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E d i t o r ' s  Notes 

Included i n  t h i s  ( b e l a t e d )  i s s u e  o f  SCE Reports  9  
a r e  e s s a y s  and n o t e s  t h a t  r e f l e c t  a  d e c i s i o n  t o  use 
SCE Itepor-ts, a s  its t i t l e  s u g g e s t s ,  more d i r e c t l y  t o  
r e p o r t  on c r i t i c a l  exchange a s  well  a s  t o  extend it. 

Wallace M a r t i n ' s  i n c i s i v e  e s s a y ,  "Playing Around," 
was occasioned by SCE Reports  8  ?'Deconstructive 
C r i t i c i s m :  D i r e c t i o n s , "  and t h e  MLA s e s s i o n  of  l a s t  
December devoted t o  t h a t  s u b j e c t .  Dick I1iggins1 
l c t t c r  was provoked by t h e  e s s a y s  a lone .  A few c o p i e s  
o f  SCE Reports  8 a r e  s t i l l  a v a i l a b l e  ( c o s t :  $4.00 
each)  . 

Two o t h e r  e s s a y s  i n  t h i s  i s s u e ,  by J e f f r e y  Plank 
and Don Uia los tosky  r e s p e c t i v e l y  examine r e c e n t  ex- 
changes a t  a s s o c i a t e d  SCE meetings a t  t h c  SAMLA con- 
f e r e n c e ,  and t h e  j o i n t l y  sponsored confebence on 
"Theories o f  N a r r a t i v e , "  h e l d  l a s t  October a t  Indiana 
Univers i ty .  We owe s p e c i a l  thanks  t o  the College of  
Ar t s  and Sc ience ,  t h e  Engl i sh  Department, and e s p e c i a l l y  
David Ble ich  a t  Ind iana  f o r  e x t r a o r d i n a r y  l a b o r  and hospi-  
t a l  i t y ;  and t o  James alrd P a t r i c i a  Sosrioski f o r  t h e i r  
e f f o r t s  on beha l f  o f  SCE. A second conference on 
"Theories o f  Reading" is be ing  he ld  at  Ind iana  on 
September 28-30. 

The n e x t  i s s u e  o f  SCE Reports  w i l l  address  t h e  
t o p i c ,  "The Return o f  t h e  Text ,"  wi th  s p e c i a l  emphasis 
on t h e  p o l i t i c s  and economics o f  c r i t i c i s m .  

P r e s s  dead l ine  f o r  t h a t  i s s u e  i s  October 30,  1981. 
I f  ypu wish t o  have n o t i c e s ,  r e p o r t s ,  o r  o t h e r  informa- 
t i o n  c i r c u l a t e d  t o  SCE members, p l e a s e  mail it t o :  

SCE REPORTS 
6273 1 9 t h  Ave. N.E.  
S e a t t l e ,  WA. 98115 

Wallace Martin 
Engl i sh  Department 
Univers i ty  o f  Toledo 

PLAYING AROUND 

~ u s t  when it appears  t h a t  we may be g e t t i n g  somewhere-- 
a s  i n  SCE Reports  8 ,  which d i s p l a y s  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e s  between 
Johnsonian decons t ruc t ion  and i t s  Heideggerian,  Lacanic, and 
Derr idean (Ridde l ian)  o thers - - jus t  when we s e t t l e  down a t  
an MLA s e s s i o n  t o  d i s c u s s  where we might go from here ,  we 
a r e  s u r p r i s e d  by o therness :  someone s t a n d s  up and says,  
"What is  t h i s  t h i n g  c a l l e d  deconstruct ion?" Barbara Johnson 
must c u l t i v a t e  h e r  ignorance;  west of New Haven, it grows 
wi ld .  The f a r c i c a l  unders ide  o f  our s e r i o u s n e s s  is t h a t  
c r i t i c s  may be condemned t o  r e p e a t ,  y e a r  a f t e r  y e a r ,  synopt ic  
accounts  of  d e c o n s t r u c t i o n ,  on ly  t o  be asked immediately 
thereafter--what i s  i t ?  

Johnson's  paper  is addressed t o  a n  audience t h a t  might 
ask t h i s  q u e s t i o n ;  perhaps she  would have w r i t t e n  d i f f e r e n t l y  
i f  address ing  only Riddels .  Having thought  i n  t h e  p a s t  t h a t  
I understood and apprec ia ted  h e r  s u b t l e t i e s ,  I was s u r p r i s e d  
t o  d i scover  t h a t  t h e  seemingly simple conc lus ion  of  h e r  SCE 
paper  l e f t  me f e e l i n g  a  west-of-New-Haven, u n c u l t i v a t e d  in-  
comprehension. Never h a s  she been more provocat ive.  Not 
be ing  a b l e  t o  f i g u r e  o u t  why, I suspec t  t h a t  s h e  may be 
p l a y i n g  w i t h  our  a f f e c t i o n s ,  perhaps t o  t e a s e  u s  o u t  of 
thought. Her conc lus ions  provoked t h e  commentators on h e r  
paper  i n t o  thought ,  and while  agree ing  with most o f  what 
they  say ,  I ob tuse ly  want t o  j u s t i f y  my i n a b i l i t y  t o  under- 
s t a n d  her  by i n t e r p r e t i n g  h e r  f i g u r e s  i n  two o r  t h r e e  ways 
and showing how d i f f i c u l t  it i s  t o  reduce them t o  meaning. . 

When she "l.ay[s] bare" t h e  "gap" i n  her  "knowledge" 
and s o l i c i t s  t h e  i n t r u s i o n  o f  a  " v i t a l ,  subvers ive  power" 
capable  of  changing h e r  "very na ture"  (p .  1 5 1 ,  Johnson 
keeps h e r  head about h e r ,  d e s p i t e  h e r  dec la red  d e s i r e  t o  
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f o r g e t ,  t o  open h e r  ignorance "again and again" a s  i f  always 
f o r  t h e  f i r s t  t ime.  T h i s  " t ransgress ingw and "indulging" 
(no  wonder it h a s  " f a l l e n  i n t o  d i s r e p u t e i 1 )  w i l l  remain "judi- 
c i o u s  time-wasting," i n  h e r  view. Surpr i sed  by o therness  a s  - 
by s i n ,  h e r  s p o n t a n e i t y  seems almost  p e r v e r s e : . i t  is "a new 
form of  ignorance," one s h e  d i d n ' t  know she  had, t h a t  is - 
"ac t iva ted"  when she f o r g e t s  lowhat we know how t o  do." 

In  g i v i n g  u s  t h i s  gl impse behind t h e  c u r t a i n s  and re-  
v e a l i n g  what goes on between h e r  and t e x t s  before  a  decon- 
s t r u c t i v e  read ing  is  staged--a gl impse of  an "encounter i n  
the  moment" t h a t  appears  t o  be a  scene of seduction--she 
p r o f f e r s  h e r  r e a d e r s  s e v e r a l  p o s s i b l e  r o l e s .  Most of  u s  
a r e  excluded a s  seducers  (no  l o v i t a l  po~ver" I ,  j u s t  one of  
h e r  f a n s ,  no t  being a  producer  o f  fecundat ive t e x t s ,  and 
f e e l i n g  somewhat unmanned a s  a  r e s u l t ) .  I f  a s  a  conse- 
quenc:e of h e r  confess ion  we s e t  o u r s e l v e s  up a s  a n a l y s t s ,  
m.,l;ing h e r  our  analys'and, we may be entangled by t h e  l u r e  
of whst seems a p r o f f e r e d  t r a n s f e r e n c e . '  I f  we a r e  caught  
o f f  guard being voyeurs ( I  d i d n ' t  intcrid t o  peep i n t o  h e r  
fan tasy  l i f e ) ,  we can excuse o u r s e l v e s  by accusing h e r  of 
exh ib i t ion ism,  b u t  only a t  t h e  c o s t  of' realizing t h a t  t h e  
scopic  d r i v e  involved i n  see ing  and being seen i s  para- 
digmatic  of  t h e  r e v e r s a l s  o f  decons t ruc t ion ,  a s  she de- 
s c r i b e s  i t .  What's going on here?  Does she r e v e a l  t h a t  
she wants  t o  p lay  around w i t h  t e x t s  i n  o r d e r  t o  e l i c i t  a  
response from us? To remain s i l e n t ,  i n  t h e s e  c i rc t~mstances ,  
would be t o  p l a y  t h e  r o l e  o f  t h e  psychoanalyst .  And t h u s  
t h e  impera t ive  prompting i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of  h e r  paper  is t o  
show t h a t  one is not p u t t i n g  o n e s e l f  i r r  t h a t  role--there- 
by r e j e c t i n g  one p o s i t i o n  i n  c r i t i c a l  exchange only t o  be 
t h r u s t  i n t o  ano ther .  

Femin is t ,  v u l g a r  Marx is t ,  and moral ly e a r n e s t  mis- 
read ings  o f  J o h n s o n t s  p l a y f u l n e s s  call be s e t  a s i d e .  Der- 
r i d e a n  f e m i n i s t  read ings  a r e  suggested when she r e v e r s e s  
and remarks t h e  macho image o f  t r u t h  a s  a  "fantasy of  t h e  
w i l l  t o  power,Iq oxymoronically a s s o c i a t i n g  i t  with a pas- 
s i v e l y  feminine f a n t a s y  o f  s e x u a l i t y  and procrea t ing :  ('A 
read ing  is s t r o n g ,  I would t h e r e f o r e  submit,  [ r a t h e r e t h a n  
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' a s s e r t '  1 ,  t o  the e x t e n t  t h a t  it encounters  and propagates  
[ s i c J  t h e  s u r p r i s e  o f  o therness"  ( p .  14; t h i s  t h e s i s  is 
followed by the  f i g u r a l  scene o f  seduc t ion) .  A vu lgar  
Rlnrxist read ing  was proposed a t  t h e  MLA s e s s i o n .  A s  
R ~ d d e l  s a y s ,  .Johnson "doesn ' t  want t o  offend t h e  c r i t i c a l  
l e f t w  ( p .  20)  and i n  f a c t  she  opens h e r s e l f  t o  Marxist 
c r i t i q u e s  by implying they may be c a l l e d  f o r  ( p .  12).  
A m o r a l i s t i c  read ing ,  i n  t h e  Mabbitt-Winters-Graff t r a d i -  
t i o n ,  might argue t h a t  a  d e s i r e  " to  be s u r p r i s e d  by o ther -  
n e s s  . . . aga in  and again" descends t o  her from Homantic- 
i s m  and from t h e  hedonism o f  P a t e r  and Stevens,  which seeks  
new s e n s a t i o n s  t o  s t a v e  o f f  boredom. 

A more i n t e r e s t i n g  read ing  can be e x t r a p o l a t e d  from t h e  
e s s a y s  by Riddel and Hogle i n  SCE Reports 8. Both c a l l  a t -  
t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  ways i n  which she impl ies  t h a t  decons t ruc t ion  
is i n  f a c t  a  method (how e l s e  could i t s  r e s u l t s  be p r e d i c t -  
a b l e ? ) .  A t  t h c  p r e s e n t  j u n c t u r e  of  c r i t i c a l  d i s c o u r s e ,  I 
assume t h a t  most r e a d e r s  would agree  with them, c l a s s i f y i n g  
h e r  a s  a domes t ica tor  o f  d e c o n s t r u c t i o n .  Once i t  has be- 
come a method, decons t ruc t ion  i s  I:O lorrger t r u e  t o  i ts 
o r i g i n s ;  and t h a t  is why Johnson is compelled t o  produce 
an anti-method, i n  h e r  concluding comments, t h a t  w i l l  r e -  
v e r s e  and re-mark d e c o n s t r u c t i o n  i t s e l f ,  r ecupera t ing  i t s  
a l t e r i t y .  Paradoxica l ly ,  however, a s  Hogle p o i n t s  o u t ,  
t h i s  r e p e t i t i o n ,  t h i s  nega t ion  of a  nega t ion ,  t h i s  sup- 
plement t o  decons t ruc t ion ,  e f f a c e s  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  it  would 
r e s t o r e  and i n  f a c t  "seems a r e t u r n  t o  [ l o g o c e n t r i c ]  
o r i g i n s  ( t h e  impossible  g e s t u r e  of  metaphysics)"  (p. 71) .  
What j u s t i f i e s  h i s  audacious claim? 

Consider t h e  metaphors o f  her  concluding paragraph 
( " v i t a l ,  subvers ive  power," "very na ture , "  " lay  bare ," 
"moment"), energized by verbs  appea l ing  t o  t h e  na ture /  
c u l t u r e  o p p o s i t i o n ,  such a s  " t ransgress ing ,"  " indulging,"  
and "is suddenly a c t i v a t e d t q  ( t h e  pass ive  c o n s t r u c t i o n  
making n a t u r a l  p u l s i o n s  t h e  unspoken s r lb jec t ) .  We seem 
t o  be beck where we s t a r t e d  before  decons t ruc t ion :  a s  
Iliddel s a y s ,  t h e  v i t a l ,  myster ious "other"  t h a t  Johnson 
wants t o  encounter  "is p r e c i s e l y  what we have always 
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thought o u r  d i s c o u r s e  d e a l t  wi thu  ( p .  17) .  
But o f  course  I cannot  d e c o n s t r u c t  her  i n  t h i s  fash ion  

because she &nows what s h e ' s  doing.  The gap o f  h e r  w i l l f u l  
ignorance is tu rned  toward t e x t s ;  she exposes t h e  seamless  
body o f  h e r  knowledge t o  r e a d e r s  o f  h e r  e s s a y s ,  who know, 
as a r e s u l t ,  t h a t  she  d o e s n ' t  m i s s  a  t r i c k  where t h e r e  a r e  
concerned. No wonder, t h e n ,  t h a t  J e r r y  Aline F l i e g e r ,  who 
seems l e s s  bothered by t h e  concluding paragraph of Johnson's  
essay  t h a n  t h e  men who c o n t r i b u t e  t o  t h e  d i s c u s s i o n ,  t u r n s  
t o  psychoanalysis  i n  a t t empt ing  t o  read  it. When F l i e g e r  
says  t h a t  "the l a y i n g  bare  of  ignorance" is   fecund^^ ( p .  651,  
she may be fo l lowing  t h e  n a t u r a l  course  of  Johnson's  thought  
i n  an unse l fconsc ious  f a s h i o n  from which anxiety-r idden 
males a r e  by n a t u r e  excluded.  Back, then ,  t o  psycho- 
a n a l y s i s .  

F'!ieger shows t h a t  t h e  p rocesses  of  oppos i t ion ,  re -  
v e l s a l ,  and r e i n s c r i p t i o n  i n  Johnson's  account of  decon- 
s t r u c t i o n  have much i n  common wi th  c e r t a i n  passages i n  
Freud, c i t i n g ,  among o t h e r  sources ,  t h e  1915 essay  "The 
Unconscious." Another of  t h e  metapsychological  papers  
wriLten t h a t  y e a r ,  " I n s t i n c t s  and The i r  V i c i ~ s i t u d e s , , ~  
provides even c l o s e r  p a r a l l e l s  between decons t ruc t ion  
and psychoanalysis .  An i n s t i n c t ,  according t o  Freud, is 
s u b j e c t  t o  f o u r  mutat ions:  r e v e r s a l  i n t o  its o p p o s i t e ,  
t u r n i n g  round upon t h e  s u b j e c t ' s  own s e l f ,  r e p r e s s i o n ,  
and sub l imat ion .  "Reversal o f  an i n s t i n c t  i n t o  i t s  op- 
p o s i t e  r e s o l v e s  on c l o s e r  examination i n t o  two d i f f e r e n t  
p rocesses :  a  change from a c t i v i t y  t o  p a s s i v i t y ,  and a re-  
v e r s a l  o f  i t s  c o n t e n t w  (Standard E d i t i o n ,  14 ,  127). De- 
c o n s t r u c t i o n ,  a s  d e s c r i b e d  by Johnson, "both opposes and 
r e d e f i n e s ;  i t  both r e v e r s e s  an oppos i t ion  and reworks t h e  
terms" ( p .  10) .  The s i m i l a r i t i e s  i n  t h e  procedures involved 
i n  these  two passages  a r e  s t r i k i n g ,  but  by no means uncanny; 
t h e y  can be  expla ined .  

F l i e g e r ' s  ca re fu l ly -cons t ruc ted  argument t h a t  t h e  
"other" l o g i c  o f  d e c o n s t r u c t i o n  i s  t h e  l o g i c  of  t h e  un- 
consc ious  seems convincing.  What she  r e v e a l s  bu t  does 
no t  comment on i n  comparing t h e  two i s  t h a t  t h e  l ead ing  

exemplars of  d e c o r ~ s t r u c t i o n  have always made conscious usc 
of  unconscious" e r u p t i o n s  i n  discourse--both t h e i r  own and 
t h a t  which they ana lyze .  A s  a n a l y s t s ,  they c u l t i v a t e  a  
w i l l e d  f o r g e t f u l n e s s  of  t h e  ( so-ca l led)  conscious s e l f  s o  
t h a t  they can e n t e r  t h e  unconscious o f  t h e  o t h e r  (Freudian  
r e v e r s a l s  o f  t h e  ac t ive-pass ive  and s e l f - o t h e r  o p p o s i t i o n s  
a r e  c r u c i a l  t o  t h e  p r o c e s s ) .  This  is one reason t h a t  t h e i r  
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  a r e  s o  s u b t l e  and s o  powerful.  In a d d i t i o n ,  
a s  t h e i r  own analysands,  d e c o n s t r u c t i o n i s t s  l e t  t h e i r  own 
unconscious s u r f a c e  i n  t h e i r  d i s c o u r s e ,  conducting a  kind 
o f  double psychoana ly t ic  s e s s i o n ,  i n  which t h e y  and t h e  
t e x t s  t h e y  analyze both l i e  on the  couch and sit behind t h e  
desk tal t ing no tes .  The most obvious evidence of  t h i s  pro- 
cedure is t h e i r  d i s c o u r s e  i t s e l f :  we a r e  g iven  t o  under- 
s t a n d ,  i f  we s o  d e s i r e ,  l l ~ a t  l i n g u i s t i c  p l a y ,  o r  i f  you w i l l  
t h e i r  s t y l i s t i c  e c c e n t r i c i t y  t o  t h e  po in t  o f  incomprehensi- 
b i l i t y ,  is 110 mere decor  f o r  t h e  s t a g i n g  of  narc i ss i sm o r  
the  w i l l  t o  power; i t  is  a  l a y i n g  bare  of every th ing  c l o t h c d  
i n  t h e  decorum oP conscious thought. Inc lud ing  the gaps.  

Thu:; where F l i e g e r  s e e s  a  "confluence" o f  decons t ruc t ion  
and psychoanalysis ,  and p r o j e c t s  t h e  l a t t e r  i n t o  decon- 
s t r u c l i o r ~ ' ~  p o t e n t i a l  f u t u r e ,  o t h e r s  may conclude t h a t  psycho- 
a n a l y s i s  has  always a l r e a d y  been t h e r e ,  and may even s u s p e c t  
t h a t  D e r r i d e ' s  impera t ive  h a s  been: t h e r e ,  wher.e psycho- 
a n a l y s i s  was, s h a l l  decons t ruc t ion  be. P a s t  and f u t u r e  may 
have been reversed  i n  Amersica by t h e  mere chronology o f  re -  
cep t ion .  I t e r r i d a s s  i n f l u e n c e  i n  t h i s  country a n t e d a t e s  
t h a t  of  Lacan (by and l a r g e ) .  But when was i t  t h a t  Der r ida  
began a t t e n d i n g  Lacan 's  semin?r? What would i t  be l i k e  t o  
read  O f  Cran~matology after becoming f a m i l i a r  wi th  Lacan? 
Aside from h i s  genera l  i n t e r e s t  i n  Freud, is t h e r e  any th ing  
i n  p a r t i c u l a r  t h a t  has  impelled Derr ida t o  underltilte an 
e l a b o r a t e  (and some might s a y  s t r a i n e d )  read ing  of t h e  pas- 
sage  i n  Freud t h a t  s e r v e s  a s  a  corners tone  of  Lacanian 
theory  ( t h a t  concerning t h e  Fort-Da game)? 

But Barbara .Johnson knows a l l  t h i s .  She a s s o c i a t e s  t h e  
"other  l o g i c "  of d e c o n s t r u c t i o n  no t  with t h e  unconscious,  
b u t  wi th  t h e  d e a t h  i n s t i n c t ,  which Freud p i ~ l e d  i n  p l a c e  
















































