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Editor's Notes

included in this (belated) issue of SCE Reports 9
are essays and notes that reflect a decision to use
SCE Reports, as its title suggests, more directly to
report on critical exchange as well as to extend it.

Wallace Martin's incisive essay, "Playing Around,"
was occasioned by SCE Reports 8 “Deconstructive
Criticism: Directions," and the MLA session of last
December devoted to that subject. Dick Higgins'
letter was provoked by the essays alone. A few copies
of SCE Reports 8 are still available (cost: $4.00
each).

Two other essays in this issue, by Jeffrey Plank
and Don Bialostosky respectively examine recent ex-
changes at associated SCE meetings at the SAMLA con-
ference, and the jointly sponsored confetence on
"Theories of Narrative," held last October at Indiana
University. We owe special thanks to the College of
Arts and Science, the English Department, and especially
David Bleich at Indiana for extraordinary labor and hospi-
tality; and to James and Patricia Sosnoski for their
efforts on behalf of SCE. A second conference on
"Theories of Reading" is being held at Indiana on
September 28-30.

The next issue of SCE Reports will address the
topic, "The Return of the Text," with special emphasis
on the politics and economics of criticism.

Press deadline for that issue is October 30, 1981.
If you wish to have notices, reports, or other informa-
tion circulated to SCE members, please mail it to:

SCE REPORTS
6273 19th Ave. N.E.
Seattle, WA, 98115

Wallace Martin
English Department
University of Toledo

PLAYING AROUND

Just when it appears that we may be getting somewhere--
as in SCE Reports 8, which displays the differences between
Johnsonian deconstruction and its Heideggerian, Lacanic, and
Derridean (Riddelian) others--just when we settle down at
an MLA session to discuss where we might go from here, we
are surprised by otherness: someone stands up and says,
"what is this thing called deconstruction?" Barbara Johnson
must cultivate her ignorance; west of New Haven, it grows
wild. The farcical underside of our seriousness is that
critics may be condemned to repeat, year after year, synoptic
accounts of deconstruction, only to be asked immediately
thereafter--what is it?

Johnson's paper is addressed to an audience that might
ask this question; perhaps she would have written differently
if addressing only Riddels. Having thought in the past that
I understood and appreciated her subtleties, I was surprised
to discover that the seemingly simple conclusion of her SCE
paper left me feeling a west-of-New-Haven, uncultivated in-
comprehension. Never has she been more provocative. Not
being able to figure out why, I suspect that she may be
playing with our affections, perhaps to tease us out of
thought. Her conclusions provoked the commentators on her
paper into thought, and while agreeing with most of what
they say, 1 obtusely want to justify my inability to under-
stand her by interpreting her figures in two or three ways
and showing how difficult it is to reduce them to meaning.

when she "lay[s] bare" the 'gap" in her "knowledge"
and solicits the intrusion of a "vital, subversive power"
capable of changing her "very nature" (p. 15), Johnson
keeps her head about her, despite her declared desire to
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forget, to open her ignorance *again and again" as if always
for the first time. This "transgressing” and *indulging”

(no wonder it has “fallen into disrepute") will remain "judi-
cious time-wasting,” in her view. Surprised by otherness as
by sin, ber spontaneity secms almost perverse:-it is "a new
form of ignorance," one she didn't know she had, that is
"activated" when she forgets "what we know how to do."

In giving us this glimpse behind the curtains and re-
vealing what goes on between her and texts before a decon-
structive reading is staged--a glimpse of an "encounter in
the moment" that appears to be a scene of seduction--she
proffers her readers several possible roles. Most of us
are excluded as seducers (no "vital power” I, just one of
her fans, not being a producer of fecundative texts, and
feeling somewhat unmanned as a result). If as a conse-
guence of her confession we set ourselves up as analysts,
m-king her our analysand, we may be entangled by the lure
of what seems a proffered transference.' If we are caught
off guard being voyeurs (I didn't intend to peep into her
fantasy life), we can excuse ourselves by accusing her of
exhibitionism, but only at the cost of realizing that the
Sgopic.drive involved in seeing and being seen is para-
digmatic of the reversals of deconstruction, as she de-
scribes it. What's going on here? Does she reveal that
she wants to play around with texts in order to elicit a
response from us? To remain silent, in these circumstances,
would be to play the role of the psychoanalyst. And thus
the imperative prompting interpretation of her paper is to
show that one is not putting oneself in that role--there-
by rejecting one position in critical exchange only to be
thrust into another.

Feminist, vulgar Marxist, and morally earnest mis-
readings of Johnson's playfulness can be set aside., Der-
ridean feminist readings are suggested when she reverses
and remarks the macho image of truth as a "fantasy of the
will to power," oxymoronically associating it with a pas—
sive;y feminine fantasy of sexuality and procreating: "A
reading @s strong, I would therefore submit, [rather.than
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'assert'], to the extent that it encounters and propagates
[sic] the surprise of otherness” (p. 14; this thesis is
followed by the figural scene of seduction}. A vulgar
Marxist reading was proposed at the MLA session. As
Riddel says, Johnson “doesn't want to offend the critical
left" {p. 20) and in fact she opens herself to Marxist
critiques by implying they may be called for (p. 12).

A moralistic reading, in the Babbitt-winters-Graff tradi-
tion, might argue that a desire 'to be surprised by other-
ness . . . again and again" descends to her from Romantic-
ism and from the hedonism of Pater and Stevens, which seeks
new sensations to stave off boredom.

A more intcresting reading can be extrapolated from the
essays by Riddel and Hogle in SCE Reports 8. Both call at-
tention to the ways in which she implies that deconstruction
is in fact a method (how else could its results be predict-
able?). At the present juncture of critical discourse, I
assume that most readers would agree with them, classifying
her as a domesticator of deconstruction. oOnce it has be-
come a method, deconstruction is no longer true to its
origins; and that is why Johnson is compelled to produce
an anti-method, in her concluding comments, that will re-
verse and re-mark deconstruction itself, recuperating its
alterity. Paradoxically, however, as Hogle points out,
this repetition, this negation of a negation, this sup-

" plement to deconstruction, effaces the difference it would

restore and in fact 'seems a return to [logocentric]
origins (the impossible gesture of metaphysics)” {p. 71}.
what justifies his audacious claim?

Consider the metaphors of her concluding paragraph
("vital, subversive power," 'very nature," "lay bare,"
"moment'), energized by verbs appealing to the nature/
culture opposition, such as 'transgressing," "indulging,”
and '"is suddenly activated" (the passive construction
making natural pulsions the unspoken subject). We seem
to be back where we started before deconstruction: as
Riddel says, the vital, mysterious "other" that Johnson
wants to encounter "is precisely what we have always
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thought our discourse dealt with" (p. 17).

But of course I cannot deconstruct her in this fashion
hecause she Hnows what she's doing. The gap of her willful
ignorance is turned toward texts; she exposes the seamless
body of her knowledge to readers of her essays, who know,
as a result, that she doesn't miss a trick where there are
concerned. No wonder, then, that Jerry Aline Flieger, who
seems less bothered by the concluding paragraph of Johnson's
essay than the men who contribute to the discussion, turns
to psychoanalysis in attempting to read it. When Flieger
says that “the laying bare of ignorance" is '"fecund" (p. 65),
she may be following the natural course of Johnson's thought
in an unselfconscious fashion from which anxiety-ridden
males are by nature excluded. Back, then, to psycho-
analysis.

¥lieger shows that the processes of opposition, re-
vevsal, and reinscription in Johnson's account of decon~

.struction have much in common with certain passages in
Freud, citing, among other sources, the 1915 essay "The
Unconscious." Another of the metapsychological papers
written that year, '"Instincts and Their Vicissitudes,"
provides even closer parallels between deconstruction

and psychoanalysis. An instinet, according to Freud, is
subject to four mutations: reversal into its opposite,
turning round upon the subject's own self, repression,

and sublimation. "Reversal of an instinct into its op-
posite resolves on closer examination into two different
processes: a change from activity to passivity, and a re-
versal of its content' (Standard Edition, 14, 127). De-
construction, as described by Johnson, "both opposes and
redefines; it both reverses an opposition and reworks the
terms" (p. 10}, The similarities in the procedures involved
in these two passages are striking, but by no means uncanny;
they can be explained.

Flieger's carefully-constructed argument that the
"other" logic of deconstruction is the logic of the un-
conscious seems convincing. What she reveals but does
not comment on in comparing the two is that the leading
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exemplars of deconstruction have always made conscious usc
of "unconscious" eruptions in discourse-~both their own and
that which they analyze. As analysts, they cultivate a
willed forgetfulness of the (so-called) conscious self so
that they can enter the unconscious of the other (Freudian
reversals of the active-passive and self-other oppositions
are crucial to the process). This is one reason that their
interpretations are so subtle and so powerful. In addition,
as their own analysands, deconstructionists let their own
unconscious surface in their discourse, conducting a kind
of double psychoanalytic session, in which they and the
texts they analyze both lie on the couch and sit behind the
desk taking notes. The most obvious evidence of this pro-
cedure is their discourse itself: we are given to under-
stand, if we so desire, that linguistic play, or if you will
their stylistic eccentricity to the point of incomprehensi-
bility, is no mere decor for the staging of narcissism or
the will to power; it is a laying bare of everything clothed
in the decorum of conscious thought. Including the gaps.

Thus where Flieger sees a 'confluence" of deconstruction
and psychoanalysis, and projects the latter into decon-
struction's potential future, others may conclude that psycho-
analysis has always already been there, and may even suspect
that Derrida‘'s imperative has been: there, where psycho-
analysis was, shall deconstruction be. Past and future may
have been reversed in America by the mere chronology of re-
ception. Derrida's influence in this country antedates
that of Lacan (by and large}. But when was it that Derrida
began attending Lacan's seminar? What would it be like to
read 0f Grammatology after becoming familiar with Lacan?
Aside from his general interest in Freud, is there anything
in particular that has impelled Derrida to undertake an
claborate {and some might say strained) reading of the pas-
sage in Freud that serves as a cornerstone of Lacanian
theory (that concerning the Fort-Da game)?

But Barbara Johnson knows all this. She associates the
"other logic" of deconstruction not with the unconscious,
but with the death instinct, which Freud pinned in place









































































