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~ ~ HERE, or when, or what is a beginning? If I have begun to

write, for example, and a line has started its way across the page, is
that all that has taken place? Clearly not. For in the act of asking a
question about the meaning of a beginning, I seem to have
discerned vague outlines of significance where very little had been
suspected. Claude Lévi-Strauss suggests that the mind’s logic is
such that “the principle underlying a classification can never be
postulated in advance. It can only be discovered a posteriori.”
Moreover, language, which seems to be man’s most influential
instrument of classification, is, according to Lévi-Strauss, “an
unreflecting totalization [of] .. .human reason which has its
reason and of which man knows nothing.”" To identify a point as
a beginning is to classify it after the fact—even if, as I shall try to
show, this need not also mean that because one uses language to
study beginnings one is condemned to a useless exercise. Yet a
beginning is often that which is left behind; in speculating about
beginnings we sometimes resemble Moliére’s M. Jourdain, acquir-
ing retrospective respect for what we have always done in the
regular course of things. Only now, as we ask about beginnings,
classifying something as a beginning seems to matter more than
before. We find ourselves retorting that we know now and always
have known how to begin—whether in terms of speaking, feeling,
thinking, or acting in one way rather than in another—and that we
will continue to know and to do so. If that is beginning, then that
is what we do. When? Where? How? At the beginning.
Constructing the tautology that says one begins at the
beginning depends on the ability of both mind and language to
reverse themselves, and thus to move from present to past and
back again, from a complex situation to an anterior simplicity and
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back again, or from one point to another as if in a circle. It is the
ability to do these things that makes thought both intelligible and
verging on obscurity at the same time. We clearly know what it
means to begin; then why question our certainty by reminding
ourselves that in the realm of thought, beginning is not really a
beginner’s game. We deride the naive thinker who, having
discovered that thought can reverse itself, proceeds to claim that
the order of things can also be summarily reversed; yet at other
times we affirm such reversibility ourselves in order to make a
point or move in a new direction. A revolutionary like Lenin is
especially sensitive to left-wing communism because he knows
reversibility as power and as limit, not simply as unconditional
desire or phrase making. Swift is another intellect for whom
language and politics are reversible processes—and like Lenin,
Swift feels entitled to judge when a specific reversal is either
realistic or not. The projectors in Book 3 of Gulliver’s Travels who
build houses beginning with the roof live a fantasy of reversibility;
but in his political writings who more than Swift the hard-nosed
pamphleteer wanted readers to see things clearly from the
beginning—meaning that he wanted to reverse the ruinous trend of
European war policy and the cancerous growth in the English
language of neologism and cant?

The particular merit of Gulliver’s Travels from the standpoint
of beginnings and reversibility is that Swift seems to have designed
the book as a set of experiments in changing directions. He did
this as if asking himself what would follow from, say, switching a
man’s dimensions from normal to tiny, or from tiny to gigantic, or
from human to animal. Most utopias are content with one switch,
one new beginning, one reversal; but not the Travels, and this is its
special interest for us here.? The third voyage is not about
changed directions (as are places like Lilliput, Brobdingnag, and
Houyhnhnmland), but about changing directions all the time, as a
way of life. Hence the peculiarly chastening effect on Gulliver of
seeing the Struldbrugs, those creatures whose immortality reverses
the mortal goal of human life forever by canceling it entirely,
thereby extending life into a kind of perpetual beginning. But it is
mainly in the Academy of Lagado that Swift places the most
irrepressible attempts at reversing processes:

The first Man 1 saw was of a meagre Aspect, with sooty Hands and Face,
his Hair and Beard long, ragged and singed in several Places. His Clothes,

Shirt, and Skin were all of the same colour. He had been Eight Years upon a
Project for extracting Sun-Beans out of Cucumbers, which were to be put
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into Vials hermetically sealed, and let out to warm the Air in raw inclement
Summers. . . .

I went into another Chamber, but was ready to hasten back, being almost
overcome with a horrible Stink. My Conductor pressed me forward, conjuring
in a Whisper to give no Offense. . .. The Projector of this Cell was the most
ancient Student of the Academy. ... His Employment from his first coming
into the Academy, was an Operation to reduce human Excrement to its
original Food, by separating the several Parts, removing the Tincture which it
receives from the Gall, making the Odour exhale, and scumming off the
Saliva.? :

Despite Gulliver’s timid silence on the scientific worth of these
experiments, no reader of Book 3 can ever doubt that Swift felt
for them disgusted scorn. With regard to the ongoing War of
Spanish Succession, however, Swift’s partisan attitude in 1711 (as
a pamphleteer engaged by the incumbent Tory government to
attack the former Whig ministry) was equally scornful. Except
that there, in his writing of this period, fifteen years before
Gulliver’s Travels, Swift could argue against the war as a piece of
rank fantasy, even though it had already cost millions in treasure
and thousands of lives over the course of ten years, and for an
immediate peace with France, as if to deny entirely the goals
which had hitherto motivated the war against France. His major
work of this period is called “The Conduct of the Allies and of the
‘Late Ministry in Beginning and Carrying on the Present War”’; here
is a sentence from its conclusion: “Is it therefore our Interest to
toil on in a ruinous War, for an impracticable End, ... or to get
under shelter before the Storm?’** But no less resistant a fact than
an actual war is the spoken language. For this too Swift desired a

reversal, which, had it appeared in Gulliver’s Travels, we would
have called “projection.” In 1712 he addressed to the Earl of
Oxford “A Proposal for Correcting, Improving, and Ascertaining
the English Tongue.” Decrying “the infusion of Enthusiastick
Jargon,” the “Manglings and Abbreviations,” the constant “lapses
into Barbarity” everywhere afflicting English, Swift proposed
electing a group of persons who ‘should assemble at some
appointed Time and Place, and fix on Rules by which ... some
Method should be thought on for Ascertaining and Fixing our
lapguage forever.” All this despite actuality, and because Swift
wishes a reversion to “that Simplicity, which is one of the Greatest
Perfections in any language.”®

~ Like many other writers, Swift generally ascribes a special
privilege to simplicity, a concept with which the ideas of
antecedence, novelty, and foundation continue to be commonly

31



BEGINNINGS

associated. Classicism and neoclassicism are phenomena of simplic-
ity. What matters in classicism and in the type of reflection of
which it is a part (an interest in antiquity, giving special value to
“primitive terms”) is, I think, that the simple is usually accorded
eminence because it came first, because it began that which has
persisted and endured. And thus what is first, because it is first,
because it begins, is eminent. Most utopian models derive their
force from this logic. The beginning as first point in a given
continuity has exemplary strength equally in history, in politics,
and in intellectual discipline—and perhaps each of these domains
preserves the myth of a beginning utopia of some kind as a sign of
its distinct identity.® To have begun means to be the first to have
done something, the first to have initiated a course discontinuous
with other courses. Consider the founders of dynasties, empires,
nations (Aeneas, Cyrus, Washington), creators of traditions, realms
of inquiry, methods of study (Moses, Luther, Newton, Bacon),
explorers and discoverers of every kind from Archimedes to Scott,
the instigators and achievers of revolution (Copernicus, Lenin,
Freud). Related to such figures are the originals or eccentrics, like
Dr. Johnson, who, while remembered for doing something in a
characteristically eccentric way, nevertheless have not totally
altered the framework of life in so decisive a manner.

To identify a beginning—particularly that of a historical
movement or a realm of thought—with an individual is of course
an act of histofical understanding. More than that, however, it is
what may be called an intentional act—that is, an act in which
designating individual X as founder of continuity Y (a movement,
say) implies that X has value in having intended Y. Although there
are other ways of identifying beginnings, this one avoids the
passivity of “origins” by substituting the intentional beginning act
of an individual for the more purely circumstantial existence of
“conditions.”” 1 suspect that the reason for the enduring
attractiveness of legends like those of Hercules is that, in dealing
with a distant past, the mind prefers contemplating a strong
seminal figure to sifting through reams of explanation. Not that a
beginning-individual like Aeneas or Luther is simply a hypostasis.
Indeed, he must fulfill the requirements of an exacting and, as it
were, inaugural logic in which the creation of authority is
paramount—first, in the requisite feat of having done something
for the first time, an original achievement that gains in worth,
paradoxically, precisely because it is so often repeated thereafter.
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For example, while criticizing the Russian Revolution, Rosa
Luxemburg nevertheless can conclude:

It is not a matter of this or that secondary question of tactics, but of the
capacity for action of the proletariat, the strength to act, the will to power of
socialism as such. In this, Lenin and Trotsky and their friends were the first,
those who went ahead as an example to the proletariat of the world; they are
still the only ones up to now who can cry with Huttern: “I have dared!”

This is the essential and enduring in Bolshevik policy. In this sense theirs
is the immortal historical service of having marched at the head of the
international proletariat with the conquest of political power and the
practical placing of the problem of the realization of socialism.®

Luxemburg’s argument implies that “immortality” and

“uniqueness” together enable an enduring value. The necessary
creation of authority for a beginning is also reflected in the act of
achieving discontinuity and transfer: while in this act a clear break
with the past is discernible, it must also connect the new direction
not so much with a wholly unique venture but with the
established authority of a parallel venture.® Erik Erikson’s
commemorative essay on Freud, “The First Psychoanalyst,”
describes precisely this phenomenon in much of its fascinating
complexity. While Erikson portrays Freud in terms of the
“dimensions of lonely discovery,” he reminds us that Freud was
forever the physician:

It appears to be part of a creative man’s beginnings that he may change
his field and yet maintain the manner of work which became part of his first
id'entity as a worker. Freud had investigated the nature of brain lesions by
slicing the brains of young animals and foeti. He now investigated memories
as representative cross sections of a patient’s emotional condition. . . . Thus
the search for traumatic events in the individual’s forgotten prehistory, his
early childhood, replaced the search for lesions in early development.'”
Noting that the idea of a search is preserved, Erikson goes on to
describe an accompanying shift in the idea itself. Thus the
beginning of a new science gains some of its authority when it
points toward—intends—a continuity forged from what Erikson
calls coordinates. Psychoanalysis redeploys old elements, arranging
them discontinuously with, yet parallel to, the traditional manner.
Note Erikson’s italics in what follows—each of the coordinate
phrases has meaning in law and architecture, as well as in
conventional psychology:

The dimensions of Freud’s discovery, then, are contained in a triad
which, in a variety of ways, remains basic to the practice of psychoanalysis
but also to its applications. It is the triad of therapeutic contract :;
conceptual design, and systematic self-analysis."! ,
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Erikson concludes by recollecting Freud’s early interest in law as a
profession and his late concern with Moses:

With grim pride he had chosen the role of one who opens perspectives
on fertile fields to be cultivated by others. As we look back to the beginnings
of his work, and forward to its implications, we may well venture to say:
Freud the physician in finding a method of healing himself in the very
practice of emotional cure has given a new, a psychological rationale for
man’s laws. He has made the decisive step toward a true interpenetration of
the psgchological with the technological and the political in the human
order.’

Freud’s lonely discoveries originate what Foucault calls a
discursivity—that is, the possibility of, as well as the rule of
formation for, subsequent texts.'* It is this authority in Freud’s
beginnings that interests Erikson, as indeed it interests any student
of modern thought. Let us then formulate this general definition
for any beginning that involves reversal, change of direction, the
institution of a durable movement that increasingly engages our
interest: such a beginning authorizes; it constitutes an authori-

| sation for what follows from it. With regard to what precedes it, a

beginning represents, as I have said, a discontinuity (whether or
not decisively enforced). In the case of a tract like the Poetics, the
text authorizes much of what we call literary criticism. And yet
we cannot forget that the authority limits as much as it enables.
Certain concepts are inexpressible “according to Freud” (or to
Aristotle), for instance, just as the discursivity we call Freudian or
Aristotelian is not simply the repetition of a few ideas but the
construction of thoughts, continuities, and words in a manner
authorized (discursively) by Freud and Aristotle, respectively.
Thus one beginning is permissible; another one like it, at a
different time or place, is not permissible. What are the conditions
that allow us to call something a beginning? First of all, there must
be the desire, the will, and the true freedom to reverse oneself, to

“accept thereby the risks of rupture and discontinuity; for whether

one looks to see where and when he began, or whether he looks in
order to begin now, he cannot continue as he is. It is, however,
very difficult to begin with a wholly new start. Too many old
habits, loyalties, and pressures inhibit the substitution of a novel
enterprise for an established one. When the Old Testament God
chooses to begin the world again he does it with Noah; things have
been going very badly, and since it is his prerogative, God wishes a
new beginning. Yet it is interesting that God himself does not
begin completely from nothing. Noah and the ark comprise a piece
of the old world initiating the new world. As if obliquely
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commenting on the special status of beginnings, Descartes observes
in Rules for the Direction of Mind: “For the human mind has in it
something that we may call divine, wherein are scattered the first
germs of useful modes of thought. Consequently, it often happens
that however much neglected and choked by interfering studies
they bear fruit of their own accord.”'® Every human being is a
version of the divine, Descartes seems to be saying, and thus what
seems spontaneous in man is in fact due to the resumption of
man’s beginning connection with God. To begin is to reverse the
course of human progress for the sake of divine fruits. Vico’s
understanding of “‘divine” always veers eccentrically toward
divination, to which he would connect fabulation or poetization;
for "indeed there is something irreducibly poetic about new
beginnings: “In the beginning was the Word.”

A beginning must be thought possible, it must be taken to be
possible, before it can be one, especially at the formal or
designated opening of a literary work; by contrast, the “trouble”
with A Tale of a Tub is that its alleged author does not really
believe that he can get started. The mind’s work, in order to be
done, occasionally requires the possibility of freedom, of a new
cleanness, of prospective achievement, of special and novel
appropriation. No one today is likely to undertake so synoptic and
original a task as Herbert Spencer did in First Principles (1862),
yet his confidence in the possibility of some fresh movement, if
not its scope or object, still retains its force. The mind must have
this confidence in the course of its continuing enterprises—
historical, sociological, scientific, psychological, or poetic. In other
words, it must be possible to obey Paul’s injunction to the
Romans, “Be ye transformed by the renewing of your mind,” or,
to agree with Marx’s correction of previous materialists, “The
point . . . is to change the world.”

Finally, and almost inevitably, for the writer, the historian, or
the philosopher the beginning will emerge reflectively and,
perhaps, unhappily, already engaging him in an awareness of its
difficulty. This is true whether one thinks of beginnings in the
past, in the present, or even in the future. Thus at a very practical
level Erikson wonders where to begin in writing the biography of a
great man: “How does one take a great man ‘for what he was?’ The
very adjective seems to imply that something about him is too big,
too awe-ful, too shiny to be encompassed.”’® Johan Huizinga,
acknowledging that history in some way deals with “facts,” still
wants to know how to begin to distinguish a “fact”:
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To what extent may one isolate from the eternal flux of disparate units,
specific, consistent groups as entity, as phenomena, and subject them to the
intellect?In other words, in the historical world, where the simplest thing is
always endlessly complex, what are the units, the self-contained wholes (to
give the German Ganzheiten an English equivalent)?'®

Erich Auerbach sadly acknowledges that even a “lifetime seems
too short to create even the preliminaries” for what he calls a
work of literary and historical synthesis, for no absolutely
single-minded narrowness can accomplish the task:

The scholar who does not consistently limit himself to a narrow field of
specialization and to a world of concepts held in common with a small circle
of like-minded colleagues, lives in the midst of a tumult of impressions and
claims on him: for the scholar to do justice to these is almost impossible.
Still, it is becoming increasingly unsatisfactory to limit oneself to only one
field of specialization. To be a Provengal specialist in our day and age, for
example, and to command only the immediately relevant linguistic, paleo-
logical, and historical facts is hardly enough to be a good specialist. On the
other hand, there are fields of specialization that have become so widely
various that their mastery has become the task of a lifetime."”

Ferdinand de Saussure’s predicament in trying to find a
beginning for the scientific study of language is exemplary for me:

What is both the integral and concrete object of linguistics? The question

is especially difficult. . ..
Other sciences work with objects that can be considered from different

viewpoints; but not linguistics....Far from its being the object that
antedates the viewpoint,[in linguistics] it would seem that it is the viewpoint
that creates the object; besides, nothing tells us in advance that one way of
considering the fact in question takes precedence over the others or is in any
other way superior to them. . .. We are left inside the vicious circle.

From whatever direction we approach the question, nowhere do we find
the integral object of linguistics.'®

To begin is first of all to know with what to begin. Language is
both the medium of study and—since beginning has a meaning
primarily in and regarding language—its object. Any worker in
discursive language (novelist, philosopher, critic, or historian) must
use language to delimit the linguistic object he studies and deals
with. During this primary delimitation the object is created and its
future extension in meaningful discourse is assumed. The process
of delimitation is what Saussure calls establishing a viewpoint. But
what keeps the viewpoint from being either a return to the vicious
circle of uncertainty or a sort of deus ex machine? Saussure writes:
“As I see it, there is only one solution to all the foregoing
difficulties: from the very outset we must put both feet on the
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ground of language and use language as the norm of all other
manifestations of speech. Actually, among so many dualities
language alone seems to lend itself to independent definition and
provide a fulcrum that satisfies the mind.”'® This observation
made, our problems do not thereky end: they only become more
immediately apprehensible and epistemologically clearer than
before.

But if Saussure’s reflections on a beginning for the study of
la‘nguage are exemplary, then next to them we must place
Nietzsche’s equally exemplary propaedeutic philosophy, first
adumbrated in the notes collected under the title Das ’Philo-
sophenbuch contemporary with and immediately following The
Birth of Tragedy (1872, 1873, 1875). i

All the laws of nature are no more than relationships between an X, a Y
afZ}.(Wye define the laws of nature as the relationships between a set maéle ul:;
;her, se;Sagf('iXZ”\;?:,}:dS; of which consequently is known to us in relation to

Strictly speaking knowledge is only a form of tautology and as such is
e;rlnpty. A'ny. know.ledge that is an advancement is really an identification of
l.?uce)gir(;t;)lt:-stm1lar with the similar, which is to say, something essentially

It is only by such methods that we acquire a concept, as if, for instance
the concept “man” was really something actual, whereas such a concept is
our creation, made by sacrificing individual characteristics of men to a elferal
concept. We theorize that nature proceeds according to such conceptsg' here
however, first nature then the concept are anthropomorphisms. The orr;issior;
(das Ubersehen) of what is individual about men gives us the concept, and our
k.nowledge begins with the concept: this knowledge begins by standa;'dization
(im Rubrizieren) and by the establishment of general groupings (im
Aufstellung von Gattungen). But the essence of things does not correspgond to
su.ch arrangements, which are processes of knowledge and have nothing to do
with actual things. Numerous individual characteristics determine a thgin for
us, not all possible characteristics: the coherence of these traits brings %
knowledge of a thing subordinated to a concept. e

We manufacture things insofar as they are bearers of qualities and we
produce abstractions insofar as they are causes of these qualities. If a unit
for faxamPle a tree, appears to us to be a plurality of qualities and Zf"
relfmonshlps, then it is doubly anthropomorphic: first because the delimited
unity “tree” (diese abgegrenzte Einheit “Baum”) does not exist, and it i
therefore arbitrary to isolate an object according to sight or to forr;m' [secon(;]
such a relationship is not the real absolute relationship (die wahre ’absol t

Relation) but is tainted once again with anthropomorphism. o

The ‘ideas presented here form a sequential mini-genealogy of
continuity, differentiation, conceptualization, and knowledge. All
these,'says Nietzsche, are products of the kind of beginning
reflection we saw being performed by Saussure; and while
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Nietzsche calls this kind of thinking “illogical anthropomorphism,”
he nevertheless acknowledges that it inaugurates knowledge. In his
later works, Nietzsche studies in a more polemical mode the
relations between mind and the pitfalls of language, drawing
attention to only two principal features of this relationship. One,
language is principally a means for and an instrument of
differentiation. Thus man uses language to establish continuity, as
well as to formulate concepts, by exploiting the ability of language
to indicate (actually, to assert) the existence of continuity and
concept alongside dispersion and particularity. A word like
beginning, for instance, is a created general object whose function
conforms as much to the individual user of language as it does to
the universal laws of language. Two, both language and the
particular use of it project human needs and instincts onto
knowledge, which then proceeds dialectically to hold man in its
grip. Furthermore, language as differentiation and as knowledge
bears no necessary correspondence to reality. Saussure was later to
describe this curious state of affairs as the arbitrary relationship in
the sign between signifier (signifiant) and signified (signifié).
Nietzsche is more insistent in maintaining that language begins the
denominating function of knowledge by omitting many individual
traits of objects; only after this does language admit concepts for
what they can do to create unities or multiplicities (Einheiten,
Eigenschaften), and even these are never unities held together
internally by bonds of necessity (die wahre absolute Relation). All
this is what Nietzsche means by anthropomorphism.

Nietzsche’s thesis regarding anthropomorphism is explicated
more fully elsewhere in the Philosophenbuch, notably in numer-
ous passages on the crucial importance to man of das Wollen (will)
and das Tun (action). The first is associated with need (Not), the
second with the verb schaffen, to create. The job of the
philosopher, Nietzsche says, is to recognize what feeling, what
lack, what suffering or pain (Leid) causes universal Need; the
artist’s task is to create this feeling, to give it form. Whether as
artist or as philosopher, man ultimately builds his world in that
lacuna: “Er baut seine Welt in diese Liicke hinein.”?! Art in its
highest manifestation for Nietzsche is pre-eminently poetry or
music, those noniconic languages that do not represent but rather
create a special other world. Therefore, “truth” is described by
Nietzsche as a verbal stream fashioning itself into a sort of
canonical unity:
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What, then, is truth? A mobile army of metaphors, metonyms, and
anthropomorphisms—in short, a sum of human relations, which have been
enhanced, transposed, and embellished poetically and rhetorically, and which
after long use seem firm, canonical, and obligatory to a people: truths are
illusions about which one has forgotten that this is what they are; metaphors
which are worn out and without sensuous power; coins which have lost their
pictures and now matter only as metal, no longer as coins.?

What this says for our purposes is that language—and, by inclusion,
a word such as beginning—is a necessary contingency, albeit one
usually confused with “absolute truth” and “objectivity.” This
stance is relativistic, yes, but it is not the kind of manic
hopelessness it is often taken to be. Nietzsche must not be
interpreted, here or elsewhere, as a puerile, nay-saying nihilist. On
the contrary, his interest in the difficult cohesion that makes up
thought or culture includes, and appropriates, the subjective
underside, or the charlatanry, of reason?® —those faculties of
reason that remind us how earthbound are even its highest flights.
Earthbound, but rational nonetheless.

Such considerations are forced upon the contemporary mind
by the wish to grasp fully whether one’s activity has either begun
or will begin; Saussure and especially Nietzsche epitomize the
importance to this wish of language, including its attendant
molestations. Attempting such a grasp always compels the mind
into a rational severity and asceticism, an understanding of which
is a major goal of this book. In this chapter, therefore, I intend
first to draw attention to—perhaps even to exacerbate, as
Nietzsche does—the problem we face when we begin an intel-
lectual task. My view is that an intensified, even irritated,
awareness of what really goes on when we begin—that is, when we
are conscious of beginning—actually projects the task in a very
particular way. For this projection inaugurates the presence of an
enterprise by signifying an intention to produce meaning. This is
not at all to say, however, that a beginning either forecasts or
causes meaning, or determines or envisions it—any more than a
beginning predicts specific inconsistency, error, or detail. Second,
I should like to arrive at an understanding, however tentative, of
what sorts of beginnings really exist. The word beginning itself is
and will remain a general term covering a large variety of scattered
occasions; like a pronoun, it has specific roles to play, at different
points in the discourse.?* These roles, however, are as much in the
control of reasonable convention and rule as they are in the
control of reasonable assertion. I should like to examine all this as
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it bears on the possible kinds of beginnings available to us. Lastly,
I should like to record a part of the rational activity generated
within us in the act of dealing with a beginning (where “rational
activity,” it will become clear, includes rational sentiment,
passion, and urgency).

The best descriptive characterization of these enlivened ideas
of rational activity that I know of is found in Bachelard’s 1936
essay “Le Surrationalisme” (which also happens to be an indirect
commentary on Bachelard’s own rationalism). The essay rejects a
rationalism based on dry-as-dust traditionalism, memory, and
scholastic rigidity. Bachelard says: “One must return to human
rationality its function as a force for turbulence and aggression. In
this way sur-rationalism (un surrationalisme) will be established,
and this will multiply the occasions for thought.”?* To use reason
as a means of setting tasks, to generate thought in order to activate
itself beyond the bounds and limits set by the mere historical
conventions of reason—this experimental type of reason is to
reality what for Tristan Tzara, the experimental surrealist, dream
was to poetic liberty:

Where then is the duty of sur-rationalism? It is to regain hold of those
forms, altogether purified and made economically functional by logicians,
and fill them psychologically, put them back into life and motion. . . .

What must be sacrificed? Our crude pragmatic security or our own new
aleatory and useless discoveries? No hesitation: one has to choose the side
where one can experiment the most artificially, where ideas are at least fluid,
where reason likes being in danger. If, during an experiment one does not risk
one’s reason, then that experiment is not worth the attempt . . .. Each real

discovery determines a new method and ruins a pre-existing one. In other
words, in the realm of thought imprudence is a method.*®

The “forms” of which Bachelard speaks include such a one as
“Beginnings.” In what follows, therefore, I shall be treating
beginnings as psychologically and vitally “filled” with the con-
cerns of the mind. As for the sacrifices and the achievements of
such a treatment, I can say only that Bachelard’s claims strike me
as worth making, although I cannot of course claim to have lived
up to them.

|

The beginning as primordial asceticism has an obsessive persistence
in the mind, which seems very often engaged in a retrospective
examination of itself. We all like to believe we can always begin

40

| 4B

A Meditation on Beginnings

again, that a clean start will always be possible. This is true despite
the mind’s luxuriance in a wealth of knowledge about ongoing
reality, about what Edmund Husserl calls lebendige Gegenwart
(the living present). Significant attention is paid by the mind to an
ostensible point in the past from which the present might have
evolved; there is as well a nervous solemnity —when the question is
thought of—in the choice of a point of departure for a specific
project. Indeed, in the case of the great modern rethinkers, the
beginning is a way of grasping the whole project. Marx, to consider
only one example, attacks Proudhon not only because of the
latter’s uncritically good intentions, but because of his misplaced
priorities. “For M. Proudhon,” Marx writes in The Poverty of
Philosophy, ‘“the circulation of the blood must be a consequence
of the theory of Harvey.”?” As Georg Lukacs surmised in History
and Class Consciousness, it was Marx’s job to show first that the
apparently immutable and objectlike beginnings hitherto accepted
by the forms of bourgeois thought contributed to, rather than
lessened, the separation between man and his nature. Then Marx
went on to demonstrate that, as Vico had demonstrated before
him, man is in fact the beginning of all study—but man for whom
“the social reality of nature, and human natural science, or the
natural science about man, are identical terms.”?® Clearly this
signals a radical displacement of traditional thought, for in order
to see man as the true origin of social change a new fusion
between man and his activity must be considered possible and
thereby rethought in man’s mind. The very act of beginning must
no longer set man apart from his end, but must immediately
suggest significant connections between it and man. Marx thus tied
his own interpretive activity to human activity in general at a
common revolutionary point of departure.

Formally, the mind wants to conceive a point in either time or
space that marks the beginning of all things (or at least of a limited
set of central things), but like Oedipus the mind risks discovering,
at that point, where all things will end as well. Underlying this
formal quest is an imaginative and emotional need for unity, a
need to apprehend an otherwise dispersed number of circum-
stances and to put them in some sort of telling order, sequential,
moral, or logical.?* Very frequently, especially when the search
for a beginning is pursued within a moral and imaginative
framework, the beginning implies the end—or, rather, implicates it;
this is the observation around which Aristotle builds the Poetics. If
the search is more modest, less urgent, than the tragic one, the
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mind will look for a possibility in the past and will consequently
look to the present and the future for a reflection of it, the result
being three varieties or stages of possibility linked in continuous
sequence. This sequence, however, seems to be ‘“‘there,” at a
distance from me, whereas my own problematical situation is
“here” and “now.” For one rarely searches for beginnings unless
the present matters a great deal; this is as true of comedy as of
tragedy. It is my present urgency, the here and now, that will
enable me to establish the sequence of beginning-middle-end and
to transform it from a distant object—located “there”—into the
subject of my reasoning. So conceived and fashioned, time and
space yield a sequence authorized by a wish for either immanent
or surface significance. Nietzsche states that the principal human
faculty is the ability to perceive form (Gestalt); time and space, he
adds, are but things measured according to a rthythm (“Raum und
Zeit sind nur gemessene, an einem Rhythms gemessene Dinge”).*
Ever the dialectician, Lukacs writes that “since consciousness here
is not knowledge of an opposed object [there], the act of being
conscious overturns the objective form of its object.”*

While these verbal problems are very acute, they are never-
theless of crucial significance. A beginning suggests either (a) a
time, (b) a place, (c) an object, (d) a principle, or (e) an act—in
short, detachment of the sort that establishes distance and
difference between either a, b, ¢, d, or e on the one hand and what
came before it on the other. “All knowledge originates because of
separation, delimitation, restriction; there is no absolute know-
ledge of a whole!” (Alles Wissen ensteht durch Separation,
Abgrenzung, Beschrinkung; kein absolutes Wissen eines
Ganzen!).32 My beginning specializes still more, but the moment I
unconditionally speak of the beginning, knowledge is theologized,
as Kenneth Burke very cogently argues in The Rhetoric of
Religion.*® Once made the focus of attention, the beginning
occupies the foreground and is no longer a beginning but has the
status of an actuality; and when it cedes its place to that which it
has aimed to produce or to give rise to, it can exist in the mind as
virtuality. In all this, “beginning” alternates in the mind’s
discriminations between thought that is beginning and thought
about beginning—that is, between the status of subject and object.
Paraphrasing both Hegel and Vico, we can say that formally the
problem of beginning is the beginning of the problem. A beginning
is 2 moment when the mind can start to allude to itself and to its
products as a formal doctrine.
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In language we must resign our thoughts to what in Beyond
Good and Evil Nietzsche saw as “‘something [that] impels them in
a definite order, one after the other—to wit, the innate systematic
structure and relationship of their concepts.”®® Fifteen years
earlier he had considered as a subject of interest “‘the philosopher
caught in the nets of language.”®* Then later he spoke of “the
unconscious domination and guidance by similar grammatical
functions,”*® of which language conceived as a system of
concepts or of words is only a strong disguise; such a system
merely gives the mind the right to a notion of formal beginnings.
Language, as we perceive it in its universal use, has no beginning;
and its origins are as marvelous as they are imagined—but they can
only be imagined. Profoundly temporal in its manifestations,
language nevertheless provides utopian space and time, the
extrachronological and extrapositional functions over which its
systematic determinism does not immediately seem to hold firm
sway. Thus ‘“the beginning,” belonging as often to myth as to
logic, conceived of as a place in time, and treated as a root as well
as an objective, remains a kind of gift inside language. I shall be
returning to this notion a little later. Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty
have effectively argued for the equivalence of temporality and
significance, yet philosophically and linguistically their view
requires us, I think, additionally to acknowledge the mind as
providing self-concerned glosses on itself over time, the mind as
comprising its own philosophical anthropology.

What sort of action, therefore, transpires at the beginning?
How can we, while necessarily submitting to the incessant flux of
experience, insert (as we do) our reflections on beginning(s) into
that flux? Is the beginning simply an artifice, a disguise that defies
the perpetual trap of forced continuity? Or does it admit of a
meaning and a possibility that are genuinely capable of
realization?

11

Literature is full of the lore of beginnings despite the tyranny of
starting a work in medias res, a convention that burdens the
beginning with the pretense that it is not one. Two obvious,
wide-ranging categories of literary starting point are the hyster-
ically deliberate (and hence the funnier of the two) and the
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solemn-dedicated, the impressive and noble. The former category
includes Tristram Shandy and A Tale of a Tub, two works that
despite their existence cannot seem to get started; in each the
beginning is postponed with a kind of encyclopedic, meaningful
playfulness which, like Panurge taking stock of marriage before
falling into the water, delays one sort of action for the sake of
undertaking another.

The latter category includes Paradise Lost, a prelude to
portraying existence after the Fall, and The Prelude, which was to
ready its author “for entering upon the arduous labour which he
had proposed to himself.” In both instances what was initially
intended to be the beginning became the work itself. Although
vastly different, both of these great English epics perform similar
intellectual and psychological tasks. It is no accident, I think, that
both poems are beginning poems—in the sense that each prepares
for something more important to follow—and that both are
therefore ways of delimiting, defining, and circumscribing human
freedom. Of course, Milton and Wordsworth employ very distinc-
tive frames of reference for understanding freedom; basically,
however, each poet uses his poem to begin to put man in the
world, to situate him. Thus in each case man at the outset faces,
not an unlimited range of possibilities, but a highly conditioned
set of circumstances in which his existence (that of Milton,
Wordsworth, Adam, or The Prelude’s narrator) is properly
inaugurated. Both poems are radical in that they imagine human
life as having a “beginning”; and in both an investigation of that
beginning is the subject of the poem. Both poems open with
several images of creatures in a free state—that is, unconstrained,
wandering, extraterritorial. Compare Wordsworth’s image of how

he

escaped
From the vast city, where I long had pined
A discontented sojourner: now free,
Free, a bird to settle where I will,’

in Book 1 of The Prelude with Milton’s Satan:

Here at least
We shall be free: th’Almighty hath not built
Here for his envy, will not drive us hence:
Here we may reign secure, and in my choyce
To reign is worth ambition though in Hell:

Better to reign in Hell, than serve in Heav’'n.>®
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In due course each poem develops correctives to such
unrestrained sentiments. Wordsworth’s are tied directly to the
choice of a theme for the poem (this occurs at the end of Book 1),
which in turn is associated with the decision to employ a vague,
unbounded freedom for determinate ends:

One end at least hath been attained; my mind
Hath been revived, and if this genial mood
Desert me not, forthwith shall be brought down
Through later years the story of my life.
The road lies plain before me;—’t is a theme
Single and of determined bounds; and hence
I choose it rather at this time, than work
Of ampler and more varied argument,
Where I might be discomfited and lost. . . .3

The choice of an autobiographical theme of course serves to evoke
various phases and events in the poet’s life. That this theme arises
from a delimitation imposed at and for the sake of the beginning,
however, accounts for the special type of vision which Words-
worth finally arrives at. I am referring not only to what he calls
“the discipline/And consummation of a Poet’s mind” (that is, of
one who will now be able to go on after such a prelude), but also
the scene on Mount Snowdon and the commentary upon it in the
fourteenth book. This vision of “mutual domination” is “the
express resemblance” of Imagination,

that glorious faculty
That higher minds bear with them as their own.
This is the very spirit in which they deal
With the whole compass of the universe:
They from their native selves can send abroad
Kindred mutations; for themselves create
A like existence. . . %

As a poem of beginning, The Prelude sheds its unconditional early
liberty for the purpose of forging the beginning—as distinguished
from a narrator’s mere initial enthusiasm. By the time we come to
Book 14 and the lines quoted above, we recognize that Words-
worth’s mind is capable of intention, production, determination—
albeit with a sense of the loss of youthful, animal instincts thereby
incurred. The “glorious faculty” is the power to begin poetry,
which is itself not mere effusion but a meaning that is embedded
in human circumstances. Together, these circumstances and
imagination begin the fruitful, mutual domination of self and
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reality, of time and vision, that when articulated in language is
poetry.

Milton’s scheme is more complicated, but its resemblance with
The Prelude is striking nevertheless. Milton is anxious to represent
gradations of freedom in a continuum—God, His Son, the Angels,
Adam, Eve—through which like a nomadic zero moves Satan,
archangel and archfriend. Satan is the beginning—the cause of
“Mans First Disobedience”—the arché in response to which the
continuities of human history and destiny are arranged. Before the
onset of Satan’s machinations, Adam’s earliest life had been a
mystery to him:

For Man to tell how human Life began
Is hard: for who himself beginning knew?*!

Poised against this ignorance is, of course, Gabriel’s knowledge,
God’s, Satan’s, and Milton’s. The whole of the poem in a sense is
devoted to making intelligible to man his historical beginning after
Paradise is lost and like Wordsworth’s narrator (the “I” in The
Prelude), “Man” in Paradise Lost discovers the commencement of
history even as he loses the relatively untrammeled freedom of
innocence. Milton’s more heroic vision unashamedly weaves in the
sexual drama, which more than any other image conveys the
novelty, as well as the nexus of intention, circumstance, and force,
that always characterizes the beginning. As Adam tells Michael,
after the latter has explained Christ to him:

O Prophet of glad tidings, finisher
Of utmost hope! now clear I understand
What oft my steddiest thoughts have searcht in vain,
Why own great expectation should be call’d
The seed of Woman: Virgin Mother, Haile,
High in the love of Heav’n, yet from my Loynes
Thou shalt proceed, and from thy Womb the Son
Of God most High; So God with man unites.*?

It is from such radical investigations as Paradise Lost and The
Prelude that the pun in the title of Beckett’s play Comment c’est
(How It Is)—a homonym of commencez (the command “Begin!”)
acquires its value. Yet not many writers would willingly combine
the idea of a sort of universal beginning with the work’s actuality;
by the same token, in few works is the beginning so highly charged
as in the two discussed here.

When a literary work does not dwell so self-consciously on its
beginning as do the works just discussed, its actual start, as an
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intelligible unit, is usually deliberately formal or concess}ve. (1
must put aside the question of whether it is really possible to
begin unselfconsciously, though I am convinced that is not. The
issue is one of degrees of self-consciousness: Tristram Shandy is
uniquely sensitive about getting under way.) Specifying Points of
departure grew increasingly problematical during the elghteenth
century, however, a trend as eloquently reflected by the titles of
two modern works dealing with that period—Frank Manuel’s
The Eighteenth Century Confronts the Gods and W. J. Bate’s The
Burden of the Past and the English Poet—as by their contents.*?

The search for such points not only is reflected in language,
but is carried out in language and, as became evident to
eighteenth-century thinkers like Vico, is necessary because of
language. Polytechnical unlike any other human activity, language
was discovered to be a suitable vehicle for posing questions o
origin for purely linguistic as well as social, moral, or political
reasons. Vico, miserable in his obscure position at Naples, sees the
whole world of nations developing out of poetry; and Rousseau,
for whom experience is clarified by words feels he is entitled to
use them simply because he is a man of sentiments and a member
of the tiérs état:** these are two prominent examples. Kant’s Pro-
legomenon to Any Future Metaphysics, to speak now of a
beginning that really aims to strip away the accretions of academic
philosophy, undertakes a description of those radical conditions
which must be understood before philosophy can be practiced.
Nevertheless, Kant’s Prolegomenon fully anticipates his Meta-
physics of Ethics and Critique of Practical Reason—it is coter-
minous with them—as well as the critical method with which he
refashioned European philosophy. And Coleridge, in his essay “On
Method” (in The Friend), echoes Descartes in taking up the theme
as follows: Method, which reflects the noteworthy mind in its
work, its discipline, its sustained intellectual energy and vigilance,
requires an ‘“‘initiative,” without which things appear ‘“distant,
disjointed and impertinent to each other and to any common
purpose.” Together, initiative and the method that follows from it
“will become natural to the mind which has been accustomed to
contemplate not things only, or for their own sake alone, but
likewise and chiefly the relations of things, either their relations to
each other, or to the observer, or to the state, and apprehensions
of the reader.”*s

All such investigations have in common what Wordsworth calls
“a cheerful confidence in things to come,”*® which is another
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way of describing what I have been calling intention. What is really
anterior to a search for a method, to a search for a temporal
beginning, is not merely an initiative, but a necessary certainty, a
genetic optimism, that continuity is possible as intended by the
act of beginning. Stretching from start to finish is a fillable space,
or time, pretty much there but, like a foundling, awaiting an
author or a speaker to father it, to authorize its being. Conscious-
ness of a starting point, from the vantage point of the continuity
that succeeds it, is seen to be consciousness of a direction in which
it is humanly possible to move (as well as a trust in continuity).
Valéry’s intellectual portrait of Leonardo divulges the secret that
Leonardo, like Napoleon, was forced to find the law of continuity
between things whose connection with each other escapes very
nearly all of us.*” Any point in Leonardo’s thought will lead to
another, for, Valéry says in a later essay, when thinking of an
abyss Leonardo thought also of a bridge across it.*8 Conscious-
ness, whether as pure universality, insurmountable generality, or
eternal actuality, has the character of an imperial ego; in this view,
the argument cogito ergo sum was for Valéry “like a clarion
sounded by Descartes to summon up the powers of his ego.”*’
The starting point is the reflexive action of the mind attending to
itself, allowing itself to effect (or dream) a construction of a world
whose seed totally implicates its offspring. It is Wagner hearing an
E-flat chord out of which The Ring (and the Rhine) will rush, or
Nietzsche giving birth to tragedy and morals by ascending a ladder
of inner genealogy, or Husser] asserting the radical originality of
consciousness which will support “the whole storied edifice of
universal knowledge.”*°
Husserl merits special attention because the nearly excessive
purity of his whole philosophic project makes him, I think, the
epitome of modern mind in search of absolute beginnings; he has
rightly been called the perpetual Anfanger (beginner). The course
of Husserl’s development is, in the main, too controversial, too
technical a subject to warrant extended analysis here. Yet the
meaning of his philosophical work is that he accepted “the infinite
oals of reason” while at the same time seeking to ground
understanding of these goals in human experience. Interpretation,
a major task in both Husserl’s and Heidegger’s enterprises, is thus
commited to a radical undermining of itself, and not only because
its goals are pushed further and further forward. For also its point
of departure, no longer accepted as “naive”—that is, as merely
given, or «there”’—stands revealed to the scrutiny of consciousness;
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as a result, the point of departure assumes a unique place as
philosophy itself, “essentially a science of true beginnings, . ..
rizomata panton,” as well as an example of the scienc;: in
actl.on..51 Putting this differently: Husser]l tries to seize the
beg?nrgng proposing itself to the beginning as a beginning in the
beginning. Pierre Thevenaz describes it perfectly:

In Husserl we see a circular movement which revolves around its point of
departure, radicalizes it progressively without ever truly leaving it. This
movement, by displaying itself simultaneously as reduction and intention-
ality, digs ever deeper, and in its exhausting “struggle for the beginning,” for
a beginning which is an end “situated at infinity,” is consumed by a co,min
and going which Husserl himself characterized as zig-zag . . . . Obviously, it i%
inaccessible in fact and can only be aimed at . . .. The point of departure’thus
cannot be a hold in being. 5

What emerges precisely is the sentiment of beginning, purged of
any doubt, fully convinced of itself, intransitive, and yet, from the
standpoint of lay knowledge—which Husserl acknowleciges to be
“an unbearable spiritual need”*® —thoroughly aloof, because
always at a distance, and thus almost incomprehensible.,This kind
of purely conceptual beginning is curiously reminiscent of the

fol.low'ing lines from Wallace Stevens’ “Of Mere Being,” in which
Being is that which cannot be held:

The palm at the end of the mind,
Beyond the last thought, rises
In the bronze distance,

A gold-feathered bird
Sings in the palm, without human meaning,
Without human feeling, a foreign song.

It is to Husserl that Valéry’s phrase “a specialist of the universal”
is best applied.s*

What is important to modern ascetic radicalism of the kind
that Husserl carries to an extreme is the insistence on a
rationalized beginning even as beginnings are shown to be at best
polemical assertions, at worst scarcely thinkable fantasies. Valéry’s
Leonardo is a construction, after all, and Husser]’s phenomenologi-
ca.al reduction temporarily “brackets” brute reality. The begin-
‘r:mg—or t.he end'ing, for that matter—is what Hans Vaihinger calls a

surnm.atlonal fiction,”%s whether it is a temporal or a conceptual
beginning. But I want to shift Frank Kermode’s emphasis in The
Sense of an Ending by stressing the primordial need for certainty
;1;/:. ;lhe beginning over the usually later sense of an ending.5¢
ithout at least a sense of a beginning, nothing can really be done,
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much less ended. This is as true for the literary critic as it is for the
philosopher, the scientist, or the novelist. And the more crowded
and confused a field appears, the more a beginning, fictional or
not, seems imperative. A beginning gives us the chance to do work
that compensates us for the tumbling disorder of brute reality that
will not settle down.

IV

Having gone so far as to imply that a beginning might as well be a
necessary fiction, and since I consider this an important idea, I
shall take the time here to examine the idea, and its place in
thought, in schematic detail. In briefly surveying the lore of
beginnings in the preceding sections I have been making two
related distinctions with regard to my chief concern hereafter,
which is the production of either artistic work or knowledge. The
first of these distinctions is between an intransitive, “pure”
beginning and a transitive, problem- or project-directed beginning.
The second distinction—with which I shall be primarily occupied
now—is that between a “real” transitive beginning and a “fic-
tional” transitive one. In following chapters I shall be discussing
this latter distinction as a uniquely modern problem, as a problem
that was formulated and dealt with only after a period of some
historical development: here, however, 1 want to outline the
nature of the problem.

A transitive beginning assumes the following circumstance: an
individual mind wishes to intervene in a field of rational activity.
The historian is a ready example: he wants to write a history of X
and therefore he must rationally find a suitable point at which to
start his formal work. This is by no means a simple proposition,
since in choosing a beginning he confers upon it a certain status
based on its ability to intend the whole of what follows from it.
The specific, characteristically modern pressures affecting anyone
making such a choice are, first, his awareness that any such 'chmce
is in large part arbitrary (since a real—i.e., empirical, verlflgble,
concrete—beginning cannot be truly ascertained without either
faith or Archimedean instruments, both of which are inapplicable
or irrelevant); and secondly, his awareness that his field—whether
history, sociology, linguistics, literature, philosophy, the
sciences—is disposed, or laid out and ordered, not by calendars but
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according to structures ordered internally by rules, sets, imper-
sonal groupings.’” These two pressures are different sides of the
same coin. Together, they conspire to discourage beginnings. They
constantly remind the individual worker that gone are the days
when knowledge or artistic production could be considered
essentially the outgrowth of specific events, beginning on a certain
date, emanating from a particular person.

This is not entirely a qualitative observation, since it is quite
possible to argue that the proliferation of information (and what is
still more remarkable, a proliferation of the hardware for
disseminating and preserving this information) has hopelessly
diminished the role apparently played by the individual. The
analyses of the knowledge revolution and of the scientific
revolution by Michel Foucault and Thomas Kuhn, respectively,
assigns greater importance in transmitting and recording informa-
tion to impersonal orders, the epistémé and the paradigm.s®
Nevertheless, for reasons that seem to be inherent in man’s
biology —that is, “instinctual” necessities—the notion of beginning
persists. Those modern thinkers (we most profitably think of them
now as a sort of group) who are most responsible for banishing
beginnings by reshaping knowledge into vast, impersonal unities
and discontinuities were also passionate radicals, minds bent on
discovering beginnings. Think of Darwin’s Origin of Species,
Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy and Genealogy of Morals; think also
of the metaphors involving the concept of “depth” and of the
disputatious radicalism in Marx and Freud.’® What is interesting
here is a transformation that takes place in the conception of
beginnings, and this transformation is congruent with the change
taking place throughout the creative disciplines. Satistying the
appetite for beginnings now requires, not beginning as event, but
beginning as either type or force—for example, the unconscious,
Dionysus, class and capital, or natural selection. These beginnings
perform the task of differentiating material at the start: they are
principles of differentiation which make possible the same
characteristic histories, structures, and knowledges that they
intend.

Of these beginning principles it is impossible, by definition, to
have any direct, actual, unmediated experience; such beginnings
challenge our ability to characterize them, since our perception of
their form and function is always indirect. On the one hand, there
is a vast body of particular “events” that are given meaning,
however complex and diffuse, by specifically inaugural principles;
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on the other hand, there are inaugural principles whose own
beginning is permanently hidden from view. Each side of this
dichotomy produces its own complex set of problems. Each
corresponding set of problems is a response to the other, a way of
dealing with the basic question the other set poses; both sets are
all about beginnings. I shall now spell out these problems as simply
as possible, and then go on to discuss and illustrate them,

A. If a field of knowledge comprises a wide-ranging array of
“events” governed by impersonal rules; if this field cannot be
rationally understood in terms of the genetic concepts formerly
exemplified by heroes, founding fathers, continuous temporal
narratives, and divine ordinance; and if nevertheless the field is
universal, that is, if it involves the individual human regardless of
will, by means of applying such notions as class, mind, pattern,
structure, history, or evolution—if all these, then what power is
left to the individual freely to act, to intervene, to motivate, when
he wishes to effect a rational beginning for a course or project in
that field?

B. If it is found that the individual as existential explanatory
concept, as originating and organizing cogito, as a principle of
sufficient anteriority, or as authoritative subject does not possess
the power wholly to appear as mover, founder, or origin of a field
of knowledge—if all this, then what particular beginning concept
has displaced the individual by virtue of transforming the
beginning in terms of intention and method?

This pair of problem sets, then, underlies the following:

—the emergence of a particular sort of problem for the contemporary
understanding—for example, the problem of the notion of beginning as
construction, or as fictional construct.

—revived attention to past thinkers and systems of thought which have
recently acquired new and intense relevance—the work of Marx and Freud,
for example.

—the adoption of a particular attitude toward knowledge which regards
it, not as fixed and immutable, but as performing an enabling function,
serving as a threshold to further discoveries and knowledge.

—the introduction of methodological initiatives of a kind that restore to
the individual researcher the capacity for redefining, regaining and rethinking
his position, and thus which give his position rational, active, even
revolutionary status.

These innovations are most interestingly observed in an
extended account of the problem sets, A and B, to which I now
return.
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A. The Individual Versus the System. Prior to his Course in
General Linguistics (1910-11) Saussure was engaged in research on
methods of Latin verse composition. Although the research was
never published, it has recently been made the subject of a book
by Jean Starobinski, Les Mots sous les mots: Les Anagrammes de
Ferdinand de Saussure.®® As he was to be in the Course, Saussure
was concerned here with the relationships in linguistic perfor-
mance between individual motive and initiative, on one side, and
systematic involuntary behavior on the other. In having discov-
ered, he believed, a peculiar habit of repetition in Latin verses,
Saussure tried to determine the extent to which this habit was
consciously practiced. The problem first engaged him during his
attempts to determine how the meanings of legends became
defined. He found that meaning is produced in the process of
discourse itself—because of discourse; thus there is no such thing
as preexisting meaning that merely becomes solidified or con-
firmed by force of practice. Since legends are verbal objects
diffused phonemically, he then tackled the problem of the
production of meaning. In the Saturnians, which is poetry
governed by systems of regularity, he found that certain lines
concealed hypograms—that is, rhythmically important letters,
distributed along the length of the line, which when taken
together and rearranged yielded a message, or what Saussure called
aword-theme (mot-theme). Here are two examples:

Taurasia Cisaunia Samnio cepit
ci io pi

—an anagram of Scipio

From a Delphic oracle reported in Livy:
AD MEA TEMPLA PORTATO
A A PL PO (0]

—an anagram of APOLLO%!

From small examples of this sort Saussure extended his
investigation to longer and larger units of composition; he studied
Virgil and Lucretius this way, then Latin verse composed in
eighteenth-century England. According to Starobinski, at no point
did Saussure ever mystically assume the word-theme to be a sort
of magical quantity that obscurely yielded the poetry. For

Saussure never said that the full-developed text pre-existed in the
theme-word (le mot-théme); the text constructs itself upon the theme-word,
and that is something altogether different. The theme-word at the same time
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opens and limits the field of possibility of the developed verse. It is the poet’s
instrument and not a vital seed out of which the poem grows: the poet is
compelled to re-use the theme-word’s phonic materials, if possible in their
normal sequence. For the rest, the poet acts as he pleases, distributing words
and phonemes in such a way as to satisfy the other rules of versification and
intelligibility. The theme-word certainly antecedes discourse; yet nowhere
does Saussure let us believe that by mysterious privilege the theme-word
already contains, in concentrated form, the discourse reposing upon it. What
the theme-word does is lend itself to the play of composition: after having
had the density of a complete word, it unlocks its phonic links in order to
become a canvas.

Yet the prevalence of this phenomenon in Latin verse assured
Saussure that no Latin poet could produce a text without the use
of a word-theme. What stands immediately and practically behind
any example of Latin verse, then, is not a creative subject-author,
but rather a certain verse-engendering word; therefore, every Latin
poet must have utilized a pre-text before and while producing his
finished text. Starobinski rightly remarks that all of these studies
raise the question of whether in first isolating and then studying
this habit of composition, and finding it everywhere, Saussure
was not also, or instead, constructing the anagrammatic method to
suit his disposition to find it everywhere. Having raised this
question, Starobinski goes on usefully to observe that the more
valuable thing is to determine the relevance of Saussure’s
discoveries (i.e., the isolated anagrammatic word-themes). While he
fails to pursue this question very far beyond Saussure’s own
predilections for understanding the internal constraints operating
upon every user of language, Starobinski’s observation has itself a
general bearing upon some nontrivial issues.

Saussure’s search for a method takes it for granted that
language in use makes sense at the level of performance, not
through prior ordination. The rules of composition are “present”
because they are being employed, although Saussure was unable to
find explicit reference to them in any Roman manuals of verse
technique. This could mean either that the Latin poets were only
unconsciously aware of what they were doing (even though the
techniques they used to achieve anagrammatic statements seem
highly sophisticated), or that this technique had been assimilated
into poetic practice as thoroughly as grammatical rules had been
into verbal performance. In either case, as Starobinski puts it,
Saussure had before him a phenomenon whose beginning was
obscure, but whose influence was strong enough as to have
regularized poetic composition. Saussure’s studies are therefore
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directly tied to a long tradition, in the West and elsewhere, of
seeking to demonstrate that productions of the mind, most
notably language, follow wholly compelling, universal patterns of
behavior. This tradition, moreover, stands polemically opposed to
a more liberal one that argues for the innovative powers of
individuals to change these patterns, to inaugurate new patterns by
setting individual precedents.%?

Varro’s De Lingua Latina regards the thesis underlying the first
of these two traditions natural insofar as the study of language is
concerned: words in a language are derived by analogy from
consensually held paradigms of regular order. The view of the
opposing tradition he calls “voluntary”: words in a language are
(to a greater or lesser extent, of course) anomalous, “the product
of the individual person’s volition, directing itself apart from
control by others.” Varro’s own position, predictably enough, is a
combination of both views.** Lest this be considered a perfectly
natural compromise, however, it is worth mentioning here the very
fierce debate between the schools of Kufa and Basra during the
Islamic Middle Ages. The former were known as the anomalists,
the latter the analogists.®* To take yet another example, Vico’s
New Science is in part directed against those who argue that
language and custom move from place to place in history by
anomalous derivation and borrowing; Vico maintains, in opposi-
tion to this view, that language, and by extension all verbal
production, follow regular patterns that are drawn from the
individual’s unconscious mental dictionary that are analogous in
history from nation to nation.®¢

That all this is by no means an academic or purely philological
question will be demonstrated, I trust, in the last chapter of this
book. Yet I should still note here how the conflict between the
partisans of analogy/regularity/universality and the partisans of
anomaly/irregularity/locality has taken many forms and has
invaded many fields. The battle between the ancients and the
moderns in neoclassical France and England and the romantic
debate over originality and tradition, are two literary man-
ifestations of the argument. There has been great interest recently
(see, for example, The Art of Memory by Frances A. Yates and
Religion and the Decline of Magic by Keith Thomas)®” in the
quasi-encyclopedic and esoteric organization of popular knowl-
edge in medieval and Renaissance society; here, too, regular and
total formations of knowledge are seen as dominating the
mentality of an era. Karl Polanyi describes in The Great
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Transformation the difference in political economy between what
he calls the radical illusion within a marketview of society—‘‘there
is nothing in human society that is not derived from the volition
of individuals”—and the opposing contention that “power and
economic value are a paradigm of social reality.”®® Lévi-Strauss
goes into lengthy detail in the four volumes of Mythologies in
seeking to show how mind’s “seemingly un-controlled invent-
iveness” nevertheless reveals that ‘the human mind appears
determined even in the realm of mythology, [and] a fortiori: it
must also be determined in all its spheres of activity.” This by
virtue of “the existence of laws operating at a deeper level”” than
that of surface behavior.¢®

The . interplay between these ‘“‘deeper” laws and individual
creativity, which according to Noam Chomsky, for example,
combine and recombine “given” elements, is the aspect of this
debate most relevant to contemporary understanding, and more
specifically to contemporary rationalism.” One need only men-
tion philosophies as wolly disparate as those of Freud, Chomsky,
and Foucault to document the problem’s compelling interest.
Fundamentally, we can generalize fairly by saying that the issue
now seems to be focused on the position of differentiation in
human reality: Do the significant or systematic differences that
individuate the various activities and productions of mind really
begin at the level of self, or are they located more basically (or
transcendentally) at a general epistemic level, a transindividual
level? As Nietzche put the question presciently with regard to
Homer one hundred years ago: “Was the person created out of a
conception, or the conception out of a person?””!

B. The New Beginning-as-Construct. As was frequently the case
with his predecessors in the eighteenth century, Nietzsche’s
interest in the creative personality revolved around the “Homeric
question.” Was Homer the author of both poems? Was he a person?
Was this person “Homer?” Or was “Homer” a generic, functional
name of some sort? Nietzsche’s conclusion, in a passage which I
shall quote in a moment, shows a curious hesitation. What seems
to unsettle Nietzsche is the conception of an individual person,
whose use he finds essential in assigning the epics not to an “idea”
or “a people” but to a person, yet from which he backs away
when it comes to confining the author of the poems to a single
name. He resolves the dilemma by raising an author’s creative
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authority to the level of an “aesthetic judgement” made by later
poets, readers, or critics, and at the same time he maintains the
validity of the particular idea of a person (as opposed to general
ideas like “a movement” or “a people” or “‘an age™) as author.

Homer, the poet of the Iliad and the Odyssey, is an aesthetic judgement.
It is, however, by no means affirmed against the poet of these epics that he
was merely the imaginary being of an aesthetic impossibility, which can be
the opinion of only very few philologists indeed. The majority contend that a
single individual was responsible for the general design of a poem such as the
Iliad, and further that this individual was Homer. The first part of this
contention may be admitted; but, in accordance with what I have said, the
latter part must be denied. And I very much doubt whether the majority of
those who have adopted the first part of the contention have taken the
following considerations into account.

The design of an epic such as the Iliad is not an entire whole, not an
organism; but a number of pieces strung together, a collection of reflections
arranged in accordance with aesthetic rules. . . . But that stringing together of
some pieces as the manifestations of a grasp of art which was not yet highly
developed, still less thoroughly comprehended and generally esteemed,
cannot have been the real Homeric deed, the real Homeric epoch-making
event. On the contrary, this design is a later product, far later than Homer’s
celebrity. Those, therefore, who look for the “original and perfect design” are
looking for a mere phantom. . . .

We believe in a great poet as the author of the Iliad and the
Odyssey—but not that Homer was this poet.72

Nor is this peculiar conclusion the end of Nietzsche’s remarks.
He goes on to ascribe such investigations as his to philology, a
science “enclosed and surrounded by a philosophical view of
things, in which everything individual and isolated is evaporated as
something detestable, and in which great homogenous views alone
remain.”” As an example of things “individual and isolated”
Nietzsche cites the questions of a learned man about Homer:
“Where does the good man live? Why did he remain so long
incognito? A propos, can’t you get me a silhouette of him?” 74
Faced with aesthetic events of such magnitude as the epic,
Nietzsche finds the existential concept of “person” too comically
weak to explain them. The event is anomalous, yet its domest-
ication, its confinement to texts and organic wholes—at a later
date—takes place nevertheless. On that later date a process of
refinement occurs to make the anomalous event conform by
analogy to regular formations we call “epic poems.” There are
thus two Homers: Homer One, gone forever, exhausted in the
burst of inexplicable creativity that results in “an infinite
profusion of images and incidents”; and Homer Two, with us
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today, an aesthetic judgement on the former, a fictional con-
struction associated by later generations with Homer One and with
two whole poems.

Nietzsche’s division of Homer into two components bears
resemblance to Oscar Wilde’s fascination with the aesthetic powers
of criticism to provide accurately inaccurate interpretations of
creative energy.” What we need to emphasize is the extent to
which the construction of such explanatory notions for artistic
production relies paradoxically upon both an idea of energy—the
synthetic power presumed to bring together creative work and give
it form—and an individualized type which has some of the
attributes of a person but not an existential identity. Precisely this
sort of construction characterizes Freud’s Moses, for example, or
Nietzsche’s Dionysus or his Zarathustra. Hans Vaihinger’s Phil-
osophy of As-If occupies the space between construction and
actuality, more or less doing for philosophy what narrative fiction
in the eighteenth century did for narrative history. The Marxist or
para-Marxist use of such constructions as world-view, ideology,
paradigm, or class as analytic instruments indicates no disregard of
reality, but rather an acknowledgement that individuality per se
fails to include transindividual experiences like economic or social
development. Lucien Goldmann’s schema of ‘“potential con-
sciousness,” however much it may differ from Freud’s Moses,
comes from the same sort of insight into the communal reality of
men and from the same certainty that that reality cannot be
comprehended anecdotally or biographically.”

I do not wish this list of illustrations—for it is only a list at
bottom—to stand for a rigorous methodological critique: that is
not what I am doing. I am really circling around a very acute
problem faced by any researcher whose primary evidence is
textual. The problem can now be put in the following ways: To
what extent is a text itself not something passively attributable, as
effect is to cause, to a person? To what extent is a text so
discontinuous a series of subtexts or pre-texts or paratexts or
surtexts as to beggar the idea of an author as simple producer? If
the text as unitary document is more properly judged as a
transindividual field of dispersion, and if—as Darwin, Marx, and
Freud respectively read natural history, economic history, and
psychological history as textual fields of dispersion—this field
stands as the locus princeps of research, where does it begin if not
in a “creative” or “producing” individuality ?7”

No one can doubt that there is an original (in the vague,
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somewhat passive sense of that word) if not a beginning
connection between text and individual author, yet to readers, as
even to a writing author, a text is not whole, but distorted. For
writing is not coterminous with nature, and therefore it deforms
its subjects (life, liberty, happiness) more than it forms them.”®
Reading and writing have this in common: they are particular
distortions of general realities. There is violence in texts, which is
answered by the reconstructions of the examining critic. Here is
Freud:

Thus almost everywhere noticeable gaps, disturbing repetitions and
obvious contradictions have come about—indications which reveal things to
us which it was not intended to communicate. In its implications the
distortions of a text resemble a murder: the difficulty is not in perpetrating
the deed, but in getting rid of its traces. We might well lend the word
“Entstellung” [distortion] the double meaning to which it has a claim but of
which today it makes no use. It should mean not only “to change the
appearance of something” but also “to put something in another place, to
displace.” Accordingly, in many instances of textual distortion, we may
nevertheless count upon finding what has been suppressed and disavowed
hidden away somewhere else, though changed and torn from its context.
Only it will not always be easy to recognize it.”

Freud is speaking of the Hexateuch, a more than ordinary text;
yet as a general characterization of texts we can let it stand until
Chapter 4. To begin to apprehend a text is to begin to find
intention and method in it—not, in other words, to reduce a text
to a continuous stream of words emanating from a disembodied
causal voice, but rather to construct the field of its play, its
dispersion, its distortion. But this subject is discussed in detail in a
later chapter.

Insofar as a text, for reader or writer, cannot supply, no
matter how much it says it is supplying, its whole field or even its
intention in advance, it can properly be said to begin, therefore,
with a large supposition. This is: herewith meaning is to be
produced in writing, meaning more rather than less vague, but
meaning intended in writing as opposed equally to no-meaning
intended, or to meaning intended in painting, sculpture, music,
and so forth. From then on, from that beginning, which to the
extent of its generality and dreamy ill-defined ambition is a
fictional construct, more precise meaning is gradually approached
during the course of the work. Wordsworth’s freedom at the
opening of The Prelude and Milton’s (or Satan’s, his surrogate) at
the opening of Paradise Lost are illustrations of the large intention
“I am free, therefore I intend now to put it to use to mean written
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work, form, or achievement, which in turn puts my freedom into
the world as something more than just an assertion.” This
beginning intention to mean is, I have said, a construct, or at least
fictional, insofar as it says or avows much more at the beginning
than it in fact is. Satan’s declaration of freedom ignores the
circumstances of his ejection from Heaven, his secondary status in
the order of being, and so on, and Milton purposely leaves this in
suspense until hundreds of lines later. Perhaps it was precisely
because Satan luxuriates so freely in the beginning that Blake
guessed Milton to be of the devil’s party. For indeed the one
kernel of Paradise Lost that still puzzles readers, Christian or not,
is Lucifer’s beginning on his own to move away from God even
before the poem opens: there can be no more irreducible
beginning than that. So, too, writing moves away from speech, or
from music.

Supposition, construction, fiction: how can we justify con-
necting them not simply with a portmanteau word like beginning
but with intention and method? Fortunately there is a series of
works that programmatically dramatizes precisely these con-
nections: Valéry’s essays on Leonardo, of which the first (1894) is
aptly enough entitled “Introduction to the Method of Leonardo
da Vinci.”® In all three essays Valéry disavows any biographical
aim; his Leonardo, he says, is a construction made to fit the image
of a mind whose universally diverse activities and “infinitely keen
perception of the difference of things” were conducted with
absolute rigor.®' “Whoever pictures a tree must also picture a sky
or background from which the tree stands forth; in this there is a
sort of logic that is almost intangible and yet almost unknown.
The figure [Leonardo] I am presenting can be reduced to an
inference from this type.”® This Leonardo (who prefigures
Monsieur Teste) is a mind imagined by another mind that wishes
to comprehend the invariable logic of variations, the continuity
between discontinuous objects, the homogeneity of heterogeneity.
Thirty-five years later, in his third return to “Leonardo” (each
treatment philosophized more than the previous one), Valéry saw
in that mind “some indefinable inner attitude for effecting
continual interchanges between the arbitrary and the nec-
essary.”® An ‘“‘indefinable inner attitude” and an ‘“almost
intangible” and yet “almost unknown” logic for dealing with the
surprises of reality consequently suggest to Valéry an intelligence
conceived neither as cause, nor as effect, nor as image. Each of
those alternatives is an expression of method without force. To
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avoid what he calls the “automatism” of such hypotheses for
Leonardo, as well as their anecdotal humbuggery—this is the
problem.

Inevitably, method is a law of continuity found “among things
of which we cannot grasp the law of continuity.”® Valéry’s
construction of Leonardo is an attempt to articulate such a
method imagined as intentional power for connecting things. As
Valéry will use the word therefore, a construction is equivalent to
an intention: the unity of a construction/intention is its method.
The peculiar quality of Leonardo’s method, already hinted at
through the many negatives Valéry uses to describe it, is that it
cannot be known outright, nor can it be experienced directly.
Always in flux, this force is “at once the source of energy, the
engineer, and the restraints.”® Valéry therefore puts himself at
exactly the point where this force is located during the construc-
tion of its projects. “Constructing takes place between a project or
a particular vision and the materials one has chosen.”® Thus
Valéry constructs a Leonardo who is himself constructing. “The
truth may be that we cannot form a clear conception of anything
unless we might also have invented it.”®” If an image is not the
aim of such construction, what is? One aim is to experience the
human joys of “the conscious act of constructing,” that power of
mind to ‘“‘expand any of its conceptions to the point at which they
are no longer conceivable.”® Another aim is to experience
knowledge as discovery; Valéry sees this aim as similar to “the
tremendous undertaking of philosophys, . . . an effort to transmute
everything we know into what we should like to know.”® Most
important is the aim of dealing successfully with voids, rifts,
lacunae, discontinuities in the world to which thought turns itself.

We have arrived at the conception that parts of the world let themselves
be reduced, here and there, to intelligible elements. Sometimes our senses
suffice for the task; sometimes the most ingenious methods must be
employed; but always there are voids. The attempts always remain lacunary.
It is here that we find the kingdom of our hero. He has an extraordinary sense
of symmetry that makes him regard everything as a problem. Wherever the
understanding breaks off he introduces the productions of his mind. . . .

This symbolic mind held an immense collection of forms, an ever lucid
treasury of the dispositions of nature, a potentiality always ready to be
translated into action and growing with the extension of its domain. A host
of concepts, a throng of possible memories, the power to recognize an
extraordinary number of distinct things in the world at large and arrange
them in a thousand fashions: this constituted Leonardo.”

Marginally, Valéry notes that this process entails the abandonment
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of “images and the whole notion of visual and motor represen-
tation.” Leonardo is the despair of modern specialized man, whose
virtue is the absence of thought; Leonardo ‘“must circulate
through barriers and partitions. His function is to disregard
them.”*!

Leonardo’s language is formal. Valéry’s description of Leo-
nardo, however, is discursive. In attempting to reconcile .the two
modes in the last essay, Valéry faces the problem of how the mind
articulates itself in language without recourse to either sheer
privacy or complete banality. How can the mind’s hostinato rigore
be rendered intelligibly? Through common speech (le language
commun)—which often wears out the philosopher who tries either
to make his thought speak or to transmit his inner reality.
Common speech, writes Valéry,
will doubtless continue to serve as the initial and general instrument for
establishing relations between external and internal life; it will always be the
means of teaching us the other languages that have been consciously createfl;
it will adjust these potent and accurate mechanisms to the use of still
unspecialized minds. But gradually, by contrast, it is coming to be regarded as
a first crude means of approximation.

Approximation to what? To ““aberrant modes of existence”:

But they are monsters full of lessons, these monsters of the unc.ler-
standing, these transitory states—gaps in which the known laws of cont.im_ut}_l,
connection and movement have been alerted; domains where light is
associated with pain; fields of force in which we follow strange circuits
between the poles of fear and desire; matter composed of time; abysses
literally of horror, love, or quietude, regions bizarrely welded to thefnselv.es;
non-Archimedean realms that defy movement; perpetual sites in a lightning
flash; surfaces that cave in as they couple with our nausea, bend with our
slightest intentions . ... The wonder is not that things are, but that they are
what they are.”

Common speech, then, is the beginning, but it is_very comple)f.
Valéry’s reading of Leonardo is a construction precisely because it
begins with what Leonardo himself began: a demotic or vernacu.lar
language. For Valéry as critic, for Leonardo as a construction
being constructed, common speech leads to other, less ordinary
structures than those delivered by pictorial representation. We
must emphasize Valéry’s own insistence on the aba‘ndon_ment .of
images that occurs when common speech (that s, dlsc1_1r31ve
language) is accepted as the initial mode of expression, a point of
departure for further expression. What Leonardo is ab_le to do
from common speech is to arrive at a realm (“the paradise of the
sciences”)
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comparable to that attained by the richest thought when it has become
assimilated to itself, and recognized, consummated in a little group of words
and symbols . . . . He exists . . . almost without images.**

Words are the abandonment of images. Yet Valéry insists that
Leonardo’s art was really architecture, albeit architecture defined
(by Valéry) as a sort of extraordinary poetic language. Here is an
example of what he has in mind:

Architecture is commonly misunderstood. Our notion of it varies from
stage setting to that of an investment in housing. I suggest we refer to the idea
of the City in order to appreciate its universality, and that we should come to
know its complex charm by recalling the multiplicity of its aspects. For a
building to be motionless is the exception; our pleasure comes from moving
about it so as to make the building move in turn, while we enjoy all the
combinations of its parts, as they vary: the column turns, depths recede,
galleries glide; a thousand visions escape from the monument, a thousand
harmonies . ... The architectural structure interprets space, and leads to
hypotheses on the nature of space, in a quite special manner.%®
Even architecture, which disposes of the most solid materials, is a
hypothesis about space, in much the same sense that words on a
page do not produce meaning directly but first divide the
page—and consequently thought and poetry—into significance.
Printed words constitute a hypothesis about verbal meaning that is
formulated in different ways by writer and reader.

The willed relationship between material and setting is another
way of defining intention and construction; construction begins
on the level of physical experience (words on a page, stone in
space, trees against a background), and proceeds thereafter to the
composition of a multiplicity of meanings. Mallarmé’s preface to
“Un Coup de dés jamais n’abolira le hasard” probably confirmed,
if not actually originated, the practice of exaggerating the physical
and spatial aspects of written language. Mallarmé explained to
readers that the asequential spaces on the page were to cause un
espacement de la lecture; as for the white spaces next to the
letters, they
assument ’importance, frappent d’abord; la versification en exigea, comme
silence alentour, ordinairement, au point qu’un morceau, lyrique ou de peu
de pieds, occupe au milieu, le tiers environ du feuillet: je ne transgresse cette
mesure, seulement la disperse . . . . Il ne s’agit pas, ainsi que toujours, de traits
sonores réguliers ou vers—plutdt, de subdivisions prismatiques de I'Idée . . ..
Tout se passe, par raccourci, en hypothése; on évite le récit.*%

*“take on importance, after having first struck one; versification demands this, as a
surrounding silence, ordinarily, to the point that a piece, either lyrical or having few feet,
takes up in the middle, about a third of the page: I do not transgress this rule, I only
disperse it. . .. This is not a matter, thus as always, of regular sonorous features or lines

of verse—rather, it is a matter of prismatic subdivisions of the Idea. .. . Everything
occurs, in an abridged fashion, hypothetically; one avoids narrative.”
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To compose as writer or as reader, echoed Valéry, does not consist
of “trying to picture, with the help of document, the hero of the
novel.”®” Everything Mallarmé and Valéry say of composition,
construction, or intentional language means, I think, that they
assert the difference between a set composed of linear sequence,
pictorial representation, and biological generation on the one
hand, and, on the other hand, a set comprising words dispersed in
space, verbal presentation, and the transformations of which
language is capable. To begin in (or with) language, therefore, is to
abandon the first set for the second. What is hypothetical (or
fictional) here is that such composition has no immediately
observable equivalent in reality; the hero of a novel, however,
represents or embodies such an equivalence. Nevertheless, both
Mallarmé and Valéry misread novels polemically, I think, in order
to clarify the difference between language and visual reality (or
visual reality’s visual representation).

If this long excursus into Valéry’s Leonardo seems to
substitute rarefied indulgence for reasonable speculation, then one
can bring out the tendentiousness of Valéry’s thought by
juxtaposing it to that of Freud, his contemporary. For Freud the
material of mental life is analyzable through language, since only
words can engage the unconscious skillfully enough for them to
bear its stresses. Dreams are not simply images that tell, for rather
it is the interpretation of dreams by words—the dreamer’s words,
the analyst’s interpreting words—that tells about dreams. Among
many other negative characteristics of the unconscious, the
absence of pictures fairly describes it, according to Freud. Despite
his frequent comparisons between psychoanalysis and archeology,
Freud carefully distinguished material phenomena like rock,
temples, and statues from psychological energy. He said that
mental life is apprehended by psychoanalysis from three stand-
points—dynamic, economic, and topographical—each of which
deliberately resists visual analogy. When, very late in life, Freud
assessed the role of construction made by the analyst during
analysis, there, too, he steered clear of pictures. The analyst’s task,
Freud writes, “is to make out what has been forgotten from the
traces which it has left behind or, more correctly, to construct
it.”®® Yet two things weigh against the analyst in the task—‘that
psychical objects are incomparably more complicated than the
excavator’s material ones and [that] we have insufficient knowl-
edge of what we may expect to find.” Therefore, “for analysis the
construction is only a preliminary labour.”*?
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Immediately thereafter Freud considers the problem of ac-
curacy, especially as the patient’s affirmation or denial of the
analyst’s hypotheses is a sign only of unconscious pressure on the
patient, not of the analyst’s perspicacity. Thus at any given point
or in any section of the construction, accuracy cannot be
determined. The principal reason is that there can be no direct
correspondence between a mental construction—whether made by
the patient, the analyst, or both together—and actual events.
Writes Freud:

The “upward drive” of the repressed, stirred into activity by the putting
forward of the construction, has striven to carry the important
memory-traces into consciousness; but a resistance has succeeded—not, it is
true, in stopping that movement—but in displacing it on to adjacent objects
of minor significance.’

The result of displacement is distortion or, to use Freud’s word,
delusion. So curiously methodical is this process of distortion in
the attempt verbally and analytically to construct anything in
words that Freud remarks, for example, how an event of
importance to the patient may remain forgotten while details
surrounding it are recalled with amazing clarity. To convince a
patient that his recollection of these details is part of a delusion
is fruitless. “On the contrary, the recognition in these details of a
kernel of truth [buried in or distorted by auxiliary details] would
afford common ground upon which the therapeutic process could
develop.” Freud’s most complex insight now comes forward:

But none the less I have not been able to resist the seduction of an
analogy. The delusions of patients appear to me to be the equivalents of the
constructions which we build up in the course of an analytic treat-
ment—attempts at explanation and cure, though it is true that these, under
the conditions of a psychosis, can do no more than replace the fragment of
reality that is being disavowed in the present by another fragment that had
already been disavowed in the remote past. ... If we consider mankind as a
whole and substitute it for the single human individual, we discover that it
too has developed delusions which are inaccessible to logical criticism and
which contradict reality.'""

Both sorts of delusions, the patient’s and the analyst’s, build
up around a kernel of historical truth that by definition appears
exclusively in verbal subsitutions for the truth, or as an already
repudiated experience. Words, therefore, stand at the beginning,
are the beginning. of a series of substitutions. Words signify a
movement away from and around the fragment of reality. This is
another way of characterizing the human capacity for language.
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To use words is to substitute them for something else—call it
reality, historical truth, or a kernel of actuality. For Freud and
Valéry—as for Mallarmé, Nietzshe, Conrad, and others whose
project is a radical one—language is the beginning of another
enterprise which, despite its seeming irrationality, has method.
The difficulty of this method is that it does not imitate nature,
but rather displaces it. This method does not center about a
cogito, nor does it issue from the cogito; in fact, the individual
subject has little more than a provisional authority to construct
hypotheses (substitutions) bearing a perhaps distressing, perhaps
seductive resemblance to delusions. Finally, the logic of this
method is not to be found in biological succession—that is,
filiation—but as in the Oedipus complex, in departures and
divergences from it or entanglements of it.

The net result is to understand language as an intentional
structure signifying a series of displacements. Words are the
beginning sign of a method that replaces another method. The
series being replaced is the set of relationships linked together by
familial analogy: father and son, the image, the process of genesis,
a story. In their place stands: the brother, discontinuous concepts,
paragenesis, construction. The first of these series is dynastic,
bound to sources and origins, mimetic. The relationships holding
in the second series are complementarity and adjacency; instead of
a source we have the intentional beginning, instead of a story a
construction. I take this shift to be of great importance in
twentieth-century writing. Indeed, a principal argument of this
book is that a strong rationalist tradition in modern writing has for
too long been hidden behind a facade of gloomy, irrational
nihilism linked to a dynastic ideology. The progressive advance of
knowledge, to which this shift belongs, displaces the burden of
responsibility from origin to beginning.

What this means is that one can understand the history of the
novel—as we shall be doing in Chapter 3—as a development from
ideas of originality to their bankruptcy. In a certain kind of
twentieth-century criticism, the crucial importance assigned to
structure represents the beginning of purposive movement away
from the automatic causality hitherto underlying the traditional
life-and-work schema. Language and mind consequently play a
redefined role in discourse—linguistic and psychological—about
language and mind. Most important, the text is transformed from
an original object into produced and producing structure whose
laws are dynamic not static, whose materiality is textual not
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genetic, and whose effect is to multiply meaning not to fix it. To
grasp a beginning within these changes is in effect to have
recognized the ending of one mode of thought and to have begun
anew. With what type of consciousness this occurs is depicted in
the final paragraph of Mallarmé’s “Le Démon de ’analogie”:

Mais ou s’installe lirrécusable intervention du surnaturel, et le
commencement de Dlangoisse sous laquelle agonise mon ésprit naguére
seigneur c’est quand je vis, levant les yeux, dans la rue des antiquaires
instinctivement suivie, que j’étais devant la boutique d’un luthier vendeur de
vieux instruments pendus au mur, et, a terre, des palmes jaunes et les ailes
enfouiés en l’ombre, d’oiseaux anciens. Je m’enfuis, bizarre, personne
condamnée a porter probablement le deuil de I’inexplicable Pénultiéme.*!??

The narrator begins by asking about a phrase (‘“La Pénultiéme
est morte”’) whose meaning eludes him, yet which sounds as if it
has been said before, or as if it is one in a series capable of
explanation. One syllable from this phrase (nul) recalls a lute’s
tone; the narrator himself feels like a wing sliding over the
instrument. As he walks out of his apartment and then into the
street he sees his hand reflected in a shop window caressing
something; as he repeats the phrase he remarks with horror that he
is only repeating himself: “Je sentis que j’avais. . .la voix méme
(la premiére, qui indubitablement avait été unique).”'®® At that
moment he stands at the beginning, surrounded by analogies—the
shop window exhibiting dispersed lutes and wings, a recollection
of the discomposed Muse now no longer the origin of
poetry—facing the prospects of language he himself speaks. This
language has no source or meaning other than in his efforts both
to begin again and to make meaning. The preceding sounds and
meanings are only that—what has gone before. If they have
meaning, it is the meaning of whatever has ended, so that a
beginning may begin. Analogy is not exact correspondence, but a
similarity between units (the word, the lute, the wing) that the
writer must himself assemble. Finally, the structure he must make
now is fictional in that it cannot imitate what is, but must be a
new structure of meaning. The methods of the old Muse are
insufficient, and so too is the modern writer, for he is no
Muse-inspired seer. He must take his place in the community of

*“But where the irrecusable intervention of the supernatural.and the beginning of that
agony under whose sway my formerly sovereign mind now agonizes—where this lodges
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