism becomes closely tied to
the imagination. Imaginative experience helps to “supplement” objects
and events with narcissistic promise. This dynamic relationship between
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narcissism and imaginative needs cannot be overemphasized. Narcissistic
energy is usually bound, although precariously, by rather specific signi-
fiers or representations supported in their roles by culture, the family, or
the singular nature of individual experience. In such cases of binding,
however, the terms for signification are seldom fully adequate. Narcissis-
tic desire generally wants more than the formulations it accepts. Freud
speaks of narcissism in terms of “his majesty” the child. Kohut empha-
sizes the “grandiose” and “idealizing” gestures of narcissism. Because of
what one theorist called ““the narcissistic pursuit of perfection,” narcissis-
tic energy actively and constantly exercises the imagination in order to
see, grasp, and respond to people and situations in new and more desir-
able ways.?® Narcissistic energy funds both discourse and perception
actively seeking to create a social and material world that can more fully
satisfy narcissistic need.

In this context, writing becomes a rather powerful medium for trans-
ferring narcissistic needs into a social space. Narcissistic needs motivate
the creation of rhetorically effective discourse structures, and the narcis-
sistic energy activated by such rhetoric makes language a socially shared
imaginative space where narcissistic needs are shaped and explored.

Rhetorical language, in both its production and its reception, is espe-
cially haunted by both narcissistic investments and the turnings—that is,
the libidinal fluidity—of narcissistic investments. In any example of
discourse, textuality is “sculptured” by a subject’s (reader or author)
narcissistic investments: Some words or phrases are weighted, other
words or phrases are elided or relegated to marginal positions by selec-
tive acts of attention. In any act of writing, writers perform this sculpt-
ing, and in any act of reading, readers configure the meanings of texts by
enacting their own investments.

This sculpturing of value in language is universal. Language comes to
an author from a social world that structures emotion as it libidinally
invests language with “living” form, shape, and weight. As it is re-
worked by an author, however, language develops its own unique form,
shape, and weight. Furthermore, as readers respond to discourse pro-
duced by another, they libidinally edit and configure, according to their
own interests, the sculptured “messages™ they perceive in the discourse.

To the extent that literary products are linguistic mediums for narcis-
sistic investments, they are also mechanisms for the social interaction of
narcissistic investments. Literary texts bring diverse readers together in
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shared concerns. They designate a space where cultural values, ideologi-
cal claims, and even cultural discourse itself, under the pressure of con-
flicting social and personal concerns, undergoes conception, debate, and
evolution. Whereas private narcissistic investments often help us to ap-
preciate texts, it is also true that rhetorical interactions with others give
texts added depth and importance. Such interactions encourage us to
objectify our narcissistic investments—to state what we think and how
we care about texts. In these interactions we often discover that we
idealize what others repress, just as others may idealize what we repress.
In this manner, literary texts can, and usually do, become a space where
individual narcissistic investments are vigorously and socially negotiated.

The particular form of a text’s rhetorical resources for shifting libidi-
nal investments derives—at least in part—from the narcissistic nature of
textual production itself. An author produces a language invested with
narcissistic concerns and this sculpting affects a variety of verbal struc-
tures—character, plot, imagery, theme, and signification itself. Jeffrey
Berman points out that the Narcissus myth dramatizes all the “funda-
mental oppositions of human existence: reality/illusion, presence/ab-
sence, subject/object, unity/disunity, involvement/detachment.”? As these
“fundamental oppositions” play out their themes in regard to character,
plot, imagery, and language in all literary texts, they provide a structure
for an author’s narcissistic concerns and—as I argue—both a structure
and a stimulus for a fruitful dialogical relationship between the codings
of an author’s narcissistic text and a reader’s narcissistic interest.

Various empirical and theoretical resources could be used to support
the claim that writing begins as a narcissistic gesture. But it may be most
efficient to develop my argument by exploiting the work of Jacques
Derrida. Although Derrida’s work is no longer as influential as it once
was, it provides me with philosophical language which serves as a sort of
shorthand representation for ideas that would be more cumbersome to
develop in a psychological vocabulary. For Derrida, the center of writing
speaks the futile attempt of the being of a subject to come into being
through the presence of language. Writing is, in effect, a narcissistic
crutch: “When Nature as self-proximity comes to be forbidden or inter-
rupted, when speech fails to protect presence, writing becomes neces-
sary. It must be added to the word urgently.”°

Considered from this perspective, writing offers a narcissistic com-
pensation for a sensed failure in presence and being.?! Writing becomes a
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compromise formation that both expresses the ontological insecurity of
being and ameliorates that insecurity through the production of signifi-
cation. Writing allows a self to augment its anxiously depleted self-
presence, by the supplement of the word. Writing is a libidinal invest-
ment whose form seeks to extend and increase libidinal investments.
From a Lacanian perspective, the word is a particularly apt ontological
gamble. Writing is a “want to be,” but it is a “want to be” that wants to
be read. Writing always courts an other; writing seeks to be “the desire
of the other.”

Writing produces, magnifies, and extends the presence of self-con-
sciousness by seeming to represent it in language for others. In seeming
to represent self-consciousness in language, writing converts it into a
commodity and places this commodity (self-consciousness) outside the
self for consumption. Writing thus offers an imaginary representation of
self-consciousness as a commodity for recognition and appropriation.
The text, as a “representation” of self-consciousness, provides a space, a
habitation (in the form of signifiers), inviting an other to take up pres-
ence. It offers, in a subtle form, a verbal body to shore up the insecurity
of a self’s presence. Writing, then, begins as a narcissistic crutch; it is a
verbal, artificial prop for self. Successful writing, however, becomes
much more than a prop or a crutch. It produces for the artist a kind of
social recognition that mitigates narcissistic fears. As Freud points out,
the reality of the artist’s social recognition is a very powerful force. We
must understand why the artist is given such recognition and admiration.

Fundamentally, the text mediates between the narcissism of a writer
and the narcissism of a reader. The text links the insecure presence of a
reader to the insecure presence of the author. Both come to the signifier
for substance and, according to their appetites, both find something of
value. But this process is curiously paradoxical: The writer (among other
goals) seeks to appropriate being and status by attracting the reader’s
recognition; readers, on the other hand, seek to appropriate being and
status by recognizing themselves in the signification produced by the
writer. Both come to signification, the word, because of what they lack.
Yet, when the libidinal shifting of the texts is fruitful, the interaction
between the reader and author (at the locus of the text) seems able to
manufacture a commodity, an experience of “satisfaction” not available
to either. If both author and reader feel themselves “recognized” in a
satisfactory way, the pain of inner lack is ameliorated and a certain
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mysterious absent commodity, “being,” is satisfactorily produced and
consumed (even though it may or may not be, in a strict sense, shared).

If desire, as Lacan says, needs an other, then there is a fundamental
reciprocity linking the producer and consumer of literary productions.
An author’s desire is essentially an expression seeking to elicit and draw
power from the desiring response of a reader. Just as the child seeks
recognition and narcissistic support from the mother and gains such
support through both self-expression and the expression of frustration,
artists seek both to gain recognition and to express their conflictual
consciousness.

Just as the writer’s desire gestures toward a reader, the reader’s desire
gropes toward an otherness desired and apparently configured in the
text. Both author and reader are divided from themselves by their turn-
ing toward an otherness beyond them, in the text. This divergence of the
author and reader from themselves, however, becomes the basis for a
convergence of both author and reader on a textual medium that drama-
tizes, problematizes, reformulates—and in some paradoxical way satis-
fies—questions of being and value. This convergence of both author and
reader in the text provides the basis for a metaphysically complex com-
munity established by the fantastic nature of the text.

Writing, we want to say, produces a message. But some messages, the
kind we like to call literature, seem to multiply their meanings and,
further, survive temporal interpretive transformations. Readers keep
coming back to the ancestral bodies of many texts, thus keeping them
relevant as they comment on and reinvest something of themselves in
them. We could outline a history of the natural selection of texts, includ-
ing the historical, political, and psychological forces that determine their
character, their survival, and mode of reproduction. But such an outline
is not my purpose here. I do wish to suggest that as authors and readers
experience the various effects of recognition through textual production
and response, literary texts become forms for reformulating libidinal
investments. Literature becomes a vehicle whereby feelings, thoughts,
and social arrangements that may not be initially a part of the discourse
of a culture can become expressed, debated, and made “real” via the
libidinal power of literary expression.

As teachers, we often get to see the generative effects of literary
discourse in action in the classroom. It is interesting to see how highly
personal literary recognitions quickly become a medium for social bonds
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between students. In response to texts, students often come to recognize
what they care about and with whom they share this feeling. Psycholo-
gists argue that recognition is a very powerful and important experience.
Recognition gives legitimacy to aspects of the self that may be unack-
nowledged or disowned. But we do not often acknowledge the wider
social implications of recognition. Personal images and social visions are
not disparate and isolated phenomena; they are intertwined and interac-
tive. As a result of textual identifications, people come to fantasize about
themselves differently, to define themselves differently, to act differ-
ently, and to have different ideas about an ideal community. They adjust
their self-images and form bonds with like-minded people and begin to
argue with others. They engage in politics. They formulate new defini-
tions of authority and morality to justify the new visions of self and
society that they have come to embrace.

Both readers and authors, I suggest, come to texts for substance; the
substantial text is one that fills a certain emptiness within the self. The
ability of texts to fill a certain emptiness within selves is a purely imag-
inary event, an event of “vision.” Yet this event can have real and
practical consequences.

As the imaginary “form” produced by texts takes up habitation in
human bodies, imaginary “form” gives definition to very practical things:
law courts, governments, armies. Texts are imaginary verbal artifacts,
but they give a culture and a community a language to discuss its con-
cerns. James Boyd White argues that “the community that a text estab-
lishes . . . has a real existence in the world.”?? We might say, then, that
writing does not merely attempt to appropriate an imaginary entity —
“being”—from an other by means of a circular and reciprocal act of
empathy and communication; it often succeeds. Through the effects of
recognition, social reciprocity, and shared fantasy, literary texts and
other art forms produce linguistic codes necessary for the social reshap-
ing—the libidinal rebinding—of communal being.

Ontological insecurity may be the center for the production of writ-
ing. But this unstable center produces an imaginary product that pro-
duces the metaphors of value necessary for every cultural change and
identity. Rhetoric originates from an ontological emptiness, but it moves
toward an imaginary and verbal structure that fabricates the true “mate-
rial” of social and personal being. Readers respond to certain texts
strongly because they feel they themselves are somehow “at issue” (as
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indeed they are) in the imaginative form and social consequence of that
text; they respond to complete or define themselves; and they respond
to banish the vertiginous and uneasy experience that the rhetoric of the
text produces within them.

To understand textual rhetoric, we must appreciate its powerful emo-
tional force. But we must also free ourselves from the immediacy of our
initial response to it. As scholars we should do more than provide yet
another reading or another ideological analysis of some particular text.
We must seek to describe the nature of this entity, rhetoric, that pro-
duces the various contradictory sundering and repairing effects described
here. The study of rhetoric should take a broad perspective on the
subject. It should venture into a interdisciplinary investigation of its
various mechanisms and operations.

Writing creates rhetoric and puts pressure on libidinal attachments as
it dramatizes sites of psychological conflict, demands recognition from
an other, and compensates the neediness of the self. A theory of rhetoric,
thus, must concern itself with psychological events. It must examine the
psychological mechanisms that produce the “experience” of such textual
supplementation.

A good theory of rhetoric must avoid positivistic assumptions that
would cut off certain lines of inquiry at the outset. I suggest that literary
texts offer a supplementation for depleted being. From a positivist per-
spective this claim must sound ridiculous. The self cannot in any real
sense get more “being’ than it already has. In a certain sense the biolog-
ical body is all the “being” that the self will ever achieve. But these
complaints miss the point by failing to understand the point of narcissis-
tic concerns. The question that needs to be answered here is not whether
or not the experience of compensation or self-supplementation has some
final ontological ground, but how the imagined experience (false though
it may be) becomes produced. Even if the need for being more fully
“alive” is purely an imaginary need or experience, we must take it
seriously and investigate its dialogical implications for signification.

We must examine the various complexities of the experience of being
more fully alive. There are numerous paradoxes to consider. Not every
imaginary image of the fulfillment of being more fully alive, for example,
can satisfy the imaginary need for being alive. Some images for the
fullness of being can be shared between people, some images cannot.
Some imaginary presences seem full, others seem empty. This is one of
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many paradoxes that surround this curious linguistic production. Many
signified presences change their appearances as readers change. And
many readers change in response to the ideological structures produced
and marketed by cultures. Interpretation theory should explore these
paradoxes. Interpretation theory should patiently and methodically ex-
plore the variety of psychological mechanisms that are the ground of
textual rhetoric. Interpretation theory should seek to explain the psycho-
logical mechanisms that produce the effect of an experienced self-supple-
mentation. A theory of textual rhetoric would thus appropriate another
discourse explaining how rhetoric is an effect compensating for a deple-
tion of being.

From a strictly economical point of view, writers write because they
gain more reward than loss from the process. The same is true for
readers: They read because they gain more than they lose.

How do we examine the complex psychological issues behind this
simple gain? This question brings us back to the concept of narcissism.
Narcissism is a name for a dialectical function presiding over an event we
might call the transference of being. A species of narcissism occurs when-
ever being is transferred from one entity that has it (or seems to have it)
to another entity that does not. This ““thing” that is transferred from one
self to another self is apparently imaginary. It does not exist in any “real”
sense. Yet this “thing” that does not exist is central to human life and
action, and is essential to the rhetorical functions of language.

How does one transfer something imaginary from one person to
another? How does the receiver of the imaginary something acknowl-
edge the receipt of a nonexistent entity? How does the receiver of an
imaginary something sense, initially, the nonpresence of the nonexistent
entity? These may or may not be valid metaphysical questions, but they
are valid psychological questions. They characterize transactions we ex-
perience everyday. They describe experiences we take for granted, things
that, as Fish says, “go without saying.” They also, I think, characterize
many of the implicit, unspoken assumptions about existence and signifi-
cation shared by writers and readers. If writers can rhetorically manipu-
late the hidden agenda of readers’ ontological or narcissistic concerns,
they can find mechanisms for binding readers to texts, and readers to
particular visions of life and community. If writers can induce us to
narcissistically invest in imaginary things, these imaginary things can
become real things.
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The protected “narcissistic” space of literary enjoyment can insulate
literary experience from real-world experience. But it need not. Many
nineteenth-century readers saw Conrad’s skeletal image of Kurtz in-
tensely, and saw this image as a clear political message, a fit representa-
tion of the Belgian rape of the Congo.?> When experiences such as these
are noted and discussed in newspapers, as they often are, they are a clear
force for propaganda. They influence a culture’s image of itself and
influence political action. We should not underestimate the degree to
which literary response can be “absorbing” and transformative. We
should not underestimate how literary experience, unlike the usual ex-
perience of reading a newspaper, can manipulate libidinal shifts and
cultivate new value perceptions in a manner not commonly managed by
nonliterary modes of representation.

An enduring theme of religious art shows Mary, the mother of Jesus,
looking down with care into her son’s eyes. The gaze from child to
mother is transparent. The babe does not look at his mother. More
properly, he participates in her being. He is surrounded and supported
by her presence. He bathes in the resonance of her joy. Psychologists
have argued that this unspoken and largely unspeakable experience is the
ground of the emergence of the self. Children take on being as they take
in the being of the mother. The mother offers her being to her children’s
need for being. Children are at one with the mother’s inner life, and in
this inwardness they develop their own inwardness. The mother—infant
bond is, as they say, a narcissistic bond. Narcissism, in this case, char-
acterizes the exchange of being from mother to child and from child to
mother. Both participants are unusually “safe” but also vulnerable and
receptive, unusually empathic. They give what they do not “really” have
and receive that which could not exist except in the relationship between
the two.

All bonds are narcissistic. All development and transformation are
grounded initially in the receipt of nonexistent supplies. At the turning
points of our self-development, we often have little more than a sense of
inner emptiness and the faint glimpse of an idea. Our response to empti-
ness and our “regulation” of these ideas and images is both delicate and
subtle. But this response and our regulation of it is enormously impor-
tant. If we fail to organize and regulate our ideas and images, others will
do this for us. Advertising and politics thrive on the marketing and
manipulation of libidinal attachments and imaginary “images.”
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The narcissistic transference of being does not usually designate the
portage of some homogenous substance “being” from one subject to
another. Rather, being always has texture, style, and particularity. In
this sense, there are countless varieties of narcissistic themes, countless
forms of rhetorical structures. The mother has love, or anger, and usu-
ally both together, and these things come into her children as the sub-
stance of their being. The mother also has ideas, work, and values, which
also “position” her children’s identity. It is crucial to note that the child,
or adult, may be surrounded by various and numerous experiences, that
is, surrounded by many people who can become objects of identification.
But the self cannot by a simple process identify with all or take in all (or
even the best) that is without.

Neither parents, nor politicians, nor advertisers fully control the self-
system of the subject. Only certain things can be ferried across the gulf
that separates one person from another. Only certain things will come to
count as being. The study of narcissism requires a study of what things
can count, how they come to count, and what the consequences are.
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Self-Structure as a Rhetorical Device:
Modern Ethos and the Divisiveness

of the Self

Emancipate yourself from mental slavery; none
but ourselves can free our minds.

Bob Marley, “Redemption Songs™

Contemporary scholarship in English has begun to show an increasingly
sophisticated attentiveness to the forces of politics and persuasion. It is
not simply that Marxists like Terry Eagleton pronounce literary theory
dead and rhetoric alive; many traditional scholars, people deeply com-
mitted to politically disinterested New Critical views of art, have begun
to recognize political forces and rhetorical patterns in texts long con-
sidered distant from such concerns. In keeping with this new interest in
the operations of rhetoric, it is useful to examine the traditional concept
of ethos. Ethos seems especially fitted to advance an understanding of
textual rhetoric because it focuses attention on a simple question often
neglected by traditional literary theory: How do people persuade other
people to change their values?

Although our understanding of ethos has changed over the years, one
feature remains constant: Often it is not a person’s ideas but a person’s
character that changes people. Thinkers as diverse as Aristotle and Ken-
neth Burke agree on this point. Aristotle formulated three modes of
argumentative support (logos, ethos, and pathos) and discussed ethos
(persuasion stemming from the personal qualities of the rhetor) as a
highly effective rhetorical tool. A speaker’s character, Aristotle points
out, “may almost be called the most effective means for persuasion he
[she] possesses.”! Like Aristotle, Kenneth Burke insists on the impor-
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tance of the speaker’s character: “You persuade a man only insofar as
you can talk his language by speech, gesture, tonality, order, image,
attitude, idea, identifying your ways with his.”? For Burke, persuasion
works via mechanisms of identification or “consubstantiality.” When
people identify with speakers, they can be manipulated into accepting
their ideas and values. For both Aristotle and Burke a key impetus for
persuasion lies, not in a conscious response to logical and factual reason-
ing, but in the prior (more primitive, and often unconscious) gesture of
identification.

In many ways identification is a fundamental narcissistic gesture. We
identify with people we want to be like; we want to imagine ourselves as
better or more powerful by assuming the properties of people we admire.
Our identifications, because they demonstrate our need for a desirable
self-image, are narcissistic modes of desire. Aristotle’s insistence on the
importance of ethos and Burke’s insistence on the gesture of identifica-
tion thus give powerful support to an argument linking narcissism to
rhetoric.

Theoretical Considerations

If identification is the key to persuasion, then any response to human
character is a formidable rhetorical power. This response, as many argu-
mentation theorists see it, is not something bebind the force of an
argument; it 7s the force of an argument. This chapter attempts to clarify
this claim and support it in detail.

If ethos refers to the manner in which the character of the speaker or
writer is featured in persuasive activity, then we must examine how
character can be fashioned by language to serve a rhetorical function in a
text. Second, we must examine, at the most fundamental level possible,
the relationships between language and human character. This examina-
tion of relationships between human character and language is crucial to
the larger argument of this book. Rhetoric, as I argue, is fundamentally
concerned with the way self-structures participate in, and become re-
formed by, verbal structures.

What is self-structure? How is it related to a “self’? Unfortunately,
contemporary discussion of relationships between language and the self
is often confined within the assumptions and parameters of two models:
the traditional Aristotelian theory of ethos and the current poststructur-
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alist account of intertextuality. Neither of these models of character
understand self-structure. Both lack the theoretical flexibility needed for
an adequate explanation of rhetoric.

Classical consideration of ethos frequently links three separate ideas
closely together: the development of self, the development of ethos, and
the development of ethical habits. The classical message seems to be that
people are the roles they habitually play. Rhetoricians, for both moral
and practical reasons, are instructed to learn “good,” or “ethical,” roles.
Quintilian argues that the good orator should be “a good man [woman];
and consequently we demand of him [her] not merely the possession of
exceptional gifts of speech, but of all the excellence of character as
well.”? This quotation works in two ways. First, Quintilian is exhorting
his reader: “Be a good man [woman].” Second, Quintilian is making
what he takes to be a factual statement: “A good rhetorician is a good
man [woman].” Taken together, these two messages implicitly define the
self. A “person” is what he or she strives and learns to be. As a “person”
learns and repeatedly plays a role (a “good” role, it is assumed), he or
she becomes the person embodied by that role. The self is thus an effect
of learning, a coherent behavioral role acquired through repeated perfor-
mances.

This idea of the self may be popular because it has flattering implica-
tions for teachers of rhetoric. In a recent article on ethos, for example,
S. Michael Halloran supports the claim that “habituation” is the means
by which both character and ethos develop. Because Aristotle’s theory of
learning seems intuitively correct, Halloran urges teachers to give stu-
dents training in “rhetorical action” and to encourage the interaction
between rhetorical training and self-development. Students will develop
character, Halloran argues, by becoming educated through rhetorical
models:

If ethos is manifested in rhetorical action, and if ethos is formed by choosing
ethical modes of action, it follows that educating a person in rhetorical action,
schooling him [her] in proper rhetorical habits, is a means of forming his [her]
character.*

This image of the self, common among rhetoricians, may be partly true,
but it is an overly simple perspective distorting the complex relations
existing between rhetoric and self-structures.

Poststructuralists see the self very differently from Halloran: The self
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is not a freely chosen social role, but a linguistic accident. Selves do not
emerge as they choose to do things with rhetoric; rather, rhetoric contin-
ually does things to selves. Selves are not creative agents working within
the inner core of the rhetorical process; instead, selves are the effects of
rhetoric, a sort of epiphenomena constituted by an interplay of social,
political, and linguistic forces. There is no inner entity, the self, that
chooses its character. Instead, the self reflects the particular character of
larger social forces that determine its nature and movement.

In addition, the self is not something that needs constancy or consis-
tency over time. Different social situations trigger different self-struc-
tures; it is a mistake to assume that there is an inner core to the self that
somehow grounds the various roles assumed by the self. Paul Smith, a
theorist describing the implications of certain Lacanian and Althusserian
ideas, suggests that a person can be “conceived as a colligation of multi-
farious and multiform subject-positions situated along, but not united
by, temporal experience.”> Such a self is little more than a simple collec-
tor of random and diverse exposure to social interaction. Memory and
“character” play no role in giving a characteristic “shape” to self experi-
ence.

Not all Aristotelian and poststructuralist perspectives on the self are
as tenaciously reductive as I have described. But as these models are
disseminated in a formulaic manner, they pose serious limitations to any
coherent theory of ethos. Both models fail to recognize the rhetorical
complexity of the human structures they seek to explain. The Aristote-
lian view envisions an overly strong self able to choose freely its own
nature, able to become whatever model it can imagine. Such a notion is a
pleasurable and at times useful fantasy, but it is unable to account for the
limitations of human nature—those moments when humans encounter
their lack of freedom, their inability to be and do what they imagine.
The poststructuralist view emphasizes the self’s lack of freedom, but in
doing so it imagines an overly weak self. A self composed entirely of
collected social discourse is infinitely plastic. It conforms effortlessly to
textual influence, changes easily and constantly, and offers no deter-
mined or “characteristic” resistance to the discourses that assault it. This
view of the self helps us appreciate the social determination of selfhood,
but it implies that the self, once formed, has no organized and enduring
inner structure. The traditional and poststructuralist accounts of the self
are useful for some purposes, but they are not particularly useful for a
theory of ethos.
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I describe ethos as a relationship existing between the discourse struc-
tures of selves and the discourse structure of “texts.”” Before I develop
my argument, however, I want to clarify my claims in relation to the
theoretical problems I have just raised. Aspects of my argument rely on
assumptions antithetical to both traditional and poststructuralist ac-
counts of the self. Rather than simply revealing these assumptions in the
course of the argument, I want to argue in advance for their validity. I
want to challenge traditional assumptions by arguing that the self is not
something universal, but something deeply crafted by history and chang-
ing social formations. Second, however, I want to make it clear that my
own position is not that of a poststructuralist. I want to challenge
poststructuralist assumptions by suggesting that whereas various forms
of the self change over time, the particular selves formed within particu-
lar historical conditions have relatively stable self-structures.

Historical perspectives on the self are important because too often we
consider the self a stable entity that does not change over time. This
conditions us to assume that all different perspectives on the self reflect
different ideas about one and the same thing. It may well be, however,
that there are many distinctly different socially conditioned versions of
the self. We often think of ethos as a concept defining a single stable
relation between language and the self. But if the nature of both language
and the self undergo historical change, then it must follow that ethos also
undergoes historical change. The concept of ethos, thus, should not be
imagined as some fixed reality approached by different perspectives, but
as something assuming different shapes and structures over time.

Odur interest in Aristotle’s concept of ethos should reflect not only an
interest in his understanding of the concept, but an interest as well in the
social and psychological context that made the concept meaningful for
him. Numerous scholars have increased our awareness of the historical
and social context of Aristotle’s ideas. Less has been done to describe the
particular historical character of the ancient Greek self. Of course, it is
impossible to recover a complete description of the historically situated
Greek self. Nonetheless, we need to consider the information available,
seeking to understand the differences between ancient Greek and modern
selves. In an essay in The Identities of Persons, Amelie Rorty offers help
by providing a broad overview of the kinds of concerns an historical
consideration of ethos should engage.

Rorty traces the historical changes in four different literary concepts
of the self. These literary concepts, Rorty argues, reflect not simply
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changes in the way we imagine selves, but changes in the phenomenon
itself. She names these different entities the “character,” the “person,”
the “self,”” and the “individual.” In unreflective moments we describe all
these differently structured entities as the self.

The early Greek world, Rorty suggests, imagined people as “charac-

ters.”® Characters have a certain coherency at the level of behavior, but
they have little psychological inwardness that takes responsibility for
behavior. Characters
are the predictable and reliable manifestations of their dispositions; and it is by
these dispositions that they are identified. Their natures form their responses to
experiences, rather than being formed by them. Nor do characters have identity
crises; they are not presumed to be strictly unified. Dispositional traits form an
interlocking pattern, at best mutually supportive but sometimes tensed and
conflicted. There is no presumption of a core that owns these dispositions.”
The concept “character” suggests a primitive structure of self-definition.
Characters do not grow from experience; they are simply “manifesta-
tions” of “dispositions.” Rorty’s point is not simply that characters are
primitive notions of selves, but that there is a reciprocal relation between
what people really are and what other people imagine them to be.
Cultures that imagine people as characters, because they have less de-
manding social expectations than other cultures, create different kinds of
people. Characters have less “inner discipline.” Culture and society
neither expect nor create the psychological structures that provide such
discipline.

More complex cultures begin to define social roles in terms of the
“person.”® The person evolves primarily in a society with a more elabo-
rate legal system. Because laws require stricter social roles, the person is
given impetus to be more responsible than the character, to conform
more painstakingly to publicly approved roles. Rorty explains:

The person . . . comes to stand behind his [her] roles, to select them and to be
judged by his [her] choices and his [her] capacities to act out his [her] personae
in a total structure that is the unfolding of his drama. The person is the idea of a
unified center of choice and action, the unit of legal and theological responsibil-
ity. Only when a legal system has abandoned clan or family responsibility, and
individuals are seen as primary agents, does the class of persons coincide with
the class of biological individual human beings.’

Persons are more complex entities than characters. They facilitate smoother
social interaction because they are predictable; they are not chaotic or
undisciplined eddies of emotion held together by virtue of one’s name.
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In many respects Rorty’s person resembles Aristotle’s self. This self
has coherence but not self-division (that is, it is defined neither by an
experience of inner conflict nor by an awareness of plural inner voices—
both defining features of the “modern self”’). Also, when Aristotle says
that “we believe good men more fully and more readily than others,” he
seems to imagine ethos as some positive quality fully identified with the
speaker’s character.!® Ethos achieves authority by virtue of acting out a
particular role (a trusted “person”); ethos is not a complex and fully
particularized experience produced by the distinctive self-structure of a
fully individualized speaker. It is as if, for Aristotle, character does not
itself trigger a distinctive emotional response in an audience. For Aris-
totle, in fact, the rhetor’s ability to manipulate an audience’s emotion is
not considered as ethos (an expression of character) but as pathos, an
argument consciously contrived in order to appeal to emotion. Conse-
quently, in Aristotle there is a curiously sharp and unprofitable theoreti-
cal separation between a speaker’s real person and the emotions that
speaker can use to move an audience. In Aristotle’s discussion of pathos
human character does not reveal in a rhetorically effective manner the
real emotion it “contains”; instead speakers, quite independently of their
own feelings, consciously and purposefully direct words toward anoth-
er’s emotion.

To appreciate further how Aristotle’s limited concept of the self re-
stricts his understanding of ethos, we should consider Rorty’s other
categories of selfhood. The person is the characteristic mode of self that
thrives before the advent of capitalism and social mobility. Capitalism
provides new conditions that change the rules in the game of social
status. And in changing the rules of this game, it contributes to the
change of the self. As the self gains status through the acquisition of
money and property, the “person” gives way to the “self” per se.!!
“Selves” develop, Rorty says, as individuals identify with their owner-
ship of property, not with their roles. The evolution of a self identified
with property allows the “self”” a certain freedom. Selves transcend the
limitation of proper public roles and become able to assume various
roles:

When a society has changed so that individuals acquire their rights by virtue of
their powers, rather than having their powers defined by their rights, the concept
of person has been transformed to a concept of self. At first, the primary
possession is that of land, and a person of substance is one of the landed gentry.
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But when a man’s industry determines whether he is landed, the story of men’s
lives are told by their achievements rather than by their descent. The story of
fulfilled ambition is shaped by an individual’s capacity to amass goods, by the
extent of his properties.'?

Capitalism, by changing social and economic relationships, therefore
changes the shape of selfhood. As a new culture evolves, people both
expand their ability to play roles and grant socially legitimate entitlement
to other people who can play a multitude of roles in culturally approved
ways.

In time, new social and cultural forces encourage a different version

of selfhood. The self of early capitalism gives way to the modern “indi-
vidual”:
From the tensions in the definition of the alienable properties of selves, and from
the corruptions in societies of selves—the divergence of practice from ideological
commitments—comes the invention of individuality. It begins with conscience
and ends with consciousness.

Individuals actively resist typing: they represent the universal mind of rational
beings, or the unique private voice. Invented as a preserve of integrity, an
autonomous ens, an individual transcends and resists what is binding and oppres-
sive in society and does so from an original natural position. . . .

Because they are defined by their freedom, they no longer choose from their
natures but choose their identities. But since such choice is itself ungrounded,
they are simply the act of choosing."

The last category of self, the individual, gives Rorty’s argument a strik-
ingly evolutionary cast. The essay thus describes a self evolving by
gaining greater ontological freedom from, and control of, various forms
of experience.

Characters simply react to experience. They have a measure of free-
dom, because their lack of “self-discipline” enables them to respond
“freely” to any event. But in merely reacting to experience they do not
learn from it; they are forced to repeat themselves in all they do. Persons,
in contrast, have self-structures that mediate between experience and
personality. The social roles given to persons allow them to take “posi-
tions” in relation to experience; they are not determined by the immedi-
ate emotional power of the experience. Selves have more freedom than
persons, and they can play various roles. Individuals, finally, seem to
have the most freedom. They have no core being, and are free from all
constraints to choose their own “inner” being.

We can imagine, from Rorty’s discussion, a kind of economy in the
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change or evolution of the self whereby desire, rhetoric, ideology, and
social structure interact to produce the various real forms the self can
take. These various agencies change as they adapt and respond to each
other in their competition for power. And as they change in order
to compete more successfully for power, they formulate social condi-
tions that require evermore inventive changes and responses to change.
Such a situation, perhaps, is most characteristic of contempo-
rary life.

Rorty’s analysis of the self should not be taken as a definitive descrip-
tion of the evolution of the concept of the self. Many of her terms appear
to be overly idealized abstractions. Clearly, more precise work needs to
be done on the relationship between social reality and literary represen-
tation. The historical difference among these categories of selthood may
also be less important than Rorty suggests. One mode of self may be
prominent in a certain historical period, but all modes might exist in any
one period. We might imagine, also, that a culture’s discourse promotes
complex relationships between rhetorical illusions that sustain concep-
tualizations of the self and real self-structures that are in part produced
by rhetorical illusions.

Rorty’s work may be inaccurate, but it encourages us to acknowledge
that different cultures not only imagine and define selves differently but
also formulate social and cultural conditions that allow for the creation
of disparate selves. These varied self-structures reflect distinct models of
libidinal organization and utilize diversely structured self-components to
organize and regulate desire. By providing for different organizations of
self-components, cultures generate different strategies for structuring
selves.

Social history plays a role in determining self-organization, but the
individual history of a particular subjectivity also plays a powerful role
in determining self-organization. While culture provides models for self-
structure, selves also develop these models according to the particular
workings of self-functions. Different self-structures, for example, are the
consequence of particular selves responding to the cues of culture.
Particular selves therefore internalize unique social ideals, unique self-
images, and uniquely encountered particular role models. The individual
self thus plays its own role in the development of self-structure at the
same time that this role responds to the larger system of a particular
culture. In all cases, the social rewards provided by a culture regulate
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those libidinal investments that contribute to a suitable self-structure and
within each social context, there develops a reciprocal relation between
the fictional self a culture imagines and the real shape of a particular lived
self-structure.

“We are different entities,” Rorty argues, as we conceive ourselves in
light of different concepts of the self “our powers of actions are different,
our relations to one another, our properties and proprieties, our charac-
teristic successes and defeats, our conceptions of society’s proper stric-
tures and freedoms will vary with our conception of ourselves as charac-
ters, persons, selves, individuals.”!* Rhetoricians will readily see that
Rorty’s remarks are not simply remarks about selves. They are remarks
about the nature of ethos. They implicitly suggest that ethos, as a con-
cept, should describe relationships between differing ideas of the self and
differing abilities of selves to act rhetorically in a society.

When considering the self, we must examine the various historical
determinations brought to the concept. Historical consideration of the
self demonstrates how models of selfhood have enormous flexibility and
fluidity as the self responds to changing social conditions. Too often,
however, this useful perspective on the self suggests that a particular self
formed by social conditions has the same fluidity and flexibility that self-
structure itself shows over centuries of change. The self, as an abstract
psychological structure, indeed has enormous fluidity, but a particular
self does not have the same fluidity. As a result of its relatively constant
and particular organization of components, a particular individual self is
much more stable in structure than that same abstract entity “the self,”
considered in terms of its historical permutations.

Scholars who take an historical or sociological perspective on the self
see fluidity in self-structure as a result of self-structure changing from
one generation to the next. This fluidity changing across generational
lines is quite different from the fluidity within the self-structure of a
particular self. History and social interaction give shape to selves, but
these forces do not fully explain how particular and discrete self-struc-
tures interact with particular structures of language. To understand the
rhetorical nature of a particular self, we must shift from an historical to a
psychoanalytic perspective.

A particular self is not, as in poststructuralist terms, a simple, random,
and constantly changing collection of texts shaped by historical forces. A
particular self is not an infinitely changing collection of voices housed



SELF-STRUCTURE AS A RHETORICAL DEVICE 39

within a biological organism. It is a relatively stable organization of
voices. Although we need not adopt the various models of the self-
structure advocated by psychoanalysis, if we are sensitive to the nature
of rhetoric we should acknowledge that the self has a relatively stable
inner organization. Indeed, the idea of rhetoric requires a theory of a
relatively stable self-structure.

The different modes of the self vary enormously according to time
and place, but each self seems to have a distinctive character—a charac-
teristic self-structure—that gives it a distinctive quality. Many poststruc-
turalist theorists will find this claim about self-structure unsettling. New
theories of language make it difficult to see the self in terms of stability,
agency, or consistency—qualities we associate with self-structure. The
self, thus considered, is a passive effect of language, something “sub-
jected” to language use or a site where discourse collects. This emphasis
on the self’s passivity has prompted some thinkers to argue that it is time
to abandon the concept “self” altogether. Other theorists retain the
concept but describe the self as “dissolved.” Jonathan Culler, paraphras-
ing claims made by Levi-Strauss, points out that whereas structuralist
thought investigates the self, it also erases it: “As the self is broken down
into component systems, deprived of its status as source and master of
meaning, it comes to seem more and more like a construct: a result of
systems of convention.”'® The new structuralist and poststructuralist
ways of accounting for the self are useful, but they oversimplify the
issues most important to rhetoric theory. They fail to grasp the self as an
essentially rhetorical entity, a site of conflict in discourse organization.

Although it makes good sense to see the self as an entity composed of
“component systems,” as Culler suggests, it is also important to see the
self as a conflictual organization of such components. The idea of con-
flictually organized self-components explains how and why selves act
rhetorically. It explains why selves sometimes “take in” or internalize
discourse, but also sometimes resist and deflect the linguistic structures
and social formations that surround them. Clearly, selves are not mere
radio receptors for social discourse. They are not passive vehicles con-
stantly animated in different patterns by the passing-through of cease-
lessly changing social discourse. Selves do not become each and every
socially constructed discourse formation they encounter; something within
its own inner organization prompts the self to identify with certain social
forms and to reject others.
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In some ways the account of the self offered by Culler and others is
compatible with the account of self-structure given by contemporary
psychoanalytic thinkers. Theorists who maintain a lively interest in the
self understand it, not in terms of some authoritatively unified and
dominating ego, but (much like Culler) as poorly organized self-compo-
nents that interact with variable consequences. These same theorists
frequently maintain that the “voice” of the ego has no existence prior to
the voice of others. The self is not some homunculus that stands outside
and beyond all social interaction. Instead, the self gains “form” as it is
“informed” by the speech of others. The self indeed is a function of self-
components that participate in and reflect psychologically significant
nodules of social discourse. But these components, although they change
over time as a result of social interaction, nonetheless maintain relatively
stable configurations within the self. The relative stability of these con-
figurations allows the self to dialectically engage and resist—rather than
passively submit to—social interaction.

Poststructuralist descriptions of the self and the accounts given by
Kohut and Lacan, for example, differ in their emphasis on language. For
most poststructuralists, the self is nothing but speech. For Kohut and
Lacan, speech is central to self formation, but the human person is more
than speech; it is a biological organism whose desires, goals, and ambi-
tions are organized by linguistic structures that overlay and complicate
more primordial biological and preverbal structures. The self is not just
a “text”; it is an active and complex organization of libidinal invest-
ments. It is, as well, a process of disorganized organization, a moving,
interacting effect of discordant self-components.

Rhetoric might be defined as a well-focused and carefully crafted
strategy for changing self-organization. It seeks to participate in the
modification of self-components in order to produce changes in human
action or belief. As an activity, rhetoric requires discipline—strategy,
organization, planning, complexity—because selves are not passive re-
ceptors of discourse. Selves do not simply adopt the discourse systems
they encounter; they admire, resist, or reject discourse according to their
own unique character. Selves are clearly organized by forces that are not
fully disclosed in any purely linguistic analysis of the organization of
language.

A properly complex understanding of the self is important for a
theory of rhetoric. If the discipline of rhetoric is to have the coherency it
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aspires to, the self must be imagined as having a self-structure held in
place by organizing principles that are responsive to the forces operating
in rhetorical transactions.

Major concepts in rhetoric reflect the discipline’s longtime interest in
relationships between self-structure and rhetorical structure. Style, for
example, is an important rhetorical concept reflecting assumptions that
rhetoricians hold in regard to the relative stability of self-structure. Style
indicates a certain distinctiveness in the manner (as opposed to the con-
tent) of expression. At times this distinctiveness can refer to socially
learned qualities, for example, when a writer is described as having a
Romantic style. In this sense, style helps us to understand how human
character is informed by social custom. Equally often, style posits a
certain uniqueness of character itself. In this sense, style shows how each
subject, although informed by social custom, also reformulates the pat-
terns of social custom in distinctive ways. Ben Jonson, for example,
insists that “this my style no living man shall touch.”'® In a similar
fashion (but using a more theoretical vocabulary) Paul Valery argues,
“Style signifies the manner in which a man [woman] expresses [her-]
himself, regardless of what he [she] expresses, and it is held to reveal his
[her] nature, quite apart from his [her] actual thought—for thought has
no style.”” Jane Gallop, after discussing Lacan’s interest in style, sug-
gests that “the object of psychoanalytic study reveals itself as style.””!®
Style, in this case, reflects the manner in which content of any sort is
appropriated by the symptoms of subjectivity.

The self has a relatively stable self-structure, and therefore a recogniz-
able style. Rhetoricians frequently describe and analyze this property in
linguistic structures produced by writers. Style is important not simply
because it is a distinctive property of selves; it is important because it
describes a linguistic site where self-structure, engaging social discourse,
produces rhetoric. Rhetoricians examine how the style of the self is
“characteristically” carried forward (consciously and unconsciously) into
language to achieve rhetorical effects. Terry Eagleton emphasizes that
much of Frederic Jameson’s rhetorical force derives from his personal
rhetorical style. “Jameson,” he observes, “composes rather than writes
his texts, and his prose . . . carries an intense libidinal charge, a bur-
nished elegance and unruffled poise, which allows him to sustain a
rhetorical lucidity through the most tortuous, intractable materials.” !’
Although it expresses the “subjectivity” of the writer, style composes
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also the “subject” of sentences, and at least momentarily (and, when
effective, more than momentarily), a unique subjectivity within the reader.

Other facets of rhetorical study imply a similar co-responsive relation-
ship between self-structure and rhetorical language. Because selves re-
spond to rhetorical discourse in complicated patterns of pleasure, censor-
ship, attention, and belief, rhetorical activity attempts to control and
direct these complex interwoven patterns of response. When speakers
prepare speeches, for example, they typically seek to learn the attitudes,
feelings, and values of their audience in order to promote certain in-
tended rhetorical effects. Audiences, rhetoricians argue, can be most
easily moved when they are flattered by a speaker who seems to promote
their own values. Flattery is not a mere ornamental device. As Burke
argues, ‘“Persuasion by flattery is but a special case of persuasion in
general.”?° This assumption indicates something important about rhetor-
ical transactions: Rhetorical structures work best when they “fit into” or
“work on” psychological structures already in place.

The beliefs of an audience are important to know because we assume
that the self, as a result of deeply held beliefs, can resist rhetorical
manipulation. Real people, unlike the passive creatures often conceived
by structuralist theory, are not easily “subjected” to rhetorical effects of
language. Real people resist that which they sense to be “rhetoric.” The
self seems to have a relatively stable structure that identifies with partic-
ular feelings and ideas in a predictable way, so it actively resists other
opposing feelings and ideas. Rhetoricians acknowledge this fact and seek
to develop rhetorical strategies that can overcome resistance.

Human value and belief—character itself —are not easily changed
because of self-structure. Self-structure reflects those organizations of
libidinal investment and libidinal control that define subjectivity. These
organizations are durable and not easily changed. Rhetoricians, however,
believe effectively planned discourse can overcome the resistance these
systems have to rhetoric. When resistance is overcome, the stability of
human character is an ally rather than an enemy to rhetoric.

Consider for a moment how the temporal stability of the self contrib-
utes to rhetorical effects. It seems clear that rhetoric can work—that it
can have practical effects on the ways people act and behave. But what
makes these effects possible? How does mere language have lasting ef-
fects on a biological organism? It must be the case that effective rhetoric
is something like self-structure itself. It is not a mere collection of words
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and voices, not a passive structure of language; rhetoric—like self-struc-
ture—manipulates the properties of linguistic form that organize (artic-
ulate the emotional and linguistic components of) the self. Both struc-
tures, rhetoric and the self, actively employ language to organize human
feeling and behavior.

Rhetorical form “works” when it operates psychological mechanisms
that inform self-structure. More importantly, rhetorical form can work
only when its effect survives the temporal moment of language exposure,
is preserved in certain components of self-structure, and is carried for-
ward temporally into some larger horizon of thought and planning.

For most people, human experience is not like an afternoon at the
circus, a dizzy disorganized collection of momentary rides, that once
ridden, are immediately left behind. Some principle organizes and fo-
cuses human experience. Self-structure is precisely such a principle. It
gives meaning, focus, and organization to diverse segments of human
experience. Effective rhetoric, in a similar manner, makes use of this
same principle of focus and organization. Effective rhetorical transac-
tions, like strongly remembered experiences, stand out as an ordering
center for an otherwise less impressive collection of dispersed impres-
sions. They draw disorganized elements of memory and emotion into
their patterned structure. Admittedly, people are often only momentar-
ily moved by rhetoric. But people can be affected in ways that move
them to vote or act in conformity with rhetorical aims at moments much
later than the time of the rhetorical experience. Effective rhetoric is not a
momentary and quickly emptied thing, and this fact requires more theo-
retical attention. Through language, such rhetoric taps the energy that
organizes self-structure. It can radically and lastingly change people’s
attitudes because, much like strong experience itself, it makes use of
language to build self-structure.

All these observations lead me to a simple generalization important to
describing relationships between rhetoric and self-structure. There is a
sense in which people change and a there is a sense in which people do
not change. This assumption is essential for rhetorical theory. The self is
stable enough to resist change and changeable enough to admit to rhetor-
ical manipulation, but not so changeable as to be in constant chameleon-
like response to each and every social force. Rhetoric therefore needs a
theory of the self that is sufficiently complex to conceptualize these
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features. A theory of rhetoric needs an understanding of the self that
appreciates the relative stability and instability of self-structure.

Implications

I have argued that the self has a relatively stable self-structure. I have
also argued that self-structure is given particular shape by historical
processes. These claims have implications for an understanding of the
nature of ethos. Let me now make these implications more explicit.

A “modern” self differs from the Aristotelian self, and, because of
this, an Aristotelian ethos differs from a modern ethos. Let me be more
emphatic: It is not simply that Greeks and moderns have different selves,
but that the larger structure of ethos—the particular mechanisms govern-
ing how personality can itself be persuasive—is quite different in the
two models.

Aristotle’s ideas are not outdated, but they are restrictive. These ideas
were formulated within a particular social and psychological moment.
The Greek self, Greek culture, and Greek rhetoric are interactive units
that function differently than the modern self, modern culture, and
modern rhetoric. Clifford Geertz argues that the human animal is an
incomplete thing that finds its completion only in culture.?’ We should
assume that different cultures “complete” selves in different ways, and
provide different structures for rhetorical interaction.

To understand the form of modern ethos (though it is difficult to give
“modern” a specific date) we must first, following the implications of
Rorty’s argument, consider the particular nature of modern culture in its
relation to the modern self and modern rhetoric. How does modern
culture give form and direction to both self-structure and self-activity?

An important aspect of modern culture is its prodigious diversity,
plurality, and multiplicity. This cultural diversity is not simply some-
thing “outside” us. It is part of us, part of our consciousness. Geertz
argues that “the hallmark of modern consciousness . . . is its enormous
multiplicity.”?? Geertz points out that in premodern societies human
actions are governed by “primordial attachments” defined by blood,
race, language, region, religion, and custom. Traditionally, these attach-
ments establish social groups, and probably also determine the values
held by these groups. These traditional attachments have been very
strong rhetorical tools. For most of the developed world these ties and
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their corresponding rhetoric are much diminished. Racial, religious, and
linguistic conflict continue, and in some areas increase in intensity, but
nation states of the West have minimized or simply reformulated the
terms for racial, religious, and linguistic identification.

Extreme social mobility now allows and encourages people to situate
themselves within and identify with a much wider diversity of relation-
ships. It is no longer uncommon for children to leave their parents,
marry outside of their religion or race, abandon old customs, and move
to new regions. As the authority of primordial ties diminish, new forces
work to situate and regulate the self. One of these forces is modern
culture itself, which, characterized by diversity and plurality, reduces
the emphasis given to the unquestioned authority of primordial identifi-
cations.

Aristotle was aware of conflicts among authorities, but demonstrated
an attachment to a “primordial” authority; he idealized “truth” both as
a voice of authority and as a single voice. By comparison, modern
American culture does not idealize any single voice as the fountainhead
of authority. Instead, many different and distinct voices are empowered,
and all clamor to speak with authority. Modern culture, as a consumer
culture, has in fact become a consumer of the “truth” voices of other
cultures. Just as we buy the physical products of other cultures, we
commodify, in a hybridized form, the thought of other cultures. The
world becomes a vast supermarket of artifacts, discourses, and values, all
available for consumption.

Thab Hassan sees “postmodern pluralism” as powerfully disruptive,
insisting that “pluralism . . . has become the irritable condition of post-
modern discourse.”? He describes “postmodern™ culture as a scene
where authoritative guides for human action and value no longer preside.
In place of authority, Hassan finds indeterminacy, fragmentation, decan-
onization of authority, irony, and hybridization. As modern or post-
modern selves become caught in the conflictual linguistic codings of
modern culture, they confront the psychological effects of a radical
disorder.

Modern culture “informs” self-structure. The cultural and social life
of the modern developed world is especially informed by plurality and
diversity, and this experience characterizes the modern self. Such a self is
torn and disordered by many different styles of authority and personal-
ity. It hears, remembers, and internalizes many different styles of voice.
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As the modern self develops, it seeks to establish identity in relation to
the many voices competing for its attention. Rorty argues that the mod-
ern self “is” (at the level of self-representation, anyway) nothing more
than a set of actions or choices; moderns, in other words, identify their
selves not with some concrete entity, but with the act of choosing an
identity. Postmoderns dispute the self’s “freedom” to choose its identity.
Nonetheless there is agreement that the modern (and postmodern) self is
fractured by conflictual self-images. Perhaps, for this reason, the modern
self seems especially characterized by anxiety, internal diversity, and
conflict.

Heinz Kohut, a psychoanalyst, finds evidence for the fragmented
nature of the modern self in literature. Like Rorty, he believes literature
reflects self-structure. He also believes that the literary products of mod-
ern culture differ markedly from older forms. He argues that whereas
artists of the past wrote drama in which a “relatively strong self” is
exposed to “loves and hates, . . . triumphs and defeats,” many modern
artists “have begun to deal with a new set of issues”: “This set of issues,
to speak of it in the most gross terms, is the falling apart of the self and
of the world and the task of reconstituting the self and the world.”?
Kohut’s psychoanalytically informed observation echoes the claims lit-
erary critics have made for years. One watermark of “modern” literature
seems to be the expression of a restless and divided self. Fragmentation
and division dominate modern experience. Jurgen Habermas suggests
that an older form of ideological control, “false consciousness,” required
older ideological formations. In modern societies false consciousness has
given way to a new structure called “fragmented consciousness.”?*

If fragmentation and ethical pluralism characterize modern culture
and the modern self, we should examine how these features play a role
in modern ethos. Traditional readings of Aristotle and other classical
thinkers describe ethos as a fairly simple interaction among selves. Ethos
presents itself as a clear voice of authority and a vigorously dominant
force presiding over a curious background of silence. Effective rhetoric
establishes authority, clearly communicates its meaning, and effectively
silences its opposition. Such thinking may effectively describe the kind
of self and society that Aristotle knew. But such a self and society is not
our own.

Consider another less tidy model to describe the modern rhetorical
context. In this option, effective rhetoric is not a clearly authoritative
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and all-powerful energy in discourse; instead, it is a force always in
conflict with an opposition. Effective rhetoric indeed dominates other
voices. It subdues the noise of other voices and is heard above them. But
in modern culture, effective rhetoric never completely silences other
voices. Modern selves, it seems, suffer a certain failure of repression and
can always, when they listen carefully, hear other competing noises, or
voices of opposition, in the background. Modern texts, when paid some
attention by modern selves, always deconstruct. A model for modern
ethos should reflect this character of the modern condition described
here. It should acknowledge the multiplicity of modern culture, the
divided nature of the self, and the contingency of truth claims.

It is not easy, however, to redefine modern ethos in terms of textual
multiplicity. If ethos is, as defined here, an argument in which rhetorical
force derives not from ““logical” support for what is said, but from the
perceived personality of the agent behind what is said, then a modern
ethos may appear theoretically inconceivable. An “author’s” voice heard
in a text by a reader seems to generate many different messages, and thus
never appears singular or securely “itself.” Increasingly, authors appear
to be very unstable entities. Their characters become a function of read-
ers’ projections and their meanings become the result of ideological
effects. If texts really have multiple voices, then authors disappear.

It often seems we can’t have both at the same time: a theory that
explains the rhetor’s presence in a text and a theory that fully describes
the plural disseminations of textual codes. Contemporary critical theory
seems to require us to choose between two theoretical alternatives. If we
embrace the multiplicity of discourse, we must abandon any notion of
authorial presence and intention. If, on the other hand, we believe in the
efficacy of rhetorical presence and intention, we must abandon a belief
in the plurality of textual meaning.

I think we can have—at the same time—a theory of textual multiplic-
ity and a modified theory of authorial intention. Ethos, in fact, is best
understood as an interplay of two features: first an author’s voice in a
text and, second, that voice rhetorically manipulated by the plural nature
of self, text, and context. I want to consider ethos as an externalization
of various aspects of the rhetor’s self-structure (present as “voice”) af-
fecting—that is, contributing to the internalization of —the reader’s self-
structure. I also want to consider ethos as something energized precisely
by the plural, self-oppositional, and divided nature of both the self and



48 SELF-STRUCTURE AS A RHETORICAL DEVICE

conflictual cultural ideologies. I discuss this last assertion in more detail
later. Let us now concentrate on the earlier, more simple assertion.

In seeking to understand ethos, we should examine relationships among
three things: the structure of the argument, the self-structure of the
speaker, and the self-structure of the addressee. What we see and talk
about in this triangular relationship will always be determined by cul-
ture, history, and personal projection. Nonetheless, we will always be
able to see something in a text, and in most cases we will imagine the
“real” voice of an author in relation to the rhetorical effects produced by
a text. When we feel rhetorical effects, we will always tend to attribute
them to the agency of another personality outside us, working the rhe-
torical effects of language on us.

There should be nothing objectionable in this. If we construct a more
complicated notion of texts and selves, we can legitimately imagine
relationships this way. If culture, through language, provides devices
that structure selves, there must be links between the self-structuring
effects of rhetoric on readers and the self-structures (reflective of ideolog-
ical forces working through them) left in texts (and, in some marginal
sense of the term, intended) by rhetoricians. Cultures, we may say,
structure selves. But cultures do not speak by themselves. They speak
through the selves they construct. In speaking through selves, they
construct selves. Texts, thus, must contain devices that connect the self-
structure of authors with the self-structure of readers.

We can imagine these issues in a more concrete way by considering
relationships between the concept of ethos developed by rhetoricians and
the concept of charisma developed by sociologists. Think of charisma as
both an aspect of self-structure and as an agency for rhetorical force.
Studies of charisma provide clear, almost empirical, descriptions of strong
personalities making effective rhetorical use of self-structure.

In Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft, Max Weber sought to explain how
new values and institutions are introduced and supported in society. In
short, he sought to explain change. He began with an analysis of the
sources of a culture’s authority, and maintained that leadership derives
from three major sources of power: traditional, rational, and charismatic.
Traditional and rational authority, he argued, have a certain permanence
and are both “institutions of daily routine.” Charismatic authority is a
different mode of authority. Its legitimacy comes neither from special
knowledge nor from the leader’s special place in a social hierarchy of
power. Charismatic authority is held by people who “have been neither
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office-holders nor incumbents of an occupation . . . that is men who
have acquired expert knowledge and who serve for remuneration.”?
Such authority derives, Weber argued, purely from the personal qualities
of the leader. By virtue of their personality, charismatic leaders are “set
apart from ordinary men [women] and treated as endowed with either
supernatural, or superhuman, or at least specifically exceptional pow-
ers.”?” Weber’s emphasis on the persuasive role of personality in cha-
risma is analogous to ethos as I have defined the term: an argument in
which rhetorical force derives not from the logic of what is said, but
from the perceived personality of the agent behind what is said. Con-
sidered from this perspective, the power of charisma is precisely the
power of ethos. In both charisma and ethical argument, power stems
directly from the personality of the speaker.

Whereas sociologists have documented the widespread occurrence of
charismatic leadership, psychoanalysts and psychoanalytically trained
sociologists and anthropologists have tried to explain its mode of opera-
tion. W. LaBarre argues that the charismatic leader’s message is “not
new information of the structure of the world, but only of new inner
emotional structuring in people’s culture-personality.””?® Theorists argue
that the self-structure of the charismatic leader plays two roles in social
interaction. First, and this is all too obvious, these leaders have a partic-
ular structure of personality that appeals to their followers. Second (and
this is more interesting), charismatic leaders know how to “elaborate”
their personality-structure symbolically for followers to emulate. In this
“elaboration,” leaders activate many messages within the more literal
message of their speech. Charismatic leaders often outline a “mission”
for their followers to follow. This mission may require the performance
of real actions, but also encourages followers to develop a structure of
defenses, desires, and repressions—a self-structure—similar to that of
the leader. It is as if charismatic leaders rely on and draw rhetorical
power from a certain (usually unconscious) control of the plural voices
of their own text. A key component of the charismatic leader’s power,
then, lies not simply in the structure of personality, but in the ability to
communicate, and especially to communicate oneself (and all the various
linguistic layers of oneself), in all the various layers of one’s message. As
Winer, Jobe, and Ferrono point out, the charismatic leader “must have
extraordinary powers of communication, usually oratorical as well as
written.” %’

How do the mechanisms of charisma operate within the field of
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discourse? Two dimensions of psychoanalytic speculation seem to offer
answers. First, numerous thinkers have linked charisma to speakers’
ability to “share” and “elaborate” an unconscious fantasy within the
more obvious material of their message. Second, charisma has been
linked to speakers’ power to depict, for others, their own mastery of a
conflict analogous to the conflicts experienced by listeners. Charismatic
leaders’ power to elaborate their fantasy might be understood in relation
to Ernest Borman’s work on group decision making. Borman argues that
the unconscious sharing of group fantasy often directs the path of group
decisions. If group decisions are manipulated by the sharing of fantasy,
then charismatic figures may be leaders who are especially adept at
unconscious (and perhaps conscious) communication and elaboration of
fantasy. In another context, Jean Wyatt claims that literary texts can
contribute to the production of politically consequential fantasy as they
invite readers to participate in their own politically relevant fantasies.*®
Clearly, relationships between politics and fantasy are important and
require more research. Here, however, I want to subordinate concerns
for particular fantasies and focus sharply on the relation between cha-
risma and the mastery of psychological conflict.

Recall the claim I made earlier: Ethos links the self-structure of the
reader to the self-structure of the author. Winer, Jobe, and Ferrono
suggest that people who respond to charismatic leaders (that is, to mas-
ters of ethos) respond especially to a fantasy about the mastery of con-
flict.>® However, what may be most important here is not the nature of
a particular conflict, but the general structure of conflict itself. Consider
this generalized human experience, the mastery of conflict, as something
not present in a text in the form of a subject or content, but as a
structuring device. This device indeed “structures” the language of the
text, but it is able to work rhetorically because it “reflects” the linguistic
structure of the author and “affects” the linguistic self-structure of the
reader.

There are many ways to talk about the elements of a text. We talk
about some elements as present in a literal way—for example, things an
author literally names, such as places, objects, and people. Other ele-
ments we talk about are not present literally but symbolically. Psychol-
ogists, for example, analyze how literal events may represent uncon-
scious fantasy material. I want to discuss something more primitive, not
so much an entity as an event that seeks not to represent selves but to
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structure selves. When texts structure the mastery of conflict as a rhetor-
ical strategy, this event is not a “what” that the text talks about, but a
“how” that structures the reader’s response to the subject of a text’s
discussion.

Consider a particular aspect of a rhetor’s personality—an experience
of conflict, self-opposition, and mastery of conflict. This theme of con-
flict can be considered as simply another fantasy theme, or as a structural
principle—a principle both within texts and within selves. Imagine, first,
that texts “elaborate” and “master” conflict (self-opposition) in various
complex ways and, second, that textual “forms” for the mastery of
conflict are at the same time “forms” for human experience that “inform”
self-structure. Readers experience the conflictual nature of self-structure
as they participate in the effects of conflict that they find elaborated and
organized for them in texts. Authors, through the conflictual language
of a text, leave traces of self-structuring devices that organize in particu-
lar ways the content of their own selves. These devices affect readers—
that is, they work on the self-structure of readers—not all in the same
way, but in a multitude of recognizable patterns.

A text’s rhetorical power is related to the effect it produces through
its particular organization and elaboration of conflict. Certain relation-
ships between psychological conflict and argument are obvious: An ar-
gument always participates in a conflict, because there are no arguments
when there is absolute agreement. When an argument shows real power,
that is, when it triggers change or increased commitment, it does two
things. First, it engages a conflict. Second, it overcomes some opposi-
tion.

For example, perhaps when we read an article we agree with, we say
that it is a good argument. But if the article merely restates what we
already believe, it has not overcome an opposition and thus has not yet
shown true argumentative force. If the self is to be changed by a piece of
writing, it must participate in a conflict and be moved by argumentative
force to overcome its own inner opposition, or resistance to change.

I have located the resistances to change within the structure of the
self. The self resists change because self-structure tends toward homeo-
stasis. But if self-structure explains the self’s resistance to rhetoric, it also
explains the self’s seduction by rhetoric. I want to suggest that the unique
psychological “torque” of modern rhetorical power can be explained as
a mechanism “funded” by the divided character of modern self-struc-
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ture. Modern forms of ethos can “divide” us from our habitual values
because, as moderns, we are always, in advance, at a deeper level,
divided, self-conflicted selves.

It may be that the central power of “modern” ethos derives not so
much from a rhetor’s ability to develop unconscious fantasies and gratify
unconscious needs of the self, but more primordially from the rhetor’s
ability to activate the inner dynamics of self-division—to liberate re-
pressed voices, to activate self-conflict, to reshape the linguistic form of
self-components. The work of Martin Fishbein and Icek Ajzen suggests
that self-persuasion may be the most effective form of persuasion. Self-
persuasion, they argue, creates intrapersonal discrepancy as it challenges
beliefs and value premises. It unbalances fixed cognitions that preserve
dominant values. In self-persuasion individuals are not given an oppor-
tunity to mobilize ego defenses that easily resist the assaults of other
voices. Instead, individuals are placed in a position that changes the
structure of their inner self-components as they listen to their own inner
voices in new ways. Self-persuasion does not come from the outside as
an external “authority” goading people to accept certain values; it comes
from the inside as an internal voice (both an agent and an expression of
self-change) reorganizing relationships among self-components.

Fishbein and Ajzen suggest that effective persuasion creates a conflict
within the self.>? But it may be that, given the nature of the modern self,
the task of rhetoric is not to create conflict in the self, but first to bypass
ego defenses that normally maintain a stable character, and then to
mobilize, at a deep level of self-structure, the inherently conflictual
nature of the self.

Modern theories of the self see it as, in various degrees, divided.
Freud, Kohut, and Lacan see the self, not as a unified master of its
actions, but as a more compromised structure presiding over negotiations
among conflictual inner forces. In Freud’s early topographic model of
mind, behavior is explained as the result of compromises between the
unconscious push of drives and the preconscious restraining structure of
the ego.?®> As Freud’s theory evolved, three structures—id, ego, and
superego—are seen in conflict within the self. In the later work of ego
psychologists, psychic “structure” becomes a term that describes the
relatively stable organization of the self’s restlessly unstable and conflic-
tual inner components.>*

The ego would seem to be the rhetorical center of the self. Its task is
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to organize, synthesize, reconcile, or otherwise repress divisive and con-
flictual self-components so that individuals can effectively (or somewhat
effectively) pursue their needs and desires. We normally think of the ego
as a structure that manages the conflicts of self-components clearly “in-
side” the self. In a certain sense this is true, but it is also misleading.
Psychoanalytic theorists have more than a little difficulty distinguishing
between those representations of people (often in the form of memories)
inside the self that serve to represent the outside world, and those
representations of people inside the self that structure the self’s inner
organization. Freud, for example, argued that a person’s superego often
develops from an internalized image of the father. Extrapolating from
this principle, we might say that all internal self-components are in
various degrees modeled after the self-structures of external others. A
person’s “internal world” is always something brought into the inside
from the outside world (although the act of taking in also involves a
degree of reshaping).

Psychoanalytic theory thus provides a model for understanding ethos
as the effect of a specific fluidity within self-structure being affected by
the flow of social discourse. This has implications for argument, writing,
and pedagogy. When students hear the speech of others, this speech
always has the potential to become part of their own “inner speech.”
Consider how students respond to classroom discussion. Some discus-
sion is boring, some is highly engaging. Some of the engaging classroom
speech may be remembered. Some remembered speech may be internal-
ized and, furthermore, some of the internalized speech may be so dura-
ble as to become part of the student’s self-structure. However, not all
speech becomes internalized; what is internalized always reflects the
particular dynamics of a student’s self-structure. We cannot know in
advance what sort of discourse engages self-structure and what does not,
but we can say that when students confront through response to outer
voices the conflicts within their own inner voices, they are doing ego
work; they are reworking the inner organization of self-components.
They are, at once, doing the work that contributes to the formation of a
self, and doing the work of rhetoric. Indeed, when rhetoric “works,” it
works in a literal sense to construct a self.

There are further implications. When conflictual voices within the self
are heard speaking through the voices of real people outside the self,
such argument taps the deepest powers of rhetoric. Such persuasiveness
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is simultaneously very public and very private. It is, like the “hypnotic”
effect of highly charismatic leaders, a form of communication erasing
boundaries between speaker and listener and exposing “inner” self-struc-
ture to the reformulating power of “public” rhetoric.

In summary, if the modern self is highly divided, and if reconciling
the self’s inner voices of opposition is the task of both rhetoric and self-
building, then texts that activate and direct these oppositions and recon-
ciliations embody the key principles of modern ethos. More precisely, if
rhetoric is always at the scene of conflict, and if the divided nature of the
self participates in this conflict—and, indeed, facilitates rhetorical action
—then it follows that a particular kind of representation of self-conflict
(an “aesthetic manipulation,” that is, of self-divisive conflict) provides
an effective formula for ethos. In short, a distinctly “modern” ethos may
well be grasped as an aesthetic manipulation of self-division.

It would be instructive to illustrate this claim in a writer like Bertrand
Russell, who, with his ebullient confidence in argument, seems precisely
the opposite of a divided self. But I defer this more complicated case of
self-division in order to focus on the more simple case of George Or-
well’s “Shooting an Elephant.” Orwell does not reflect all the variations
in the structural principles of self-division I have tried to describe. The
ethical and argumentative strategies of his essay are a bit too obvious.
Nonetheless these all-too-obvious strategies may effectively support the
more controversial aspects of my description of modern ethos.

Orwell’s Ethos as an Aesthetic Manipulation of Self-Division

Eric Blair was not a great social leader, but as “George Orwell” Blair
became a highly visible and “charismatic” journalist. Orwell’s charisma
is very much a function of his writing style, one that still serves as a
model for many teachers of writing. T. R. Fyvel, a later friend of Orwell,
describes the effect Orwell’s writing had on him:

I had spent the nineteen-thirties for the most part abroad, but already in that
decade I had come to admire Orwell’s first novels and his journalism, and I

thought of him as the English writer whom upon my return to England I would
above all love to meet.*®

A number of critics have commented on a sense of personal presence,
the presence of the living writer, experienced while reading Orwell.
George Woodcock observes:



SELF-STRUCTURE AS A RHETORICAL DEVICE §§

What makes almost all of Orwell’s essays still so fresh and fascinating, long after
the occasion for their writing has lost its original interest, is the informality, the
sense of linear development, which gives one the feeling of being inside the
author’s mind as he is developing his thoughts.¢

Alok Rai argues that the sense of honesty that Orwell’s writing conveys
stems in part from an “aesthetic of acknowledged self-division,” which
provides a kind of “all-purpose verification principle” making Orwell
“in every position, the most dependable of witnesses, an ‘unwilling’
one.”* Repeatedly Orwell’s persona represents the experience of a thinker
in the process of balancing various opposing positions in particular acts
of observation and judgment.

Orwell’s own self-divisions are many, various, and fully documented.
Early in life he suffered as a middle-class boy trying to be part of the
Eton elite. Some writers argue that this sense of class division tormented
Orwell all his life. He was a police officer in Burma who admired the
Burmese. Later, he was an Eton graduate living as a bum in France and
England, an Englishman fighting for socialism in Spain, a socialist fight-
ing for the nationalism of England. As a writer, Orwell uses his dual
perspectives on life to give depth and immediacy to his reporting. Rai
observes that Orwell’s persona, charged with self-division, is “valuable
not so much for the individual findings, which are often commonplace,
but rather because the persona is, in itself, a living record . . . of the
process of finding out, of the difficulties of knowledge and commit-
ment.”*® Eric Blair, dramatizing himself in the persona of George Or-
well, uses writing as a strategy for expressing and seeking a kind of
intellectual mastery over his own many internal conflicts. Rai argues that
Orwell writes by “working through, and simultaneously towards a
mythical persona which is constituted precisely through the stress be-
tween contending elements, between contradictory yearnings and di-
vided loyalties.”>*

In the latter part of his life Orwell was both popular and widely read.
However, many critics question his stature as a literary figure. The
““aesthetics of self-division” that served Orwell well as a journalist and
essayist did not work terribly well in his novels. Repeatedly, Orwell’s
central characters are passive and self-destructive. Rai describes these
characters as having a sensibility “wastefully but also innocently at war
with itself.”*° Raymond Williams describes Orwell not as a great artist
but as a vigorous thinker, in effect, a powerful rhetorician.*! But he is
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not a dated rhetorician. “We have been using him, since his death,”
Williams says, “as the ground for a general argument.”*? Orwell’s essays
demonstrate remarkable power in prodding others to take action or
rethink positions. This power has waned little over the last forty years.

“Shooting an Elephant” continues to be very popular for teachers of
freshman English. The piece has many of the qualities of “great litera-
ture,” and at least one of the virtues of strong propaganda: a clear and
powerful argument. Orwell wrote the essay with a political purpose. He
was at the time a socialist solidly identified with anti-imperialist politics.
But the essay does not sound like anti-imperialist propaganda because
powerfully self-divided feelings characterize the ethos of the author.

The essay does not begin with a clear position statement. Instead, it
begins with a confession:

In Moulmein, in Lower Burma, I was hated by large numbers of people—the
only time in my life that I have been important enough for this to happen to me.
I was subdivisional police officer of the town and in an aimless, petty kind of
way anti-European feeling was very bitter. As a police officer I was an obvious
target [when playing soccer] and was baited whenever it seemed safe to do so.
When a Burman tripped me up, the referee looked the other way and the crowd
yelled with hideous laughter. This happened more than once. In the end the
sneering yeow faces of young men . . . the insults hooted after me . . . got
badly on my nerves.

All this was perplexing and upsetting. For at that time I had already made up
my mind that imperialism was an evil thing and the sooner I chucked up my job
and got out of it the better.

I was all for the Burmese and all against their oppressors, the British. As for
the job I was doing, I hated it more bitterly than I can perhaps make clear.®

This principle of self-division is repeated many times and in many ways.
Much of this internal division is obvious:

With one part of my mind I thought of the British Raj as an unbreakable tyranny,
as something clamped down, in saecula saeculorum, upon the will of prostrate
peoples; with another part I thought that the greatest joy in the world would be
to drive a bayonet into a Buddhist priest’s guts.*

But much of the “message” of self-division is not so obvious: the irony
of the essay’s tone; the sharp division between the present “speaker” of
the essay and the actor of the unfolding narrative; Orwell’s powerful
conclusion that curiously imagines the “scene” of the elephant’s death as
vastly “distant” from the actual scene of the elephant’s bleeding body —
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all of these elements and many others that I do not have the space to
invoke press on the reader with subtle if undeniable rhetorical pressure.

Orwell’s expression of self-division serves a strong rhetorical function
in the text’s ethical argument. The text does not begin by identifying
with one pole of the political argument, so both sides of the issue can
identify with the story. The essay does not attack the values of a reader
and does not force a reader into a rigidly reactive and self-protective
response; instead, the essay invites projection, sympathy, and identifica-
tion. The essay has, indeed, some of the virtues of a Rogerian argument,
insofar as Orwell is sympathetic to his opposition. Though anti-imperi-
alist himself, he concedes certain virtues to the British Empire. “I did
not know,” the persona says, “that the British Empire is dying, still less
that it is a great deal better than the younger empires that are going to
supplant it.”’*> But Orwell’s essay is more complicated than a Rogerian
argument. The author is not a person who “listens” sympathetically and
nonjudgmentally to an argument of an “other.” Instead the position of
the other is an aspect balanced within the author’s own position. And
just as the author balances the two perspectives in conflict, the reader is
invited to do the same.

As the story develops, the author’s self-division participates in an
action that sharply reveals its own inner struggle and seeks to attain a
kind of mastery over the various values in opposition. Readers of the
essay may initially read merely for the plot, that is, to find out what
happens to the author. But when readers become engaged in the plot
they begin to participate in the unique nature of Orwell’s experiences.
As the suspense of the plot increases, the reader’s feelings about the
action become more intense, and this promotes an increasingly intense
identification with the conflict experienced by the central character. In
reading about an external conflict that produces an internal conflict, the
reader’s internal self-components become responsive to the textual shape
of the conflict represented through many textual strategies—plot, char-
acter, irony, symbol, imagery.

The text encourages the reader to identify closely with the character
and scene, thus readers soon become identified with much more than a
particular character in a particular circumstance. One possible result will
be that a political position—one perhaps initially excluded from the
reader’s own values—will receive increased personal attention. But there
are several plausible developments. For example, a reader may have never
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been fully conscious of two sides to the political issue and will, only
through the essay, come to “see” and appreciate an opposing position.
The rhetoric of Orwell’s essay, moreover, encourages this new seeing to
be a highly charged emotional event. The reader may not “think” about
a logical argument, but the principle of an “other side” becomes embed-
ded within and amplified by the reader’s vicarious experience of self-
division. In another outcome, a reader already experiencing two sides to
the issue finds that the essay intensifies the conflict and pushes toward a
rhetorically manipulated resolution.

In The Road to Wigan Pier, Orwell says that “every Anglo-Indian is
haunted by a sense of guilt which he usually conceals . . . because there
is no freedom of speech” in his or her society.* “Shooting an Elephant”
is an attempt to free speech from concealment and repression, thereby
putting rhetorical pressure on self-structure. Every self contains two
kinds of voices: those stifled and repressed, and those heard and ideal-
ized. Orwell’s essay seeks to empower marginalized voices within the
self, to give them a hearing and then to idealize, for self-structure, those
repressed voices that are heard. When marginalized voices within the self
are thus empowered, they exert power over the thoughts and actions
taken by the self; they “speak™ in such a way that the ego can identify
with them. In Orwell’s text, feelings of entertainment, suspense, and
aesthetic pleasure appeal to the id’s desire for pleasure; attending to this
pleasure, however, has consequences for the ego. A curtain of repression
that normally suppresses anti-imperialist thought and feeling is lifted. A
reader, reading for pleasure, gets “involved” in the story and wants to
know more about what is happening “in” the text. But in so doing,
readers hear (as their own “inner voice”) voices they have not fully heard
before. Wanting to know what happens “in” the text, readers become
attentive to what is happening “in” themselves. Rhetorical effects are
thus achieved by the pursuit of pleasure and concomitant venting (and
entitling) of repressed voices.

The resolution of the plot—the shooting of the elephant—rebalances
the rhetorical forces in conflict within the narrator’s “inner” self. The
story, while representing external events, also at some level “expresses”
the rebalancing activity that is at work within the self. Orwell comes to
recognize that it is not only the natives who are betrayed by imperialism;
imperialism betrays the people it is supposed to serve. Thus motives of
self-interest, and not altruism, contribute to the strength of anti-imperi-
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alist feeling: “I perceived in this moment that when the white man turns
tyrant it is his own freedom that he destroys.”* The essay represents an
ironic experience where a literal example of brute mastery expresses,
paradoxically, a loss of mastery. Conversely, however, the recognition
of loss of mastery contributes to a rhetoric of self-understanding: “I
perceived in this moment that when the white man turns tyrant it is his
own freedom that he destroys.” It is hard not to see in this moment of
self-recognition a fantasy of mastery that captures the ego much as in
Lacan’s account of the mirror stage an image captures and situates the
agency of the ego.

Orwell’s idealization of this moment of recognition, his capturing,
recoverying, and verbally masterying this moment through the act of
writing the narrative, becomes a creative act that reshapes various orga-
nizations of feeling and value within the speaker. The author begins to
formulate what he now begins to experience as his “real” feelings about
imperialism, and he vigorously labels this enterprise as morally wrong.
The essay ends with an extended description of a dying elephant, and
there is a curiously intense identification between Orwell and the ele-
phant. In some remote and overdetermined symbolic overlay, it seems
to me, it is not an elephant that Orwell has killed in the essay, but an
older version of the self. The experience of shooting the elephant and the
experience of thinking and writing about it change the “shape” of the
author’s self.

The text presents the reader with a curious argument. It does not tell
the reader what to think. There is not, as in the case of an Aristotelian
ethos, a character of intelligence and good will presenting a clear case for
his side. The ethos of the text does not say: “Trust me. Do this.” Instead
the ethos says: “This is what happened to me.” And through a kind of
plotted intricacy, the instability of the text’s initial political position
promotes its rhetorical effectiveness.

I am suggesting, by way of this discussion of Orwell, that self-division
can provide a rhetorically effective form of argument. I am also suggest-
ing that most modern arguments (and perhaps also more traditional
arguments), when closely examined, reveal particular structures, and
particular styles, of self-division. But I should emphasize that structures
of self-division are not all equivalent, not all variations on the same
theme. The mere expression of self-division, for example, is not always
rhetorically effective. Often a reader responds to a representation of self-
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division with confusion; either readers are confused themselves (and feel
no rhetorical pressure), or they feel sure that the writer is. Many com-
position teachers, for example, find that students identify with one belief
on the first page of their paper and identify with an opposing belief on
the third. When asked what they really believe, they commonly reply
that they are, indeed, confused. The teacher replies, “Well, if you are
confused yourself, how do expect others to be convinced by your argu-
ment?” It is one thing to experience self-division and another to develop
a rhetorically effective strategy for activating a reader’s self-division.
Consequently, teachers often instruct students to avoid expression of
self-divisive feelings. But this may be the worst advice we can give. The
point is not to avoid self-division, but to make rhetorical use of it and to
develop a “style” or an apparently unified “voice” that “moves” a
reader’s self-structure. Self-division, if it is to work effectively, must be
present as an ethos. It must speak as a recognizable voice, a voice that
has “worked through” and crafted a sense—or a “fantasy”—of mastery
over the pain of inner conflict.

I will further elaborate on my argument about ethos and mastery in
chapter 4. This brief analysis of Orwell’s essay cannot entirely prove the
claims made in this chapter. My arguments have been broadly historical
and deeply theoretical. Nonetheless, my analysis of Orwell should clar-
ify aspects of the theoretical position I have described. Orwell’s voice
speaks with a particular rhetorical style—one might say a confessional
style—of self-division. This self-division has powerful rhetorical effects
because it reflects a particular dynamic of self-structure that “moves” us.
Rhetorical effect is related to self-structure because both are organized
psychological processes that direct attention, orchestrate affect, and pro-
vide form for human experience. Rhetorical effect and self-structure are
best understood, then, not as language or representation, but as dynamic
forces that give form to the various contents—cultural, biological, tex-
tual, psychological—that they work on. In turn, in working on these
various contents, they change them. Change, after all, is what rhetoric is
about.
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THREE

Projection and the Resistance of the
Signifier: A Reader-Response Theory
of Textual Presence

There is more to a mirror
than you looking at

your full-length body
flawless but reversed.

Margaret Atwood, “Tricks with Mirrors”

Reader-response theory can be useful for explaining the mechanisms of
textual rhetoric. But the present theoretical positions that define reader
response generally undermine the rhetorical complexity of interactions
between the text and the subject. Because reader response is most often
represented in either emphatically psychoanalytic terms or in emphati-
cally poststructuralist terms, reader-response theories either underesti-
mate the status of the text (as in psychoanalytic perspectives) or under-
estimate the status of the subject (as in poststructuralist perspectives).

Rhetoric, in order to function as rhetoric, has to assume that language
in and of itself can affect a reader’s response. This assumption is generally
denied by the psychoanalytic reader-response theories that emphasize
the reader’s role in creating the text by projecting meaning on it. The
early work of Norman Holland, Stanley Fish, and David Bleich, for
example, insists that a text has little power to guide, direct, or determine
the response of readers. Considered in these terms, the text does not
really exist apart from readers. Readers construct their own different
texts as they construct different meanings; there is no “objective” text,
no real, stable, and controlling textual entity that directs textual response
and exercises the power rhetoricians imagine.

63
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In this account of textual response, the multiplicity of meanings found
by readers becomes a problem for rhetorical theory: readers produce
their own text and there can be no pressure exerted by the text on the
reader. Rhetoric can occur as an accident of response, but the text itself
exerts no rhetorical pressure. Psychoanalytic reader-response theory may
understand people, but it does not understand texts.

Poststructuralist perspectives on reader response also make the idea of
rhetoric impossible, though for a different reason. Deconstruction imag-
ines the multiplicity of textual meaning not as a function of different
subjective responses to a text, but as a function of a textuality itself: a
text’s collection of indeterminate signifiers. The text is never “iterable,”
that is, never the same text twice. Similarly, readers are—like the text
itself—collections of indeterminate texts. Poststructuralist theory may
understand something about texts, but it does not understand people.
The rhetoric conceived by poststructuralist thought is described in terms
of a reader’s subjectivity effortlessly configured by the signifiers of the
text. Such a rhetoric is not worthy of the name; it is not fully possible
because both the signifiers of a text have no stability and the interior
“textuality” of the reader has no constancy. Rhetoric is a largely incon-
sequential effect of subjectivity being temporarily subjected to particular
signifiers. Poststructuralist and psychoanalytic accounts of reader-re-
sponse theory have been helpful in broadening our notion of how texts
operate. But these theories misrepresent the relationship between texts
and selves and fail to account for the operations of textual rhetoric.

These theoretical positions generally misrepresent relationships be-
tween texts and selves because they are unable to fully imagine the
differences between texts and selves. Texts are made up of signifiers that,
in themselves, bear little resemblance to subjectivity. Although, in a
limited sense, it is true that people are a collection of signifiers, collec-
tions of signifiers are not people. Signifiers do not contain emotion, but
people do. Signifiers do not in themselves organize emotion, but people
do. Signifiers in themselves have no libidinal charge, no libidinal organi-
zations or relationships. Signifiers are not like subjects. They are in
themselves flat coding devices, useful to both humans and computers for
a variety of purposes.

Subjects, unlike computers, #se signification to construct subjectivity.
Because signifiers can signify for a subject, texts can affect the subjectiv-
ity of a reader. Signifiers do this, not because of what they are in
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themselves—ink marks on a page—but because of subject functions that
animate signification. Signification participates in a larger social universe
of discourse manipulation and reflects the rhetorical strategies used by
both people and cultures to “position” subjects. Texts affect subjectivity
because texts echo rhetorical messages left by others; they contain rhe-
torical traces left by an author, an author’s unconscious, and a cultural
unconscious working through an author.

When we respond to texts, the messages we perceive are not deter-
mined exclusively by our subjectivity, and, conversely, our subjectivity
is not controlled by the libidinal messages coded by others. When we
respond to texts, we respond to a scene of complex social interaction; we
associate texts with people talking and sharing all the conscious and
unconscious messages that people share. When we respond to texts, we
can be attentive to a clear, “objectively” present sequence of signifiers.
These signifiers, while they may evoke private meanings for us, also
connect our response to a wider world of social and verbal interaction.
There is an enormous variety of messages latent in any discourse sample,
consequently reading engages us in many possible and many different
meaning arrangements.

Rhetoric is a complicated verbal art because, to be effective, it must
use verbal strategies to manipulate self-components. Textual rhetoric, as
I envision it, uses verbal structures not simply (and not always) to define
and advocate a particular libidinal organization. It also uses them to
amplify the experience of conflict, multiply textual meaning, and encour-
age readers to identify with various and often mutually exclusive libidinal
organizations of value judgment and subject positionings. Through this
interaction between the multiple and polyvocal formal structures of rhet-
oric and the multiple polyvocal internal structures of the self, a text can
loosen the usual rigidity in terms of which readers maintain habitual
values.

Chapter 2 formulated a description of ethos at work in the verbal
structure of a text. This chapter shows, first, how a text is an entity
resistant to the individual reading strategies that create meaning from it,
and second, how a conflictual signification serves rhetorical purposes.

Poststructuralist and traditional psychoanalytic reader-response theo-
ries oversimplify the rhetorical mechanisms of the text by being insuffi-
ciently attentive to the essential otherness that distinguishes a text from
its reader. A text is not essentially the reflection of a reader, and a reader
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is not essentially the reflection of a text. A text, in and of itself, possesses
an otherness that plays a role in rhetorical interactions. Rhetoric, in fact,
is funded by interactions between the subjective projections of readers
and objective significations of texts. Textual rhetoric is powerful because
projection “projects” the material of self-structure and then introjects
the material of text structure. Rhetoric works as components of text
structure become organized into components of self-structure. In order
for a text to function as a rhetorical device, the reader must encounter in
it something “other”; my purpose here is to describe how texts exist
independently of readers.

The Status of the Text

Traditional psychoanalytic and poststructuralist perspectives on the text,
despite their many differences, obscure the differences between texts and
selves. Major works produced by both theoretical camps frequently
argue that it is not possible to assume the presence of an objective text.
The text cannot be objective because if it is considered as the encoding of
an author’s message, the text cannot remain tied to the integrity of its
originating or controlling purpose. It loses its message as it is violated by
reading strategies. If one dismisses the importance of the author and
thinks of the text as an autonomous linguistic artifact, the text still cannot
exist as an objective entity, because it cannot control or deliver univocal
meaning. As a verbally autonomous entity, the text cannot be autono-
mous; it is always on the point of dissolving. It is unable to enclose the
boundaries of its subject, unable to limit the pluralities of its significa-
tion. These discoveries of linguistic unfaithfulness changed the attitudes
of many prominent critics. Stanley Fish, for example, observes that in
his early years “the integrity of the text was as basic to my position as it
was to the position of the New Critics.”! Later in his career, however,
Fish came to recognize a disquieting arbitrariness in what had been called
with reverence, the “text.”” The text does not exist as a stable objective
entity. It becomes differentially present and “objective” through any one
of the many interpretive methods of responding critics. The text “in
itself,” Fish argues, possesses “objectivity” only as black ink stains upon
paper.

Fish insists that “there isn’t a text . . . if one means . . . [what Hirsch
means] ‘an entity which always remains the same from one moment to
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the next.” 2 But Fish and other critics who dismiss the objective text
nonetheless insist on an interpretive vigilance in any act of interpretation.
Paul de Man asserts that “literature as well as criticism—the difference
between them being delusive—is condemned (or privileged) to be for-
ever the most rigorous and, consequently, the most unreliable language
in terms of which man [woman] names and transforms [her-] himself.”?
Barbara Johnson, who quotes de Man on this issue, explains that decon-
struction “involves a reversal of values, a revaluation of the signifying
function of everything that, in a sign-based theory of meaning, would
constitute noise.”* As “noise”” becomes seriously examined for its signi-
fying function, it calls into question the stability of the text’s more
apparent “intention” or “meaning.” The perception of a textual content
(noise), which is “at war” with the text’s more obvious rhetorical intent,
should be important for any theory of rhetoric because rhetoric derives
its power precisely from its ability to overcome the noise of its resistance.
But this description of deconstructive practice should also have impor-
tant implications for understanding the nature of the text. The presence
of noise in a text implies, first, that the notion of a clearly dominant
authorial intention disappears. Second, the “unstable” text offers, through
the medium of noise, clear, convincing, and verifiable (one might say
“objective”) evidence of its inner incoherence.

Poststructural methodology is on the one hand more relativistic or,
from a traditional perspective, more “‘subjective” than traditional criti-
cism. Yet on the other hand it is also more rigorous, farsighted, and
attentive to signifiers than traditional criticism. This paradoxical avowal
of interpretive rigor and denial of textual presence is worth examination.
If poststructural methodology is shunned by many critics, it is not
because it lacks clarity, method, and rigor (properties in fact usually
allied with objectivity). It is shunned because it somehow seems more
irresponsible. In a word, it seems narcissistic, and narcissistic modes of
reading seem to deny objective texts. In actuality poststructuralist thought,
although it reveals a degree of narcissism involved in reading, does not
go far enough in understanding the narcissistic nature of textual produc-
tion and response.

Poststructuralist theory seems narcissistic in the negative sense be-
cause it makes emphatic claims about the importance of the reader’s role
in interpreting or constituting the text. Signifiers in the text do not
disappear, but the thing signified by the signifiers becomes a product of
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reading strategies. Michel Foucault, for example, asserts that those “as-
pects of an individual which we designate as an author . . . are projec-
tions . . . of our way of handling texts.”> Roland Barthes argues that
“the birth of the reader must be at the cost of the death of the author.”*
Traditional critics recoil from these claims, arguing that they overempha-
size the subjective aspects of interpretation. George Steiner compares
Derrida’s Glas to the mirrors that “make up the autistic sovereignty of
Narcissus,” and argues that Derrida’s reading of Rousseau “is ‘irrespon-
sibility’ in the exact, concrete sense of an inhibition of vital response, of
a ruin in the arts of reciprocity and felt dialogue between text and
reader.”” In a similar fashion, Hayden White complains that much cur-
rent critical theory serves as mystification, and “mystification of the text
results in the fetishism of writing and the narcissism of the reader.”®

Critical reactions to contemporary theory frequently, either descrip-
tively or pejoratively, circle about a set of concepts deriving their rhetor-
ical force from the root adjective, “narcissistic.” The concept of “narcis-
sism” may be used explicitly in seemingly descriptive accounts of
deconstructive or reader-response methodology; or it may be used with
full pejorative intention to describe other critics and their methodologies;
and finally, it may be “bootlegged” into critical commentary, hidden
beneath other terms associated with errant subjectivity.? Yet however the
term appears, it works determinedly for its author to distinguish one
mode of aberrant subjectivity from another mode of enlightened subjec-
tivity.

Weriters who employ the notion of narcissism, however, normally
ignore the complex psychoanalytic theories (and paradoxical modes of
subjectivity) implied by their concept. The term narcissism thus functions
rhetorically and not analytically in contemporary critical practice. Whether
used to pronounce judgment on other critical practices or simply to
describe or explain them, narcissism implies a great deal but has no clear
or concrete meaning. It distinguishes “good” subjectivity from “bad”
subjectivity, but it does not in fact reveal how one mode of subjectivity
differs from another.

As a rhetorical term, narcissism implies a kind of self-indulgent,
irresponsible, and insidiously imaginary domination over any “other”
posited in discourse. But critical theory has no clear taxonomy or hier-
archy that names the variety and plenitude of all the others of discourse.
Every instance of discourse is selective, so every example of discourse
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always excludes some other. Certainly it is true that poststructuralist
theory dominates and subjugates one kind of other—the author’s appar-
ent intention. But another other, the signifier itself, is not dominated or
subverted by the new methodology. Thus it would seem that whereas
poststructuralist theory is narcissistic in one sense, it is, in its respect for
the signifier, not narcissistic. Yet again, because the poststructuralist
signifier functions as an empty term (a term whose presence is only the
consequence of a particular reading context and a particular reader’s will
to meaning), poststructural practice might seem more narcissistic or
solipsistically self-indulgent than traditional practices. Such reasoning
only reveals the circularity of our confusion over the meaning of narcis-
sism. For the traditional critic’s assumption of a meaning exterior to the
signifier (in an author’s intention perhaps), which he or she has securely
(we should say narcissistically) discovered by defeating a confusing abun-
dance of conflictual evidence, is certainly as narcissistic and self-indul-
gent as poststructural assumptions. These observations, then, suggest
that as yet we have no clear model for rigor in critical response. And this
confusion is the consequence of our more covert confusion over what we
really mean or want to mean by narcissistic (or errant) forces of subjec-
tivity.

As long as we are unable to understand the function of narcissistic
subjectivity, we will be unable to formulate criteria for accountability in
reading. Narcissistic activity is an especially intricate, paradoxical, and
complicated phenomenon; critical theory has used the term generically
and has failed to understand an important subset of narcissistic activities
essential to the reading process. A more thorough understanding of these
activities may help to disentangle some incompatible assumptions em-
bodied in various critical perspectives. A fuller understanding of partic-
ular narcissistic processes— narcissistic projection, idealization, and the
role of language in narcissistic functions—offers theoretical tools for
defining a poststructuralist notion of textual rhetoric and “objectivity.”

Projection and Narcissism

The Narcissus myth is always a useful starting point for reflecting on
narcissistic phenomena. For the Western world, the history of the con-
cept of narcissism is securely bound to the image of Narcissus looking at
himself in the river. Freud’s 1914 essay on narcissism implicitly alludes
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to the myth when commenting on the doting self-admiration of the
narcissist.!° More recent analysts have used the myth to explore subjects
of particular interest to complex psychoanalytic theories of narcissism—
subjects such as the narcissist’s fear of self-loss in the beloved object and
the narcissist’s libidinal “cathexis” of her- or himself. The myth of
Narcissus continues to be a useful narrative for reflecting on the com-
plexity and confusion of narcissistic behavior, despite the fact that most
readers oversimplify the myth by remembering it as a general explanation
of narcissism.!!

Most of us, I suspect, have a narcissistic understanding of narcissism.
We understand the concept by means of the myth, but the intelligibility
we achieve is vitiated by assumptions we project into the most “appar-
ent” of narcissistic mechanisms, that is, narcissistic projection. We over-
simplify the Narcissus myth when we use it to abstract what I call a
“visual overlay” model for understanding the narcissistic gaze. The vi-
sual overlay model suggests that narcissism is a state of perception in
which an image in the “real” world is covered up by an image projected
on it from the self’s imaginary inner world. According to this model, the
narcissistic gaze functions to substitute, in a highly imperialistic manner,
one image for another. A “real” image available for all to see in the
“external world” is unconsciously hidden and “covered up” by an unreal
image, that is, an image manufactured by a wayward and undisciplined
(narcissistic) subjectivity. With this understanding of the narcissistic gaze,
an understanding only too effectively dramatized by the Narcissus myth,
highly distorting modes of perception have become synonymous with
projection and have come to characterize the quintessential act of a
narcissistic subject.

Freud’s work lends analytic rigor to the relationships outlined here
and provides an almost unquestioned authority for establishing an em-
phatic link between projection and narcissism. In projection, an image is
“projected” from the mind just as an image is “projected” by a mechan-
ical illuminating machine. One image is covered up in a purely arbitrary
way by another. The objects that are visible on the visual screen do not
in any significant way determine or influence the character of the images
projected on the screen. This analogy was highly suitable for Freud’s
emphasis on the subjective force of distortion. A “real” image—one that
is real, public, and available for all to see—is covered up, and the image
that is superimposed on the public image is a private one, an image
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idiosyncratically manufactured by the mind. Projection involves, as Freud
points out, a loss of reality. It occurs when “the original reality-ego,
which distinguished internal and external by means of a sound objective
criterion, changes into a purified pleasure-ego, which places the charac-
teristic of pleasure above all others.”'? Projection is thus a gesture of
narcissistic self-indulgence; the narcissistic self does not want to see a
reality that is potentially painful.

The Freudian theory of projection is more complicated than is out-
lined here, and it diverges sharply at many points from the understanding
of projection in the work of critics like Norman Holland.!* Nonetheless,
the term projection has become popular and influential. For many reader-
response theorists, projection of this sort seems to define the essential
mechanism of reading. Reading, thus characterized, seems to be a pro-
cess whereby a reader’s fantasies are substituted for the words in the
book. Many advocates of reader-response criticism assert that readers
project their personal stories on literature just as a projection machine
projects movies on a blank screen. The text, thus characterized, does not
really exist. Fish argues that there are no real differences between differ-
ent texts, because the words of the text, despite our painstaking attention
to them, do not guide or direct our experience.'* Instead, words are
empty and passive: blank space victimized by the reader’s imperialistic
will to meaning. The “pictures” the reader “sees” in the text are deter-
mined not by words, but solely by the film inside the projection ma-
chine, which contains the fantasies animating the reader. Reading thus
seems to be a narrowly narcissistic, or even solipsistic, activity.

Such generalizations oversimplify the more recent work of critics like
Fish, Bleich, and Holland. But psychoanalytic accounts of reader-re-
sponse theory that focus most closely on the reader identify the role of
the reader with projective activities. Even Derrida’s concern for the
supplement, the slippage of signifiers, and the infective nature of reading
contexts has sometimes been read by American critics as descriptions of
projection. On the whole, Fish’s claim that “the formal patterns” of
literature ““are themselves constituted by an interpretive act,” Bleich’s
refutation of the “objective paradigm,” and Holland’s rejection of a
“biactive theory of text-reader interaction’ has had the effect of support-
ing deconstructive ideas and has lent credibility to the view of the text as
a blank screen animated by the meanings projected on it by readers.!®

Norman Holland, like Stanley Fish, is another prominent critic whose
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best-known work disavows any notion of textual objectivity. In a rela-
tively recent essay on the “transactive process” of reading, Holland
disputes New Critical assumptions about the sovereignty of the text.
According to these assumptions, words in the text somehow limit or
direct the response of the reader. Words do not direct meaning, Holland
argues, because words have no real meaning in themselves. Words mean
only in so far as they are consumed by projective processes. Holland’s
early articles on the reading process explicitly characterize reading as an
essentially projective activity. In “Unity Identity Text Self,” Holland
argues that the “overarching principle” of interpretation is that “identity
re-creates itself. . . . All of us, as we read, use the literary work to
symbolize and finally to replicate ourselves.”'® The form and unity of
the text, Holland suggests, are a function of the reader’s highly arbitrary
subjectivity.

Holland originally believed in the myth of the objectivity of the text,
but was saved from his folly by empirical research. Through careful
empirical investigation of how readers actually read, he discovered that
the variety of response to a text was enormous. The words in the text
did not limit meaning, but instead seemed to multiply meaning. In his
empirical sampling of student response, Holland discovered that re-
sponse to literary works was so varied that meaning could not be ex-
plained by the “objective” nature of the literary work. “If you actually
collect people’s free responses to texts,” Holland observes, “they simply
do not show a uniform core (from the text) and individual variation
(from the people). The responses have practically nothing in com-
mon.” "

Holland’s early work in reader-response theory was highly influenced
by David Bleich. Bleich’s arguments led Holland to conclude that “sto-
ries do not have defense mechanisms and plays do not sublimate—but
people do.”!'® Bleich’s work, especially his chapter “Epistemological
Assumptions in the Study of Response,” seems especially thoughtful in
its discussion of the epistemological ground of perception. For many
readers, the work succeeds in making projection synonymous with aes-
thetic perception. For Bleich, interpretation is understood as “motivated
resymbolization.””!* Signifiers, Bleich argues, do not announce meanings
that exist before reading acts. Instead, signifiers take on meaning through
the motives of readers. Because the motives for this “resymbolization”
are characteristically unconscious, interpretation serves to express the
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unconscious motives of the reader. In effect, reading reads projection; it
does not read anything distinctive in texts. “The object of attention,” he
argues, “is not the item itself but is the response of those who observe
it.” 2% Bleich’s description of aesthetic perception thus resembles what I
term a “visual overlay” model of projection. “Motivated resymboliza-
tion” serves as Bleich’s substitute term for projection.

Unfortunately, Bleich’s theory, however engaging, ignores issues cru-
cial for an understanding of textual objectivity and conflates two differ-
ent claims. Bleich correctly asserts that all images are subjective. But he
is led too hastily from this assertion to another: All images are equally
subjective. This latter claim requires careful consideration because it
suggests that no “common denominator” bears witness to a common
source informing different readings of the same text. It suggests that no
“family resemblance” exists among different readings of the same text.
Furthermore, it suggests that aesthetic perception cannot be “improved”
by referring back to the original source of the perception, the text. It
also suggests that perception cannot (in Lacan’s terms) asymptotically
recover the shared social features of the text’s discourse. Responses to
texts instead proliferate endlessly and arbitrarily, and differences among
readings of the same text are no different from those among readings of
disparate texts.

Projection and the Materiality of the Signifier

The conceptual failure in many reader-response theories lies in their
tendency to see all subjective “distortions” in perception as equal in
degree and effect. This failure is the consequence of another larger failure
to grasp important distinctions in subjective processes. Texts are not
blank screens reflecting the projections of a reader; textual signifiers
manipulate projection. Readers who fail to encounter the signifiers of a
text fail to encounter the rhetorical facilitators of the text. Reader-re-
sponse theory frequently assumes that because there can be no “correct”
reading of signifiers, there can be no sense of accountability in reading.
However, such an assumption is naive. The “material” signifier does not
guarantee a stable referential event, but does guarantee a stable perceptual
event that plays an important role in conscious, unconscious, and narcis-
sistic reading processes. The material signifier offers itself as a criterion
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for accountability in textual response. Readings that fail to encounter the
actual signifiers of a text are failures in reading.

A judgment about objectivity in reading reflects a judgment made
about a reader’s encounter with the material signifiers, or sequence of
signifiers of a text. It does not reflect any judgment whatever over the
complex and compelling systems of meanings readers discover through
those signifiers.?! No critic really disputes the fact that signifiers are
objectively present in the text. Holland grants that there is text in so far
as there are “words-on-the-page,” and even Fish grants that signifiers
are material objects (“marks on the page”) that are materially present,
thus objectively present for reading.?? Nonetheless, poststructuralist the-
orists often insist, like Fish, that “‘there isn’t a text that remains the same
from one moment to the next.” Yet poststructural theory requires some-
thing in the text—the signifier—to remain the same. Thus, paradoxi-
cally, poststructural practice denies the iterability of the text, but re-
quires the iterability of signifiers. The text disappears, but the letters and
words of the text stand out ruggedly (in the form of noise) as unflinching
witnesses to the betrayal of meaning. The objectivity of the text disap-
pears in one sense, but it reappears again with unmistakable insistence in
another sense. It reappears in the materiality of the signifiers that consti-
tute the text.

The signifier is clearly materially present, and “reading” is distinct
from hallucination in so far as it describes a sequential encounter with
signifiers. But the objectivity of text, as it is understood in these terms,
is generally dismissed as theoretically inconsequential. Bleich, for ex-
ample, denies the importance of the material signifier and the “nominal
meanings of words” because these things cannot “mean” anything except
themselves, and this “meaning” can never be transferred from one person
to another except by repetition of mere dumb signifiers.?*> This argument
would seem to imply that one could legitimately “read” a text without
ever encountering the material signifiers that compose a text. Such an
assumption is absurd.

This dismissal of “dumb” signifiers is ill-considered. Most teachers
would agree that there is a style of reading that fails to see the text, and
therefore fails to register the material presence of the signifier and the
sequence of signifiers that comprise a text. Many readings of texts fail to
recognize major events in narrative and to register the particularity of
vocabulary that describes these events. Clearly these readings are failures
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in perception and failures to respond to the objective text. The repetitive
encounter with dumb signifiers is not, then, as Bleich would have it,
theoretically inconsequential. It is time to give the signifier its due. We
must recognize that an encounter with the dumb signifier is essential to
reading.

To appreciate the importance of the dumb signifier (that can mean
nothing because it can mean anything), we must review some recent
psychoanalytic observations about language. There is an increasing rec-
ognition among psychoanalytic theorists that language is somehow cen-
tral to what is called the psychoanalytic process. Marshall Edelson sug-
gests that “perhaps only a theory of language can begin to account
adequately for the complex phenomena embraced by psychoanalysis.”” 24
Edelson’s own book carefully probes relationships between forms of
literary language and forms of psychoanalytic exchange. Meredith Skura,
a literary critic trained in psychoanalysis, explores similarities between
literary experience and psychoanalytic experience. She argues that the
“complex ways in which literary texts elaborate and call attention to the
play of consciousness . . . have a parallel in the way that these phenom-
ena are handled in analysis—in the moments of integration and in-
sight.”? The most widely influential theorist of the relations between
language and psychoanalysis, however, is Jacques Lacan. Lacan, more
rigorously than anyone else, argues that the crucial function of the
psychoanalytic cure is the linguistic function.

Lacan’s theory postulates a self “anchored” by certain signifiers but
also “split” and divided as it is drawn toward other signifiers. Lacan’s
concept of linguistic anchoring points defining the self-system explains
“the dominance of the letter in the dramatic transformation that dialogue
can effect in the subject.”? In many ways, Lacan’s claim simply formal-
izes something all analysts take for granted: Transformations of the self
occur because of transformations in ways of speaking.

Critical theory must recognize that the materiality and the particular-
ity of the signifier are crucial in the self’s anchoring and its splitting—
and in its transformations. Lacan’s examples of the role of language in
the unconscious repeatedly call attention to punning, homophony, and
lexical allusion. More generally, Lacan argues that “the slightest altera-
tion between man and the signifier changes the whole course of history
by modifying the moorings that anchor his being.”?” For Lacan, rhetor-
ical pressure is a consequence of the self’s being tethered to the particu-
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larity of words. Lacanian theory would support the generalization that
close reading of particular signifiers matters because the particularity of
the signifier exerts an inexorable rhetorical pressure on the matter of the
self.

For Lacan, words and networks of words in their particularity serve
self-functions something like the bones of a skeletal system. They enable
certain possibilities, and they disable others. In a certain sense, words
are evasive and immaterial. In another, they are quite material, and they
constitute nothing less than the true body of the self. “Language is not
immaterial,” he says, “it is a subtle body, but body it is. Words are
trapped in all the corporeal images that captivate the subject; they may
make the hysteric ‘pregnant.’ 2% The symptoms manifest in psycholog-
ical disorders, symptoms that bind, restrict, or paralyze parts of the
body and mind (thus preventing certain thoughts and actions), have their
ground in the airy substance of words. Words, it is clear, can exert a
biological control over the body. Words, precisely in their apparent
casual and random nature, can cause paralysis, hysteria, hallucination,
false pregnancy. Words can control the body because they organize the
libidinal structures of bodily experience.

Moreover, it is not simply that words govern biological functions, but
that this control is maintained by an unnerving particularity in words.
The unconscious seems to admit to no paraphrase and no synonyms.
Words matter in their particular material signifying substance—both as
marks and as sounds. Lacan’s own writing and speech bristles with
homophony, idiosyncratic syntax, phonemic allusions, and a wide vari-
ety of tropes. Such acute consciousness of verbal particularity is impor-
tant for Lacan because words function in psychoanalytic discourse by
exploiting a distinctly literary function. “Poetry,” Lacan writes, “is the
creation of a subject assuming a new order of symbolic relation to the
world.”?’ Because the linguistic creativity of poetry reflects the creative
remaking of the self, Lacan argues that “psychoanalysis manipulates the
poetic function.”*° But Lacan is not the only psychoanalytic theorist to
emphasize the importance of the material aspect of language. Edelson,
for example, observes, “Words are the object through which one seeks
for a way to handle the unconscious. Not even the meaning of the words,
but words in their flesh, in their material aspect.”?! Human subjects, it
seems, are strangely “attached” (libidinally invested) in particular signi-
fiers and particular collections of signification. Ask a lover to curse his
beloved’s name; ask a patriot to curse her country’s name.



PROJECTION AND THE RESISTANCE OF THE SIGNIFIER 77

If it is clear that the material presence of words matters enormously
to the functions of the self, and especially to the unconscious functions
of the self, then it should also be clear that critical theory needs to
examine how projective activities are animated by the signifier’s materi-
ality. If texts are not blank screens for projections, and instead projec-
tions are filtered or deflected by the libidinal charges we perceive in
signifiers, then we must carefully attend to this process.

Projection, Rhetoric, Idealization

Unfortunately, the term projection can refer to two distinctly different
kinds of activity. On the one hand, projection can refer to a subjective
replacing or deleting of an objectively present signifier (an avoidance of
the perceptible features of the object).>? On the other hand, projection
can refer to the subjective interpreting and contextualizing of signifiers
actually encountered. For clarity, I term the projective covering up of
the text projective denial, and the reworking of signification projective
attentiveness.

The projective denial of the text is not the same as the “projective
attentiveness” of the text. From a psychoanalytic perspective, a question
about objectivity is answered by a fairly easy analytical act: Does one
ignore publicly verifiable signifiers in order to project meaning into the
text in an arbitrary and imperialistic manner, or does one use the associ-
ations of textual materiality as a stimulus for deriving personal signifi-
cance? Both modes of response can occur in reading or perception. But
the two events that can occur (and are often confused with each other)
are not the same event.

Projective denial is not a personal reworking of signifiers already
present in the text. It is an avoidance of signifiers, especially an avoidance
of signifiers charged with associated meaning that challenge one’s values
and sense of self. Projective attentiveness, on the other hand, responds
to textual materiality and uses associative meaning as a context for build-
ing a reading experience. It builds on the material signification of the
text, quotes the text, becomes libidinally ““attached” to the verbal partic-
ularity of a text, and delights in the verbal formulations of a text.
Projective denial ignores the particular matter of the text, denying the
potential meaning latent in signifiers. Moreover, projective denial is not
equal among all readers and in all interpretations; it is a true misreading
of the text. It is inattentiveness due to a variety of possible causes:
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fatigue, haste, distraction, and psychological defensiveness. As a defense,
projective denial is characterized by avoidance, denial, memory loss, and
wholesale, arbitrary, and unconscious replacements of one signifier or
set of signifiers for another.

We should acknowledge that the unconscious replacement of signifiers
is a component in everyone’s reading. But it is a component we test by
dialogue and attempt to subdue by rereading. Although rereading cannot
recover a “‘correct” interpretive reading, it can encounter more fully the
particularity of signifiers and bring them into the purview of conscious-
ness, reworking them and creatively organizing their effect. Rereading
hence makes reading a discipline, not an opportunity for hallucination or
visual slips of perception.

As a teacher involved with the freshman English program, I fre-
quently find myself teaching Baldwin’s “Sonny’s Blues” to students
lacking experience with close reading. Often when I discuss the story, I
discover responses that seem in the old sense of the term “incorrect”
readings. For example, I often focus on the theme of guilt in the story
because it helps me to bring attention to some of the psychological
conflicts at issue in the story. When I ask the class if the narrator feels
guilty about his neglect of his brother Sonny (who has become a heroin
addict), a great majority of the class will sometimes answer: “No, he
does not feel guilty.”

Normally it takes me only a few minutes to suggest that the narrator
seems to feel very guilty. First I read a letter that Sonny writes to his
brother:

Dear brother,
You don’t know how much I needed to hear from you. I wanted to write you
many a time but I dug how much I must have hurt you and so I didn’t write.»

I point out an earlier section of the text where the brother has made a
vow to his mother always to “be there” for Sonny. And then I read the
section where the narrator describes how he feels when he gets the letter:
“He wrote me back a letter” the narrator says, “which made me feel like
a bastard.”

I read these lines, first showing Sonny’s clear expression of his needi-
ness to hear from his brother; second, the narrator’s promise to be there
for Sonny; and third, the narrator’s clear confession that, when he hears
about Sonny’s desperate need to hear from him, he “feels like a bastard.”
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After all this, the class changes its answer. The narrator’s use of the
word, “bastard,” directed at himself, implies self-blame, a distinct and
heavy sense of guilt. This matter now suddenly seems very straightfor-
ward. When first asked if the narrator feels guilt, the class said, “No.”
When I asked the same question after reading the sentence where the
narrator says he feels like a bastard, the class agreed, “Yes, the narrator
does feel guilt.”

I could, of course, imagine an intelligent critical essay exploring the
narrator’s sense of guilt and arguing that the narrator, though expressing
guilt, actually feels little of it. And perhaps some students really sense
this argument and this is the ground of their “forgetting” this dimension
of the text. It is always possible that students not attending to certain
textual “facts” are at the same time unconsciously responding to other
clues that suggest the presence of arguments that would minimize the
importance of such “facts.” The complexity of textual meaning makes it
seem irrefutable that all of the “facts” of a text can always be disputed.
But no good essay that argues the meaning of a text can ignore the
existence of compelling evidence that, for a large group of readers, seems
to formulate and clarify the various critical issues of a text. As Fish
points out, every reading needs to participate in the meaning construc-
tions formulated by a larger community of readers. Thus no critical essay
would be published on the subject of Sonny’s guilt if the author ignored
the narrator’s own sense of guilt when it was recognized by a community
of other readers. When the narrator says that he feels like a bastard, this
does not prove that the narrator feels guilty. However, it is evidence that
a close reading of the text, concerned with these issues, must consider.

Professional critics are required to be careful readers of texts. For
many students the reading experience is simply a series of perceptions
that do not add up to anything, or else it is the perception of a clear
moral that is not carefully tied to the language, plot, or characters of a
texts. Students, unlike most professional critics, are often largely un-
aware of the evidence related to those arguments about a text that they
themselves are interested in developing. Such data simply have not been
noticed.

In my experience teaching “Sonny’s Blues,” it seems that the reasons
for missing such data sometimes can be explained as a result of specific
psychological projections. Students defend themselves from their own
inner feelings of guilt by seeing none in the narrator. For example, when
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I show students that the narrator seems to express a sense of guilt, they
sometimes respond by first acknowledging the validity of the evidence I
give, but insist subsequently that although the narrator may feel some
guilt, he has no reason to feel it. He is being too hard on himself, they
say, if he feels he so responsible for someone else. In this case, an ideal
important to the students is being used to minimize precisely the conflict
that the text structures as part of its rhetoric, that is, its experience of
meaning.

When the reading of a text proceeds in this way, with a subjectively
organized commitment to suppress key themes linked to stress-creating
emotions, it becomes an activity of projective denial. Rather than partic-
ipating in an aesthetic of self-conflict, reading instead suppresses data
that for other similar readers richly augment the depth and feeling asso-
ciated with a story. Reading of this sort, when certain discourse possibil-
ities within the vocabulary of readers are systematically excluded from
thought in order to minimize conflict, is an example of projective denial.
The reading self is selectively inattentive to issues that for other similar
social groups are precisely those devices providing a useful focus on the
story. The reader (in the example of “Sonny’s Blues”) seeking to deny
feelings of guilt and responsibility, selectively denies data suggesting that
others do and should feel such guilt and responsibility. Such recognition,
because it can produce uncomfortable psychological conflict, is avoided.
To this end certain signifiers are not registered.

My point here is not to insist that we must read the “correct” text.
Instead, I want to reflect on what we seek to accomplish in teaching
reading. We can always endlessly debate what a text means, or whether
or not in “Sonny’s Blues” the narrator actually does or should feel guilt.
We can debate the most important themes in the text requiring attention.
We can point out that every example of reading is an example of selective
inattention. But when we read a text well, we are both attentive and
responsive to an extended range of conflictual signification. Good read-
ing engages a reflective appreciation of the various conflictual and rhetor-
ical powers of a text—even when the specific nature of such subjects is
something we do not admire.

In contrast to projective denial, projective attentiveness acknowledges
and, more importantly, “feeds on” the presence of conflict linked to the
sequence of material signifiers constituting the text. Rather than ignoring
the signifier in deference to its own fantasies, it uses the conflictual
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interaction of signifiers to grasp, visualize, or master the latent conflict.
It may seek to clarify, articulate, elaborate, and perhaps just reflect on
this complex image of values. Projective attentiveness, in short, suffers
conflictual narcissistic investments in the conflictual interactions of sig-
nification.

When my discussions of “Sonny’s Blues” go well, my classes often
circle about a center of rich reflective silence as they slowly bring forth
statements that they find “insightful.”” Different classes focus on differ-
ent themes for attention. But as they focus on these themes, students
begin to more clearly understand their own conflicts. Their speaking and
listening is shaped by their participation in both the story and their own
experience of life. If for the moment they find their own speech un-
usually engrossing, it is because it is in some way new for them, suggest-
ing, I think, that a certain reshaping of perception and libidinal invest-
ment has occurred.

Literature can act like a mirror to reflect the arbitrary fantasies of the
reader’s mind; but most of us do not see only our own fantasies in
literature. We use literature to embody or articulate in particular ways
our values or “idealizations” (even if our idealization requires the decon-
struction of idealizations). Every careful reading of the text makes narcis-
sistic investments in signifiers in order to formulate what might be called
a projective idealization. When we respond fully to the material signifiers
of the text, we use them to embody our partly conscious and partly
unconscious values. Further, we gain satisfaction from this process be-
cause the idealization is made more concrete (and more representable) by
passing through what Lacan calls the “defiles of the signifier.”** Projec-
tive idealization of the text refers to the manner in which the often
inchoate ideals of the self are “defiled” by concrete particularities sug-
gested by signifiers of the text. (I want to convey by this awkward pun
the sense of both human desire passing through a channel or filter and
being changed or alienated by this process.)

Projective idealization refers to the process by which material from
the internal world encounters material in the external world and becomes
modified by it. Reading, of course, is too complex a process to allow
one to formulate easy generalizations about how particular signifiers
influence readers. Signifiers have meaning because, as subjects, we are
constantly participating in the meaning constructs—the libidinal posi-
tionings— generated by the signifying activities of a larger social world.
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At their most primitive level these meanings are intuitive and associative.
They are the ground of our ongoing self-definition through social inter-
action. Dictionaries represent institutional attempts to regulate and po-
lice these meanings, and these regulating activities have had important
effects. But the meaning we derive from signification is immensely com-
plex; it is regulated by the needs of social communication and disrupted
by personal association and libidinal investments.

In the future perhaps we may be able to classify recognizable and
generalized patterns of fantasy, idealization, and mourning that are so-
cially shared and thus generally predict responses to specific signifying
chains. Jean Wyatt and Claudia Tate, for example, demonstrate how
textual signification can trigger socially shared patterns of fantasy in
order to generate social change.*® Attention to historically significant
social fantasies offers particularly rich opportunities for rhetorical analy-
sis. When we understand how fantasies are socially shared as well as
individually calibered, and how we share communal libidinal invest-
ments, we will be in a better position to understand the unconscious
rhetoric of fantasy generation and its link to the “objectively” present
signifiers that allow us to share feelings and perceptions.

When texts are used to generate fantasies or ideals, narcissistic mech-
anisms operate through signifiers to reorient the self toward themes or
values that signifiers, because they participate in a social world, suggest.
This is projective idealization. The particularity that material signifiers
lend to this event is crucial because this rhetorical effect, this projective
idealization, however creative it may be, depends on an encounter with
the material presence of signification. The material presence of the signi-
fier resists, defiles, and manipulates the personal content of a particular
reader’s projection. In this way reading exerts pressure on the core of the
self and general linguistic field that defines, for any particular reader,
self-image and “reality.”

An appreciation of the importance of the material signifier in “defil-
ing” projective mechanisms can benefit critical theory in a variety of
ways. First, the material presence of the signifier serves as a necessary
theoretical postulate for explaining what readers negotiate when they
work together to seek meaning. The rules of reading demand attention
to the materiality of the text, thus the text’s materiality becomes both the
means and the scene for sharing interpretive discourse. We might think
of a text’s signifiers as sites of intersection, or places where the pathways
of various language codes converge as they pursue other purposes.
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In addition, specific material signifiers often serve to anchor a set of
libidinal relationships important for cultures and for people composing,
in their libidinal relationships, the form of a culture. James Kinneavy
points out that “a social personality probably does not emerge until it
has its own subdialect. Jargon, therefore . . . is a sign of a forming social
personality.”?” As signifiers come to define new libidinal organizations,
they define new social relationships and new personalities. Frequently,
in fact, libidinally charged signification is socially contested and disputed
by warring interpretive perspectives. Often different discourse strategies
are used to appropriate and employ key signifiers in cultural conflict.
Kinneavy quotes Cassirer’s observation that after the Nazis came to
power “he found that the German words which he had known had taken
on entirely new meanings; he found new words, and he found new
emotional charges injected into formerly neutral terms.” 3

Words, by their material presence and by the shared social meanings
linked to their material presence, color and influence the content of
projection. The materiality of words, the associative meanings linked to
words, and the literary effects made possible by this materiality (sounds,
rhythm, puns, phonemic allusions, indeterminate meanings, onomato-
poeia, visual patterns, etc.) make reading more like social dialogue, and
less like private hallucination. Because the reader must encounter and
meaningfully “process” the signifier, critical theory must claim respon-
sibility to an “objective text.”

Let me offer a range of examples showing how signifiers resist and
direct projection. I start with a simple example and build to more com-
plex generalizations.

If we assume that a text contains the signifier “mother,” we might
allow that the word “mother” will mean many different things to differ-
ent people. All of us have different images of “mother,” and different
readers will project their own private meanings and associations on this
term. Signifiers, thus, seem to legitimize an infinite number of responses.
Such a generalization, however, oversimplifies the complexity of read-
ing. Signifiers legitimize many different responses for different readers,
but repeated signifiers, as they are repeated in different contexts, call
forth again and again a reader’s particular web of projections in many
very different contexts. Thus any particular reader’s response to the
signifier “mother” is called forth in different meaning contexts as the text
places the signifier in different contexts. The different placings of a
projective content will either juxtapose a projective content with another
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different projective content and thus exert rhetorical pressure, or will
juxtapose a projective content with a social context and thus also exert
pressure on projective content.

The objective nature of the signifier plays an important role in this
transaction. The first occurrence of the signifier “mother” is objectively
the same as the second signifier “mother.” A reader’s projections are not
likely to be exactly the same in each response, but there is a limited range
of personal meanings—formed through memory, fantasy, daydream.
The signifier, though it appears in a different context, manipulates expe-
rience. Thus, some of projective material linked to the first signifier
“mother” will be again tapped in the second occurrence of the word
“mother.” But in drawing forth again the projective material linked to
the first occurrence of the word, the text will exert pressure on this
projection by placing it in a different context. It is of course true that
any context will itself be shaped by projection, but nonetheless this
context, because it is plotted by the signifiers (and plotted as well through
repeated signifiers), is another example of a text manipulating the content
of personal projection.

Reading is not determined entirely by the purely random desires and
projections of the reader. Signifiers orchestrate (much like musical signi-
fiers orchestrate noise) projections. My initial discussion of the word
“mother” oversimplifies the role signifiers play in textuality; let me now
give this example a larger scope. We should imagine much larger verbal
structures—character, setting, key words— exerting meaning effects by
making use of particular repeated material signifiers. Consider how often,
for example, character and place names are repeated. Consider how often
the word “he” or “she” or “it” becomes a substitute for a character
name or place name. Consider how our experience of vast collections of
particular signifiers are “summed” up by abstract signifiers that remind
us of our experiences with these elements and carry us through various
contexts where these meaning references take up new meaning associa-
tions. In the American Heritage Dictionary, Henry Kucera points out
that frequency of particular words is a partial but interesting determinant
of writing style.?® Style is, in part, a subjective repetition of signifiers,
even though it is “bad” style to repeat a word. Kucera also points out
that in 2 mammoth collection of representative American texts, the Stan-
dard Corpus of Present-Day Edited American English, containing 1,014,232
words, there are only 50,406 different words.*® This shows that in the
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average text there is a tremendous repetition of signifiers. Meaning,
which depends partly on the choice of a signifier, is also very much
determined by the repetitive positioning of a signifier. To make sense of
a message we must grasp and make sense of a network of repetitive
positionings.

I do not believe that language in and of itself creates “positions” that
human subjects are fated and determined to occupy; I do think social
discourse—the language of social interaction—loosely positions selves
in relation to experience. Social participation in language generates for
subjects socially induced meaning experiences apparently “produced” by
language. Stable patterns of libidinally charged social discourse (which
dictionaries in part maintain) help keep these meaning effects stable. For
example, political words like “freedom” and “democracy” and even
more psychological words like “love” and “sex” are repeated ‘“key”
terms for our culture.

However, because texts are constructed by conflictual subjects, they
characteristically express conflicts between different usages of signifying
terms. Often repeated key words or thematically related sets of words
are mechanisms for focusing attention on this conflict. If we look at the
verbal density of a text we might imagine various hierarchies of socially
constructed meaning working to make sense of a single key word. At
times single words, like “divorce,” (and its equivalents) in Hardy’s Jude
the Obscure can become the scene for overt conscious conflict. At other
times a single word seems dominated by one cultural coding. This single
word, however, with its controlling cultural coding, can participate in a
larger grouping of words that the text uses to create a different meaning
effect. Literature characteristically makes fertile use of the conflicts be-
tween different layers of meanings created by signifiers. In this way
particular signifiers whose meaning effect has been co-opted by domi-
nant cultural codes can come to have conflictual meaning as they partici-
pate in different layers of meaning effects found in texts.

In Heart of Darkness, the larger “meaning” of the book’s narrative
about exploration comes to seem very different from early usages of the
term exploration, an activity admired by Marlow and represented by
Kurtz’s bold return by canoe to the heart of the continent. In this
conflict between our response to a particular “heroic” event and our
response to the larger despair of the novel, our libidinal response to the
signifier “exploration” or perhaps “adventure” can be restructured by a
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narrative that “explains” exploration. In this conflict between an ideo-
logical coding for exploration, which has captured our projections, and
Conrad’s own personal narrative coding for exploration, which has also
caught our projections, literature generates a meaning that can be used in
social discourse to restructure the ideological libidinal bindings of lan-
guage. If ideologies are bad because they make us suffer, we can unmask
them only when we create or discover narrative texts that expose the
suffering and conflict of our libidinal investments.

In considering the rhetorical role of the signifier in discourse, we must
also pay attention to more primitive experiences of signification. Signi-
fiers can use their own verbal properties—sound and rhythm—to inten-
sify our attention to them. Freud and others noted how the mind takes
delight in puns, alliteration, and verbal condensation. For example, the
phrase, “I’d rather have a bottle in front of me than a frontal lobotomy,”
usually produces a humorous response. This humor seems to rest en-
tirely on the verbal condensation and reconstruction of “bottle in front
of me” to “frontal lobotomy.” The meaning here is relatively banal, and
yet when it is concentrated by the punning of language, it is experienced
differently, with more intensity. Poetry is especially likely to take delight
in the weight, heft, and resonances of particular words, but other genres
also utilize such practice to direct the attention that readers bring to
texts.

In novels, key words (and a host of other sets of repeated words
related to theme and authorial style) are repeated signifiers that focus
attention on important themes and, as they connect or fail to connect to
other meaning networks, suggest possibilities for conceptual defamiliari-
zation. Jonathan Swift’s use of “gentlemen” in “A Modest Proposal” is
one example of how a repeated ideologically pleasing signifier can be
wrenched into a defamiliarizing position by a carefully constructed text.
We are encouraged to admire “gentlemen,” but not when they are eager
to eat babies. After reading Swift’s essay, the word “gentlemen” begins
to sound heavy and sinister.

Swift’s “Modest Proposal” is a good example of a literary undoing of
libidinal investments. Most readers have positive feelings for signifiers
like “gentlemen” and ““infants.” We have these positive feelings because
culture has done its job (for most of us) in structuring our emotions in
relation to these two words. Swift’s essay achieves tremendous rhetorical
leverage by simply signifying a particular relationship between gentlemen
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and infants: “gentlemen” “eat” “infants.” Each of these three signifiers
(or their equivalents) is repeated many times in the course of the essay,
and this simple relationship structures in general terms other relation-
ships among the other more varied signifiers that populate the text.
Different readers get different meanings from the text, but for most
readers it generates a libidinal withdrawal from signification, either from
the text itself, or from heedless participation in a social discourse that
blithely labels eager consumers as “gentlemen.”

These examples demonstrate that texts are powerfully defined by our
projections. But these examples also show that texts are not blank screens
supporting all possible projections. Texts are meaningful compositions
created by a temporal succession of signifiers orchestrating successive
projections. Like complex algebraic formulas or musical scores, texts are
notations for innumerable meaningful constructions. We can compose
many different texts from a sequence of signifiers, but we cannot com-
pose all possible texts from the same signifiers. We can compose many
different versions of Heart of Darkness, but we cannot compose Mid-
summer Night’s Dream from Heart of Darkness. The construction of
meaning is not something we can do independent of the signifiers; our
interpretations must be fixed at various points to the signifiers they
interpret. They must be anchored to the signifiers that constitute a
publicly verifiable text—the text editors want to get “right” when they
examine various “good” manuscripts.

Texts, therefore, are not purely the product of a reader’s projection.
They have particular properties and particular structures of their own.
These properties may not be universally shared or defined in terms of
referential meaning, but they can be considered in terms of something
we might call rhetoric, or the conflictual interaction between text and
reader.

Our discussion of the linguistic structure of the self encourages us to
hypothesize a relation between the projective forces brought to bear on
the text by the reader and the rhetorical forces brought to bear on the
reader by the text. Projection has a boomerang effect in reading: Projec-
tive moments become introjective moments as the self invests itself nar-
cissistically in the conflictual particularity of the signification it discov-
ers. Words in their particular material presence assume certain energies
from the projective forces working on them, but in doing so they “de-
file” those energies by entrapping them in a larger network of significa-
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tion. In this context, words absorb projective forces and deflect them,
thereby exerting “‘rhetorical” pressure on self-functions.

Rhetoric is a force empowered by projection. The rhetorical power
released by projection derives from the self-divided linguistic ground of
the self’s own being. If the self is a warring system within which various
smaller self-components vie for control of thought, feeling, and behav-
ior, then we must examine how the libidinal organization of signification
produced by a self in reading resembles and reassembles the particular
libidinal organization of language that is a self.

What kind of force within a self forces some examples of discourse to
be repressed and other kinds of discourse to be idealized? What kind of
force avoids certain forms of discourse and incorporates others? Clearly,
this force is termed many things by the different disciplines that feel a
need to account for its functioning. But in the area of critical theory a
good name for this force is rhetoric. Rhetoric is concerned, not with the
meaning of language, but with the way language orchestrates emotion,
the way self-experience is structured by language. Rhetoric reflects the
libidinal investments that selves make in language.

The concept of rhetoric is a theoretical juncture where literary theory,
rhetorical theory, and psychoanalytic theory should converge. We nor-
mally assume that rhetoric is a force in language that manipulates emo-
tion in humans. But in a technical sense this force can never be in
language; language (from a purely “objective” position) is only a collec-
tion of dumb signifiers. Rhetoric, then, is not in language. It is in
subjectivity. More precisely, it is a force in the linguistic constitution of
the self. Rhetoric, as we discover it in texts, always bears witness to the
social and psychological forces whereby language “positions™ selves in
relation to affect.

Rhetoric is always the umbilicus of a text. It is the point at which a
meaning that matters for the self emerges as the structuring matter of the
self. Rhetoric designates particular sites of textual signification where
readers consciously and unconsciously make choices about the interpre-
tive codes they choose to follow. Through such complex decisions (com-
promises between conscious and unconscious investments), words as-
sume rhetorical power. Also through these decisions, words attain
particular “meaning” and by acquiring this particular meaning, words
give particular being (Lacan might say “body”) to the self.

When we encounter rhetoric in texts, we encounter the libidinal forces
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attached to words that generate, employ, or “bind” emotion. This ma-
nipulation of emotion amounts to nothing less than a manipulation of
the components of the self. Rhetoric designates the forces in the linguis-
tic construction of the self that structure affect. In reading, these forces
transform projective energies by verbally recontextualizing them. Through
such verbal recontextualization, affect itself becomes susceptible to re-
structuralization. Further, because the unconscious structuring of the
self is built on a particularity of words, rhetoric also depends on verbal
particularity for its restructuring power. Words in the particularity of
their visual and phonemic properties (punning, homophony, onomato-
poeia, phonemic allusion, visual metaphoricity), in their sheer dumb
repetition of the same (mother and mother, for example), and in their
associative and referential possibilities become “rhetorical performers”
for selves. As particular words and particular signifying chains of words
become animated by projective forces, words manipulate affect. But
words work (just as ad writers and poets insist) precisely in their partic-
ularity.

It follows, then, that readings attentive to the particularity of words,
and attentive to words as rhetorical performers, can be especially reward-
ing.*! I do not want to insist that referential approximations are nonfunc-
tional; I merely want to emphasize what English teachers have always
claimed—attention to the concrete text matters. Through such an atten-
tiveness, a reader may encounter new possibilities for perceiving and
reorganizing the restless nature of verbal self-components.*

Rbetoric as a Social and Private Force

A broad understanding of the rhetorical role of the signifier in interpre-
tation should embrace both psychological and sociological considera-
tions. Of course, sociological critics have long claimed that selves are
products of the same processes that produce texts. From a sociological
perspective, words, in the particularity of their effects on consciousness,
are cultural artifacts that constitute selves around systems of culturally
sanctified value. Generally speaking, however, sociological critics have
avoided the complexities of psychoanalytic issues and denied personal,
creative, and adversarial relations between texts and readers. Fish speaks
for many sociological critics:
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If selves are constituted by the ways of thinking and seeing that inhere in social
organizations, and if these constituted selves in turn constitute texts according to
these same ways, then there can be no adversary relationship between text and
self because they are necessarily related products of the same cognitive possibili-
ties.®?

It may indeed be true that both “selves and texts are produced by ways
of thinking and seeing that inhere in social organization.” But such
productions should not rule out adversarial relations. Sociological critical
theory, by ruling out the presence of adversarial relations, oversimplifies
relationships between texts and selves.

If texts are always conflictually heterogeneous (both in terms of ab-
stract meaning and libidinal codings) and the social constitution of the
self is also always heterogeneous, then rhetoric of texts should be exam-
ined in terms of an interaction between these differing unstable codings.
Idealizing projection explains how the social strands of conflict suggested
by textual signifiers and articulated by critical disagreements reflect, but
also work on, components in conflict within the inner network of the
self.

When considering the conflicts in texts, we must consider the conflicts
within readers. Such conflict (present both in selves and in cultures) is
not merely a fracture point in the structure of language; it is often an
agonizing point of tension and turbulence within a self. Such conflict can
encourage something that, from another critical perspective, is called
interiority. Interiority describes a sensed connection between the inner
life of a reader and the inner life of a writer. Such an experience of
connection will always be a fantasy of some sort—we never have trans-
parent access to the inner life of a writer—but there is usually some
ground for this fantasy. Because authors speak a public language of
libidinal investment at the same time as they speak a private one, a text
usually contains codes that facilitate the production of new structures of
libidinal investments. In this manner, the self-conflicts experienced by
writers can contribute to particular forms of self-conflict and libidinal
organization experienced by readers.

Interiority, considered in this sense, can be a socially constructive
mode of suffering. It can be “productive” in the Marxist sense of the
term. Through the material signifiers it produces, such interior conflict
changes our perceptions of ideological codes and offers an impetus for
change.
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For various reasons, professional readers are usually more comfort-
able talking about conflict within a text rather than conflict within a
reader. But—to paraphrase Norman Holland—texts don’t have conflict;
people do. The experience of conflict betrays narcissistic discomfort and
reveals a textual interface where self cannot be comfortably composed.
Conflict is in a certain sense the raison d’etre of critical theory. Many
schools of criticism, however, attempt to deal with conflict by outlawing
certain possibilities of meaning. As a consequence, meaning becomes a
function of repression. An adequate theory of rhetoric should avoid
repression and privilege conflict (on both the social and the intrapersonal
level) as the seminal principle of the hermeneutic endeavor.

A psychoanalytic attention to the materiality and particularity of
words as rhetorical performers offers this possibility. For the psychoan-
alyst, hermeneutic conflict betrays the struggle of overdetermined mean-
ings. Overdetermined meanings frequently mark a point where the sub-
systems of the self, as they conflictually interact, produce an
unacknowledged experience of suffering. Particular words, charged with
overdetermined meaning, can reveal the combat of avowed and dis-
avowed values. These particular words often draw attention to them-
selves in “literary”” ways and betray unconscious values that oppose the
dominant values of the self’s discourse. This betrayal may surface under
standard interpretive procedures as simply a logical contradiction, and
appear quite puzzling. From a psychoanalytic perspective, however, this
evidence of conflict and overdetermination can mark the beginning of
useful realizations about self-construction—a struggle between opposing
motives and values.

Furthermore, these considerations show that the psychoanalytic per-
spective on the text offers another strategy for using words: Words can
probe and reveal the knots of conflict and contradiction within the self;
words can lift experience from inarticulate suffering to conscious political
expression; words bring into the purview of consciousness the ragged
seams of linguistic self-constitution. Like psychoanalytic experience,
reading can enable the registering in consciousness of multideterminate
but particularized systems of signifiers exerting their inexorable pressure
on another overdetermined system of signifiers—the self. In one textual
“message,” reading can register multiple and conflictual rhetorical intent.
More importantly, reading attentive to the plurality of possible rhetorical
organizations inherent in systems of signification can produce a frictional
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sliding in consciousness between disparate and unsynthesized units of
rhetoric and intelligibility within the self.

In texts, as well as in selves, unsynthesized units of intelligibility or
“meanings” normally find their proper subordination in relation to dom-
inant master terms that exert their various, conflictual, overdetermined,
often repressive, but nonetheless ordering, force across a variety of
subordinated symbolic networks. These master terms normally anchor
the reader and the text, thus subduing an otherwise chaotic struggle
between dominant and adversarial cultural ideology, and dominant and
adversarial personal idiolects. But an encounter with the conflictual seams
(hitherto unnoticed) in the unsynthesized units of meaning in texts can
dislodge the “meaning” of repression and liberate value from ideological
denial.

The materiality and particularity of words therefore not only consti-
tute the self, but offer themselves in their particularity as tools (best used
in moments when a breadth of vision has been achieved by an accumula-
tion of reference) for redefining and renegotiating self-constitution. On
this basis, we should postulate that “good” readings of texts productively
reshape a reader’s projections by appreciating the rhetoric linked to the
materiality of textual signifiers. Readers respond actively to the objective
and material signifiers of the text seeking to rework the content of their
projection. This activity is possible because, although we do always
perceive through the decoding effects of our own personal reading strat-
egies, we also refer to material signifiers of the text in all their particular
polyvalent qualities (and especially in their polyvalent qualities), seeking
to modify, enlarge, and if necessary, reorganize the habitual decoding
strategies that normally allow us to “consume” and dispose of signifiers.
Even if Holland is right that our reading strategies tend to be univocal
and ideological as a result of defensive identity themes, it remains true
that the discipline of textual study traditionally demands, in the response
to signifiers, more subtlety than the mechanical application of univocal
decoding systems. We are encouraged to read reflectively. We are en-
couraged to recover from repression signifying codes that are latent and
not dominant in ourselves and in the texts we read. Of course, this ethics
of reading is not always successful, but it is outspokenly idealized.

This idealization defines the humanistic promise of reading. It assumes
that reading is not a simple process whereby the unity of a subject
responds to the unity of the text; nor is reading a simple process whereby
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the text constitutes the reader along the lines of a simple ideological
principle. Instead, reading reflects the rhetorical friction produced as the
self (the organizing process behind a plurality of linguistic codes) suffers
the disorienting “orders” of a different plurality of codes (the text),
which it must in some manner order.

If the signifiers of a text are “rhetorical performers,” manipulators of
the libido binding selves to systems of value (and not merely representa-
tions of a writer’s experience or a reader’s experience), some traditional
literary endeavors assume a more restricted, yet still legitimate role.
First, literary canons (in all their arbitrariness) can be seen as collections
of systems of signifiers situated in historical moments that have had, for
particular groups of people, significant rhetorical effect. Some texts, for
certain people in certain contexts, are better rhetorical “performers” than
others. We need to understand the mechanisms that enable these texts to
perform. Second, to develop a student’s rhetorical expertise and facility
with language, it would be profitable to seek to know the various verbal
strategies of any epoch’s rhetoric. Third, it will be useful to seek to know
an author’s apparent intention—not in order to know the meaning of
the text as equivalent to the intention—but to understand more fully
what relation rhetorical effects have to professed intentions.

Projection and the “Objective” Text

A reader who has found my extended discussion of projective idealiza-
tion plausible might at this point pause, reflect, and object that my
original claims about the existence of an objective text must be illusory.
Each person, after all, perceives the text differently in his or her ideali-
zation. Because texts come into being through the perceptions of readers,
there can be no objective text.

However, this objection can be overcome if we make two distinctions.
We must distinguish, first, between the perception of signifiers and the
interpretation of the text. The signifiers of a text are not perceived
differently; the meanings are perceived differently. But even while these
meanings are perceived differently, the meanings perceived are limited
by the set of signifiers perceived. Consider the distinction between (a) an
infinite and unlimited set of interpretive possibilities and (b) an infinite
but nonetheless limiting and excluding set of interpretive gestures.

An imprecise understanding of infinity has suggested that interpreta-
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tion is the effect of an unlimited set of interpretive possibilities. A clearer
understanding of infinity can remedy this mistake. The objectivity of the
text is an objective perceptual event that produces an infinite but limited
set of possible interpretations. The existence of an infinite number of
correct readings for a text does not mean that the text can mean anything.
It means that the text offers an infinite set of reading permutations
defined by a limiting set of signifying rules.

The concept of a limited infinity may, at first, be puzzling. But it
should not be. In mathematics, there are a variety of formulas that can
designate a variety of infinite sets of numbers. The elements within each
set of numbers designated by a particular formula are infinite in number.
But two different formulas produce rules that can define two very differ-
ent, mutually exclusive, sets of elements. The set of odd numbers, for
example, is infinite. Yet this same set of infinite numbers is also limited
because it does not contain the infinite set of even numbers. The elements
within both sets (odd numbers and even numbers) are infinite in number,
but each set of numbers contains different particular characters. It is
therefore possible to describe a set of elements that is infinite in number
but limited in terms of what it contains. Thus, the set is both infinite and
limited.

The text, like a particular formula in math, offers infinite possibilities
for meaning, but it also limits and excludes other possibilities. There are
a variety of ways to talk about how interpretive possibilities are limited.
Although words can in principle refer to anything (and seem to legiti-
mize an absolute infinity of possibility), words (and systems of words)
cannot mobilize and organize affect in unlimited ways. Each language,
in order to function as a language, must provide a limited and not infinite
code linking words to ideas, images, and feelings. Additionally, each
cultural system legitimizes and offers support for a relatively limited set
of personality paradigms. Each culture offers distinct models for orga-
nizing affect and distinctive style for manipulating that organization<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>