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PREFATORY NOTE

This issue of SCE Repocts begins a new phase of -
the Society for Critical Exchange. At their business

meeting last December at MLA in New York, the Board
of Directors voted to move SCE's headquarters to
Oxford, Ohio, and to restructure SCE Reports. In
order to facilitate these changeaj_zhey appointed

the following administrative committee to handle the

day-to-day business of the Society: James Creech,

special projects secretary; Patricia Haxkin, business

secretary; Steven Nimis, recording secretary; David
Shumway, executive secretary; and James Sosnoski,
chair, . .

It is a particular pleasure to inaugurate this

phase of SCE's history with a special issue on Michel
Foucault. Peggy Kamuf, the editor of this issue, hasg

brought together a group of papers on the work of
Foucault from several disciplines. In addition this
issue includes an essay by Cynthia Chase respouding

to her commentators from the last SCE MLA session and

a brief account by Rick Barney of last October's SCE

Indiane University conference on "Theories of Reading."

Our next issue of SCE Reports will be guest
edited by Susan Elliott and will feature a position
paper by Ralph Cohen on literary form change with
commentaries by Mjchael Riffaterre, Heyden White and
Murray Schwartz. The 1983 spring/summer issue will
be edited by Steve Nimis and will feature & position

paper by Fredric Jamesou snd commentaries on his work.

.

James J. Sosnoski
General Editor

INTRODUCTION

Peggy Kamuf

The idea for this collection of essays was
prompted by a special conference on Michel
Foucault, sponsored by the Center for the iy
Humanities at the University of Southern.Ca i-
fornia in October 1981. It was au occasion
for theorists and research?rs in'many fields
--philosophy, history, social science and .
literature-~to converge on the common ground o
the work of a thinker who has cons1ate?tl¥ .
questioned the purpose and effect of disciplinary
divisions within the human sciences, It thus
also provided an occasion to bring some of these
questions to a forum on literary theory guch as
this one. With one exception, the con?rxbut?rs'
to this volume are institutionallz defined within
the literary disciplines, yet their essays defy.
such definition. One may ask, therefore, what it
means that literary scholars such as these (and'—
many others) choose to disregard the narrow defi
nition of their certified competence. S?condly,
what are the possible implications of this gesture

for literary theory?

As to the first question, Foucault has afgued
extensively (especially in Surveiller et Punir)
that institutions function to‘artxc?late k?owl-
edge with power in order to discipline subjects.
This is most clearly demonstrated’in the case of a
social science like psychology whxfh ?evgloped
throughout the nineteenth censufy in 1nt1mafe
~xelation with state penal—jud1c1s} ingtitu91ons.
However, literature was also inst1tucxon31}zed
beginning in the nineteenth c?ntury—-that'1s,
both a literary canon was defined and set apart
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from other sorts of writing; then, increas-
ingly, this canonical discipline has been con-
fined to an institution. Yet, while the social
sciences have tended to extend their range
through proliferating ‘social institutions, the
literary discipline has not collaborated in

the establishment of new institutional forms.

One result is the-marginalization of a
type of study which has relatively little direct
exchange value within the network of other so-
cial institutiona outside the university. The
Foucaultian critique of humanist disciplines sug-
gest that one should read the marginalization of
"literature" in a much more heterogeneous context
than the one cowmonly accepted by recent commenta-
tors (for example, by Gerald Graff in Literature
Againgt Itself). Paradoxically, the argument that
the study of literature has rendered itself largely
irrclevant by giving in to theories of autorefer-
entiality is an argument made almost wholly in the
context of the recent history of literary criticism
‘in North America, as if this history could be assumed
to be a self-evident, self-enclosed process, Instead
of this sort of narrow determinism of literature's
place, which, because it leaves -unquestioned the
historical forces that classify and cloister written
texts, wmust end up accepting the very closure it
wants to challenge, Foucault-—among others~-urges
literary scholars, along with all researchers in °
the human sciences, to regard their object of study
aa always only provisionally designated and thus on
its way toward redesignation. (Se= R, Yunapp's
essay foar a number of suggesiions of how to pro-
ceed with this redesigration,) The esscys in this
collection each contribute to this process of re-
designing the literary objcct by neglecting to halt
at the boundaries which have historically confined

4

literature and its study to a place in the institutionm.
(See G. Van Den Abbeele's essay in particular for a
discussion of how Foucault's own "histories" compli-
cate the relation to "fictions".)

As to the second question about the implica-
tions of such heterogeneity for a theory of l%ter—
ature: This question seems particularly.pert}nent
since, as already noted, Foucault's critique is
most forcefully worked out through an archeology
of the social sciences, although by using the French
designation "sciences humaines" (particularly in Les
Mots et les choses), this critique tends to dissolve
the Anglo-American division between humanities and
social sciences. Foucault's analyses have radically
changed the questions being asked by empirical
researchers and this shift has produced remarkable
new critical perspectives on a broad range of social
institutions. (See A. Frank's essay, for example,
which effects this shift in examining the discourse
of sex therapy.) If, however, the implications of
this research for literary thought are less clearly
set out, perhaps they have to be sought in relation
to Foucault's larger project. This project has not
always been grasped by his commentators, one reason,
no doubt, that during his lecture at the USC confer-—
ence, Foucault chose to spell things out with words
to this effect: "I am not writing a history of
power, What interests me are the historical processes

‘ahich have produced the human as subject.” 1In the

production of the human as subject (and, consistently
in Foucault's work, "subject" must be understood also
as "subject to," as “subjection"), "literature,” that
nineteenth-century invention, has been called to play
a8 considerable role. And it is this role that
theorists have set out to revise, First, as we have
seen, by opening up the closed discourse of a disci-
pline and considering it in the context of othe?
discourses, other forcas at work in the production

5
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of the subject of literature. Secondly, by letting
neither the producer-subject of intentional criti-
cism nor the product-subject of formalist criticism
serve as an unassailable locus of meaning value and
therefore as a center of power. Finally, (and it

is here perhaps that current literary theory could
have most to gain by familiarizing itself with
Foucault's historical researches), the subjection of
the reader, that is, his/her realization as subject,
may derive its apparent theoretical necessity from
the need to maintain and conaoliSate power's artic-
ulation of itself in identified subjects. To the
series of such historically produced terms already
analyzed--delinquents, inmates, pupils, paticuts,
analysands-~theorists of reader response and subjec-
tive c¢riticism may even now be in the process of
adding a new class of subject--the “reader." The
juxtaposition of Foucault's historical analyses with
a particular discourse on literature, in other words,
can disclose how the continued preoccupation with a
humanist, subjective “ethic" serves to disfigure
texts by attempting to dismantle their resistance to
& sure positioning of s subject. And from there, it
may become possible to reassert that resistance to
subjection which literary language performs for us
and which is perhaps the only ethic we need to know.
(See L. Mykyta's essay for a suggestion of how resist-
ance may need to be asserted even as one reads
Foucault's text,)

The following brief b:“liography lists Foucault's
major works and their Eng!isn translations where avail-
able. For a complete bibliography of work both by and
about Foucault, consult Alan Sheridan, Foucault: The

80),

Will to Truth (London and New York: Tavistock, ' 1980)
pp. 227-234,

Folie et deraison, Histoire de la folie & L'§53
Tat Plon, 1961; Histoire de la

classique. Paris: de la
is: U.G.E., Collection 10718, 1961

folie. Pari ]
(a shortened version); Histoire ggbl%lgolxg 3
1'fge classique. 2nd ed, Paris: Gallimard,
Tbgg—(this edition contains two new app?nd1ces,
the second of which /™Mon corps, ce papier, ce
feu"/ responds to Jacques Derrida's critique
in "Cogits et folie" JL'Ecriture et la différ-
ence, Paris: Seuil, 1967/).

Madness and Civilization, trans. Richard Howard.
New York: Pantheon, 1965 (translation of a
shortened version with additions from lst

edition).

Naissance de la clinique. Paris: P.U.F., 1963;
2nd edition, 1972,

The Birth of the Clinic, trans. Alan Sheridan.
New York: Pantheon, 1973,

‘Raymond Roussel. Paris: Gallimard, 1963.

Les Mots et les choses., Paris: Galimard, 1966,

The Order of Things, trans. Alan Sheridan. New
York: Pantheon, 1970.

L'Archéologie du savoir. Paris: Galimard, 1969.

The Archaeology of Knowledge, trams. Alan
Sheridan, New York: Pantheon, 1972,

L'Ordre.du discours. Paris: Galimard, 1971
- (Foucault's inaugural address at the Colldge de

France).
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"The Discourse on Language," trans. Rupert
Swyer (included as appendix to translation
of The Archaeology of Knowledge).

Surveiller et punir. Paris: Gallimard, 1975.

Discipline and Punish, trans. Alan Sheridan.
New York: Pantheon, 1975,

La Volont& de savoir. Paris: Gallimard, 1976.

The History of Sexuality, Vol. I, tranms.
Robert Hurley. New York: Pantheon, 1978,

In addition to the translations of the major works
selected essays and interviews with Foucanlt have '
b?en tfanslated by Donald F. Bouchard and Sherry
S8imon in Languape, Counter-Memory, Practice (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 1977).

Department of French
Miami University

LIFE WITHOUT FATHER:
WHAT FOUCAULT MIGHT MEAN
FOR
LITERARY CRITICISM

Robert S, Knapp

This is a working paper on the kind of work
that I think Foucault makes necessary for literary
crities, I do not pretend to be an expert about
Foucault, not that he would appreciate any such
will on my part to know him. So I attempt no exe-
gesis of his archaeology, even though I doubt that
his investigations block exegesis as much as their
rhetorical posture suggests. Instead, I want to
think about how his Nietzschean meditation on the
problem of knowing has affected my theory and
practice as a teacher and student of literature.

In the first place, it seems to me that the
institutional history of English in America has
ideally placed literary critics to profit from
Foucault's analyses of discourse. Why? Because
the whole enterprise of English studies looks very
like the phantasmatic effect of other disciplinary
discourses rather than the outcome of our own
integral and systematic disciplinary practice,l
Assessed by the criteria normal to other frame-
works of research and intellectual empowerment,
English studies seem to have contributed surpris-
ingly little to either the advancement of learning
or the demagogy of knowledge. We have been suc-
cessful editors of texts and collectors of textu-
ality inside and outside the boundaries of the
literary 'work"; as 0.B. Hardison once observed,
we have accumulated a great pile of bricks from
which something might be made.2 But apart from
the honest janitorial labor of rereading the canon
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s0 as to make it available for the next generation
of readers, we have not comstructed many edifices
which count as knowledge, which let us control our
“field," predict new patterns in it, or “see" the
kinds of hidden goings on that panoptic strategies
mean Lo pry into. Reading, make no mistake,
secretly works up this kind of knowledge, but it
can't count as such: it is both too private and
too comnunal, and its fragile hypotheses fall far
more swiftly than those in the Kubhnian model of
science. But sclence, I take it, 1s part of what
we must talk about when we talk of vouloir savoir.
If literary criticism at all partakes in the
scientific will to know, until quite recently we
liave labored--without quite knowin§ 1t~—at the
primitive accumulation of capital.

Like every pre-disciplinary enterprise, how-
ever, we have had an artisan's set of devices with
which to sort, work over, and preserve the sym—
bolic capital we have beeu collectiny and atoring.
At best, ours have been the inspired tactics of
bricolage; at worst, the sour mannerisms of class
dominance; in between, as Richard Ohmann shows us,
the dispiriting techniques of fitting out intel-
lectual cadres with a prose and habit of mind
guaranteed to keep them securely within discip~
lined boundaries. As for us, though we may
inflict micro-technical discipline upon others, we
like to think of ourselves as sons of art: we
inhabit a certain sacred space, the sounds of
which we hear with preternaturally sepsitive ears.
Others may traverse that space, but only those who
hear may stay there; and as Ohmann again points
out, most of what passes for research im litera-
ture is just a social procedure for certifying
one's professionally sersitive ears., But what,
exactly, do we hear inside our own grove?

10
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Can we give an account of what inward hearing
is? The discourse of science has seemed framed to
keep us from discovering what such an account
might be: one knows, such discoutle says, with
outward ears, or not at all. Viewed from the real
world of power, therefore, English literature
secens to be a liminal enclave within the juridical
academy, an orthodox delinquency, & primary domain
of the residual, the unfocussed, the interstitial,
of all that knowledge has not yet claimed for its
own. For all that, it is a place the suthorities
have wanted to keep——this interior place where
symbolic capital ie stored——so long as the murmur-
ing which we hear never makes it out of the con-
fessional, so loog as mo choric, inceutuogl play
disrupts the serious business of meaning.” For
that, after all, is what we are paid to preserve.
Hictorically, wve have presexved that meaning by
being cc.cful about what we let ourselves hear, by
training the best of our students to gaze care-
fully into the text as if it wvere a simulacrum of
the Lacanian Other, A fecund wmother, dominated by
Father; we at play in the female field of the
text, but always restrained, chaste, loyal, know—
ing what to hear and what not.

Whence the appeal of Derrida: he appears to
give us our freedom, and by telling us that all
the world's a theater of textuality, just foul
papers for scripting, he lets us play the field,
By throwing in radical question the very idea of
having a position from which to play or in the
persona of which to encounter violent limits, Der-
rida escapes the dilemma that Foucault describes.
For Foucault, instead, calls us to hear something
else: discourse, beating the bounds, constructing
the world's body, constructing us. For this rea-
son, Foucault has a greater and more deeply

11
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subversive import for literary criticism. Because
it is harder to read him as one who would aesthe~
ticize the force or underestimate the effects of
discipline, Foucault compels us to look at the
imaginary architecture of our lives, to listen for
the techniques that keep the show on the road, to
feel how the surfaces of power constrsin us. But
he has no device for slipping us past the surfaces
or for cutting through them: no Derridean trick-
stexr, he finally has nothing else to offer but
sharper senses, nothing except the principled
rejection of theory and a nearly chiliastic vision
of a future when language comes back into its own
(early version) or when the scientia sexualis will
be subverted, not through more ”lex-delpre, but
bodies and pleasures® (latest version). Nodal,
diremptive anarchy makes strong claims on our sym—
pathies as litersry critics; much of the pleasure
in resding consists just in thie. But anarchy of
any sort simply camnnot cut through disciplinary
surfaces: it can only multiply them, causing us
tokgake little sinmulacrs (uncanny Derridean
abimes) of discipline within the privatized fubi~
cles of our iucreasingly bureaucratic world.” I do
not think that this conclusion should surprise
Foucault, for he does net believe that anything
exists except surfaces. This belief in turn
denies that that there is anything to hear——except
Beckettian murmur—within the space of literature.
In short, viewed from the would~be (but always
really foreclosed) perspectiveless position of
Foucault's genealogy, there is no female voice
within the habitus: just noise.

This ability to make us sensitive to bondage,
coupled with an inability to give voice to the
interior of the bounded space—and also to the
bouunded national and generic interiore of the

12
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panoptic practice at issue-—seems also to afflict
the work of Edward Said, surely our leading
Foucaultian analyst, despite the friendly distance
he has tried tg put between himself and the French
“abecedarium.®” This is no place to mount a dis-
cussion of Beginnings and Orientalism, but it is
worth noting—without, I hope, seeming fussy-—that
Said's very prolixity betrays a certain perhaps
willful insensitivity to textual style, to the
nuances of his own prose, to the subterranean
markings which set off one kind of beginning from
another, one pational mode of Oriental analysis
from another, and indeed, one region of the
"Orient" itself from another. 8aid shows quite
brilliantly how discourse shapes both literary and
geographical territory, but despite his own evi-
dent intentions, he cannot avoid an hypnotiec
effect of his focus on the story-shaping of the
world: inside the space of those stories and that
shaping, there exists a blank in-itselfness,
Orientalism in itself lacks differentiation——as
Eqbal Ahmad points out, Said secems deaf to the
relative disinterestedness in German orieptalisam,
and fails to conmect that effort at objectivity
with Germany's own lack of oriental colonies——and
the "orient™ itself seems on Said's aggount unable
to speak except with a Western voice. But of
course; in their own voices, denizens of the
habitus we have constructed in our acquisition of
both symbolic and real capital speak in (dif-
ferent) tongues: in household gossip, let us say,
or in a literature that seeks out the deadly,
erotic play between the figures of oufldincoutle
and the performatives of their lives.

Time does not permit, nor does this setting

require, the attempt to lay out s program for
eacaping the impass that these remarks suggest,

13
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Indeed, if we read Foucault carefully, ve must
realize that there is no way to know in sdvance
what such a program might be; from this realiza-
tiva comes Foucault's chiliastic faith. There is
pothing else to be had. Yot Utopias need not be
so undifferentiated as his (surprisingly conven—
tional) appeal to & union of language and bodies,
for that would be the sum of his visionary endings
in Words and Thiugs and The History of Sexuality.
Yet there is something slightly askew in ihis
pairing, which is not quite that of the creating
Word and the undifferentisted flesh, but rather
that of pre-representational, disruptive play with
an already somehow differentiated body, eonc capa-
ble of being pleased by that play. It would be
more orthodox, though no less conventional to seek
what poets (at least in the Christian Wert) have
often sought: a union of language and desire,
focussed in the person of & singing, speaking Muse
who iaspires. Orthodoxy can cripple, of courss,
yet there may be some reason figuied ia the cature
of poetry as well as in the "pature™ of human
beings that works againet beterodoxy, with its
implicitly willful choices. I weni therefore to
(re)write out at greater length a little fantasy
about this union, a fantasy about whet a philolog-
ical criticism might look like that could profit
from Foucault without stumbling behind his special
blindness. "Philology," the love of spesking, the
love of the logos: we forgot something when we
began to name our field “literary criticisa.” We
forgot both language and desire, choosing instead
to concentrate cur povers on that which joins one
to the other, the text. But it is too late to
regret that choice.

To fantasize, I will ;lot wmy Utopia with a
fev bald assertions, give 3 couple of ressons for

14

thinking that literary criticism gught to be part
science, and drawv a few consequences from that
belief. Some vill be theoretical, concerning
debates vithin the field. Others will be practi-
cal, pointing to areas where a nev kind of work (a
work that has been quietly going on ingide our
house for & long time) might yield fruit. For
fruit is just the issue, fruit being a matter of
public rather than private value. As a group of
intellectual laborers, we have been much in need
of demystification. We have had to learn that
much of what we took for fruit was just the
artefact of other's chaff, that our participation
in the meaning industry has employed us in the
production of doxa, not gapientia and not scientia
either. “Naturally" emough, finding ourselves
duped, caught within the bounds of the symbolic
without having known it, we chafe; we seek to
show, many of us, that there is nrothing but dorxa
anywhere, that the play of opinion is freedom,
that the pleasure of textuality is the only real-
ity there is, and that appeals to the readerly
facts of Mexperience" can help us break out of the
iron cage that Max Weber saw closing in on us long
before Fggcault gave it his more compelling theor-
ization.”” For this lesson, we have gone gbroad,
to the dangerous continent which the Anglo-Saxons
have alvays tended to tour in their vita npova.
Foucault——1like others of the immensely literary
French schooling to which we have recently sub-
jected ourselves——has a convenient dislike for
ordinary Western science (which is not the chimer-
ical science of Althusserianism, though I suspect
that this is the iron lawv which Foucault is really
in flight' from) and a disbelief that hermeneutics
can ever lead to knowing something (in principle
because there is nothing but surface, binding or
exhilarating, depending on one's view of the

15
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*subject”).

But the view that however hard we look we
only find surfaces, never depth, need not be
incompatible with knowing something. We can know
how surfaces join and divide, in the Derridean
déhiscence that figures geuetic replication as
much as the continuing play uf textuvality. What
we know--or more strictly, see, for our represen—
tation is already too late to be true—is confi-
guration. To be sure, within the “total,” perhaps
looped field of the configural, no privileged
panopticon can let us survey the sceme., But at
any configural site, we can see at least gomething
of the procedures which preserve—which success—
fully reproduce, without catastrophic noise— ome
or anvther of the osmotic membranes that enceil
the world's body. When we try to talk about what
wa s2e happening at tuese disciplinary junctures,
the thresholds across which something is always
being led, all ways, we must rasort to models. A
model is & kind of maclize through ¢hicbh we trick
configural processes to flow; and sl] genuine
explanation, as Exnst Gellner insists, is
wmechanistic, & matter of repeatable process.
Mimetic, too: for both plays and engines have
plots. And plote, when they work without errors,
sre nothing but chains of logical operators; pro-
grams that will rum with a predictable, delimited
result. This, I think, simply reformulates what
Aristotle told us asbout plots: that a mythos is a
necessary and/or probable concatenmation of events;
that drama crucially depends upon erzor. A
genealogy we might thiak of as a very long plot
full of exrors, mot y:t terminated, but bound to
be: the line of the Father is always
extinguished, in time, cteraity being an interest-
ingly different question.

16

As we all know, error always sneaks into the
best laid plots: "junk" masquerades as sense,
crashing the system. "Junk," it seems, is a kind
of outside that builds up inside; it is dirt,
invasion, distraction, subversion, something which
allies the inside of a system with the outside not
in the expected configuration, but in a way that
damages the always precarious integrity of the
system's auto-déhiscence. For in any encelled
world-system, two axes of déhiscence always exist:
inevitably, one is metonymic, the other meta-
phoric; one a matter of contiguous displacement,
the transportation of a wave, the other of discon-
tinuous exchange, the particulate b zineaa of
interpretation, of setting a price.”  And when it
comes to setting a price, for each insider every
outsider makes noise rather than sense, and vice-
versa: thus boundaries maintain themselves only
through the erotic, masquerading behavior of their
respective insides, each letting in only those
tokens which will fit the internally coded pro-
cess, which will energize it, make it eudaimonic,
flourishing. Or which will make the system a pro-
fit, we might say.

If you want to make a profit, then, the stan-
dard trick is to pretend that you have no inside:
don't let anyone speak to your women, don't
defecate in public, don't allow that your litera-
ture has cognitive value. If we let some outsider
know about our insides, they might be seduced into
his discipline rather than ours. At the same time,
in the discontinuities of self-preservation, we
must lure the other to seek his signs in us; we
thereby-~perhaps knowingly-—throw up the fictive
image of an inside: a lie, a trope, a mask with
holes in it. And the inevitable result of guard-
ing against letting some outsider get a subversive

17
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hold on your insides while at the same time making
gaps that lurc him in, is a genuine forgetting
that we have real insides. In effect~-in fact--we
cannot simultaneously calculate velocity and posi~
tion: we can know thut we are moving (someone, by
mweans of our mask) or that our mask now sits at
level 27a of our “person"aslity, thus dividing out-
side from inside. But we cannot know both facts
at once. Thus we must repress the truth alout our
nugfaces: the truth that they are full of holes
vh}ch something else has made, full of a noise
neither ours nor the other's to whom we xpeak. We
may, in principle, remember that such holes exist,
but in order to act we must forget where they are.
w}thout action, ve may attain a kind of contempla~
tive union, may see—-in the dark--how configural
surfaces fit, but action mecessarily disrupts
union, 88 the mystics of every tradition have
always known. This, in Lacanian terws, is to for~
get that we are warked by the Real. Aad it is
also to forget that the Real marks us not in ran-
dom but im providential ways, in lawful ways, in
ways that go on everywhere im thc configurational
machines that reticulate the bedy of the world.

In civilization as we know it, this function of
the law appears as what Lacan calls the "paternal
wetaphor.™ It is the metaphor of the One, the
invieible——and I suspect truly Platomic, in the
sense Plato had in mind—Fing of all, the idea of
the Good., It is also the figure for Death, who
divides, leaving only those traces which we some-
times see as corpses. And it is the figure for
the dialecticisn's knife, which finds the joints
in things, which makes joirts so that we can see
how things fit. We need not continue the idola-
trous practice of believing that the One
masquerades as s penis; it wasquerades everywhere,
not just because the unccnscious loves
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displacement, but because everything cute into
everything else, sometimes lovingly. sometimes
catastrophically. But the crisis—~the cutting
which is judgment--will always come, as the
tragedians knew; and therefore it is not vise to
try to live without Father. without a constant
avareness of the father functiom, and a will go
use and be used by it, be we female or male.

In fact, it is only by acknowledging the
father function that we can understand what the
ineide says, Of course we can never know anythiog
about the inside except in a (con)figural way: it
throws up a dream. a parable, a garment of style;
we step into some discipline that bunts the
phallus. that looks for the play of the signifier.
and try to see what kind of a plot ie going on
that needs this recurring letter, at these joints.
Though infinite arabesques seem possible. I would
urge that only two kinds of plots exist. ones that
renev the integrity of systematic boundaries and
ones that store up error. In actual fact. every
real-world process involves both plots. which is
why we can calculate such things as rate of decay
or stochastic deterioration. But in literary
fables, we can secparate them into comedy and
tragedy. the plot of systematic conoe:vaiéon and
renewal. the plot of cosmic catastrophe. And in
the institutionalized deployment of knowledge. we
can separate these into the domestic plot of
gechn€ and the regal plot of science: the discip-
line of civil/social/psychological engineering, of
housekeeping, together with a discipline of
detecting systematic errors. This is the same
discipliné, at a "higher" level: it subjects the
world to judgment. It uses patient negativity to
find the wounds which dirt betrays (the wounds of
original sin, of representational gaps only half
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sutured by internal discipline) within the systems
of doing and the wmodels of knowing. Scieace thus
thrives on catastrophe, which it must provoke
either in its models or in some other's surface
should error not erupt of its own accord.

Literary criticism~-like peychoanalysis——has
to be the self-aware practice of both engineering
and science or eise it will be (like most
psychoanalysis) just an amusement for thoae whose
idleness serves the purposes of some otheé. disci-
plinary domain, and whose quasi-religious activi-
ties keep up the symbolic house for the reigning
Fathers. Insofar as our own guild bas profited
from good housekeeping, we must value and continue
to practice the routines of our craft. Noxr should
we be tuo quick to demystify our honorific as
"humanists™: though since the Renaissance and
Vicc the idea of the humanities has acquired
unfostunate (but real) configuratioual implica-
tions, we who mask in that vizard sre the caly
ones in the palace of learming who prxatend to
speak for the interests of a whole humanity, snd
we must not lightly give up that claim. But to
press that claim in an effective way, we must
begin to build a science (e8 Northrup Frye well
understood, vow longer ago than does us credit).
We must build a science that studies catsstrophe
in the order of the symbolic; which is what we
bhave been staring at all along as we read the
canon. For ia terms of the wodel I have been
evoking, what is axrt if not a certain kind of con-
trolled catestrophe, am e:oiic, compelling, dis-
ruptive invasion into the order of the everyday?
At the fluid juncture of "ncrmal™ configurationsal
boundaries, something ball.nns iato & new space,
introducing a wouud in the werld rhet compels our
atteation, focusses our unsires, a8 the play of
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the Other focusses desire in our individual physi-
cal beings. And what that catastrophe forces us
to see, in one way or enother, is the vulnerabil-
ity of our "internal” plots, how they are subject
to error, to crippling méconnaissance. Which is
to say, in the terms with which I begar, that we
hear the voice of mortality speaking from inside,
couched in the voice of the other. The voice of
the other which is literature is female--as the
muses are female—and it speaks in riddles (many
true things and many false, as Hesiod said). And
this voice always, finally, says just one thing—
what the body of a woman has always said to a
man--that we are vulnerable. For it is not the
text which is vulnerable to us. A great text—-
indeed any text whatever——knows its own wounds
better than we do ours. So our job as
philologists-—~as scientists who admit that we love
what we can never know as it really is "in"
itself-~is not to seek mastery. It is to accept
mastery: not to be the Father, nor to seek his
approval, but to acknowledge that we inevitably,
alvays, cut with and are cut by what Jacques Lacan
calls the father function, the Real. We are cut
by the Real precisely because what we love——the
Word—has no inside; it has sacrificed its inside
in order to make something mew, and in order to
let us hear our own: the inside by which we are
joined together in the world's body.

So much for the oracular voice. It has noth-
ing to say except something we have always known,
that science takes reality for its subject, that
science explores the gaps in the curreat order of
things, that science seeks the anomalous——the
catastrophic—so as better to understand the laws
of reality. As we begin to think about the dif~
ferent forms which these catastrophes may take,
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the different genres, the different forms of
speech, the different institutional "homes," there
begins to be a field in which pattern—seeking can
take place. It is an historical and cross-
cultural field, as it must be if we are ever to
know something, amd it is just the field where we
have alwaye been. In order to see that we have
been practicing & science here all along, we need
only readjust our vision. There will be as many
readjustments as there are searchers in the field,
but it may be useful to list a few that I am in
the process of making, as thesees I would be wil-
ling to defend.

1. Literary study has always been genealogical,
neither "historical™ nor “critical" but both.
It is genealogical just in the way that the
study of any evolution is: we study the
unfolding of & system which appears to be a
sequence of objects (texts, plants, stars)
but which can only be understood as modeled
in an appropriate language.

2. The real object of literary study is neither
"works of art" mor "textuality": it is the
opening and closing of & representational
space {a species, s genre) in configural
relation with other representational spaces
(slso species and genres, but more familiarly
nawed "kinship systems,” "contiments,
islands, and seas,” "status groups,"
“economic classes,” “forces of production,”
and so on.

3. 1Iu oxder to model these configural relstion-
ships in time, one must use several different
languages, some with greater "texture® than
others. At root, however, all such
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languages——and the systems modeled in them-
behave in standard, logical ways. But
because of a linguistic principle enunciated
by both Jakobson and Heisenberg, it is not
possible to formalize both analog and digital
relationships at the same level of abstrac-
tion. Current semiotics—-which seems to try
squaring this circle-—is thus probably on the
vrong track.

Kenneth Burke and Northrup Frye are the fig- °
ures to be reckoned with in trying to see how
our field works: they are the ones who have
tried to be scientific, to see how different
mythoi drive different subsystems in the
human world, and to realize that distinctions
between high culture and low, or literature
and religion, or poetry and history must be
both observed and violated if we are to learn
anything.

Marxism~-that recurrent mythos of a self-
destructing process--has a special, but
dangerously seductive usefulness in trying to
be scientific about literature. Marx——the
furiously active, exiled Marx who is the
absent "subject™ in every Marxism——speaks for
the outsider who cannot get at power and the
hidden insider who sees himself/herself being
sacrificed for some larger system's profit.
From this viewpoint, all the bulwarks of pol-
itical and economic domination seem joined as
a seamless, mibius~like surface. Were there
a God to see us, he would see this surface
dividing mankind from itself, and though he
would kpow that human beings caused their own
wounds--by trying to know and accumulate the
Good and the Real--he would also understand
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that only magic (or that total self-knowledge
vhich would be the uanion of the Word and the
flesh) could heal a divided humanity. Even
then, he would know that wholeness exacts a
priceless price, the price of everything,
God-murder, apocalypse, destroying the vil-
lage to save it. As the spokesman for inev—
itable revolution, Marx rebukes us every time
ve think we are safe, every time we think
that something in one part of the world can
dare to be indifferent to something scumcwhere
else. But Marxism is not a science except in
the sense that poetry (or psychoanalysis) is
a science; the science that shows how every
self-reproducing system, every genealogy,
inevitably rests upon an irresolvable ten~
sion, an unclosable gap between an axis of
contiguity snd an axie of exchange, between
forces and relations of production. To try
to get up a positive acience fyom Marxisw is
as impossible as to get up ome from
psychoanalysis or poetry. All these are vehi-
cles of wisdom or they are nothing.

The mistske which Marxisz makes is of a piece
vith its usefulness. Marx shows us that we
are not the rational, loving subjects we take
ourselves to be; that our apparent self-
determination is & freud. But them it pre-
tends to tell us that we are wholly——and in
principle, knowably——determined by the
invisible, allegorical beasts of the wood in
which the Enlightemnment ego forgets it must
live: wmodes of production, underclasses,
etc. This is as foolish (as pseudo-
scientific, ss sophistical) as the sort of
psychoaualysis that would have us believe we
can know-~and adjust-—ourselves. And Marxism

=4

is much more dangerous, if it leads intellec-—
tuals on the inside of the current system of
vorld-dominance to theorize s necessity for
others to suffer. That is to want to make an
art form out of someone-else's death. Intel-
lectuals on the outside of the curzent system
are not so comfortable as we professors:

they can use Marxism as the political
equivalent of the little book St. John ate;
it is bitter, but those who swallow it know
their own powerlessness, and use what the
book speaks to warn us, the empire, vhich has
its redoubts inside their colonialized
nations, and to give weapons of self-analysis
to their own people. Then if revolutions are
made, it will be as the convulsive, inspired
performance of those who suffer, who are the
represged that must inevitably make itself
known inside the whole system; not as the
knowing, reformist project which we tradi-
tional intellectuals would impose upon our
suffering servants. But if subjected to the
same sort of self-analysis to which Freud
subjected himself, the knowing Marx in Marx-
ism could become——in the hands of its best
practitioners, does become——an indispeunsable,
negative demon who refuses to be fooled by
the ideological sleights of both dominating
and dominated groups. And by its own will to
power.

The self-sufficient ego of Enlightemment
rationalism (if any such ever existed, except
in oyr retrospect) will no longer serve a
good purpose: we cannot seek there for
intentions or for reader~responses. But we
do not have io give up reason for all that,
nor ghuiodon the votion that the poinmt of
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studying literature ie to become saner, more
ratioual persons. We must just remember that
reason always involves two: one inevitably
later than the other, however face to face
the conversation. Between them moves textual-
ity, that delicate (one wants to say female)
tissue which conmnects things, which reveals
between every pair some third thing that is
Real beyond knowing, but not beyond loving
pexformance. We need reason——which works by
wmeans of the regal, corrective, invisible
One-—to keep us from mangling that tissue, to
help us listen clearly when the inside
between us speaks. We need——and we have
always known this, even when Oedipally,
necessarily killing the father in his most
recent name—Lo be rational actors of the
texts which speak in and in betweea us. For
we need to put off catastrophe as long as
possible, not for ourselves but for our
texts, for the Reality in them that measures
us and that will eventuully be deaf to our
subtlest irrational ploys. In the face of
that Reslity we have no defense, we are nei-
ther male nor female, mor cam we {fully) stop
our loving it.

Department of English
Reed College

1.

Notes

Richard Ohmann makes this point at
length, though not quite in these tegms,
in English in America (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1976).

Christian Rite and Christian Drama (Bal-
timore: The Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1965), 34.

Kuhn's pre-paradigmatic stage of scien-
tific inquiry, as I mean this rhetorical
twvist to imply, seems reminiscent of
Marxist analyses of the development of
capitalism, and thue of the story told
by Albert Sohu-Rethel, Intellectual and
Manual Labor (Atlantic Highlands, KNew
Jersey: Humanities Press, 1978).
Sohn~Rethel departs at a crucial point
from the Althusserian position that Cap-
ital appears only at the level of theory
and not in material reality; for him,
the organization of production and
exchange is material and wmental, at the
same "level"™ (passim, esp. p. 20). This
position need mot be Marxist, except in
its sensitivity to the forcible and
potentially explosive separation of the
intellectual and the manual; Max Weber
makes much the same kind of point when

. he speaks of bureaucratic organization

as an embodiment of mind in the world.
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4.

Michel de Certeau makes a similar
point-—also in order to discuss its fal-
laciousness: "Literature as such is now
transformed into the repertory of prac-
tices which lack scientific copy-
right...." "On the Oppositional Prac-
tices of Everyday Life" Social Text 3
(Fall, 1980), 29.

For the notion of the Platonic chora, a
receptacle anterior to nesming, see Julia
Kristeva, "From One Identity to
Another,” in Desire in Language, trans.
Thomas Gora et al. (New York: Columbis
University Press, 1980), 133. For an
analysis of the interior space where
symbolic capital is stored, the place of
the habitus, see Pierre Bourdieu, OQut-
line of a Theory of Practice, trans,
Richard Nice (Cumbridge, England: Cau-
bridge University Press, 1977), and the
essay by de Certeau cited above.

The History of Sexuality, trans. Robert
Hurley (New York: Vintage Books, 1980),
157.

For a striking analysis (though not
quite in these terms) of this and allied
phenomena, see the remarkable Reed Col-
lege B.A. thesis by Wendz2ll Scott,
"Sex-Symbols: A Cross-Cultural Analysis
of Transvestism, Drag, and Homosexual
Style," Reed College (Anthropology),
l981. |
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10.

For a conventionally epistemological
analysis of the consequences for
knowledge of this belief, see Allan
Megill, "Foucault, Structuralism, and
the Ends of History,” Journal of Modern
History, 51 (September, 1979),451-503.

1 think Megill is wrong in his
epistemology but right to argue that
Foucault gives us myth rather than
knowledge. I think that Foucault and
Megill both err in separating myth (or
genealogy) from science, not because
science is myth but because myth is how
science knowe things. The position that
I subsequently sketch in this essay
drawe (perhaps in a fashion that both
authors would find illicit) upon the
non-representational theory of truth
offered by George Bealer, Quality and
Concept (Oxford: Oxford Umiversity
Press, 1982) and the behaviorist (also
non-representational) “epistemology" put
forward by Richard Rorty, Philosophy and
the Mirror of Nature (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1979).

Said tries to strike this distance in
the next-to—~last chapter of Begimnings,
(New York: Basic Books, 1975), and in
his essay, "The Problem of Textuality:-
Two Exemplary Positions,” in Critical

Inquiry, (Summer, 1978), 673-714.

Personal communicatiom.
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11.

12,

13.

14.

I have in mind such a novel as Ngugi's
Petals of Blood.

In this regard, see the rather loving,
filial rejoinder which Perry Anderson
makes to B.P, Thompson's plea for the
rights of experience as against the
"Stalinist™ constraints of the
Althusseerian orrery. Arguments Within
English Marxism, (London: New Left
Books, 1980).

Legitimation of PBelief, (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1974), esp.
pp. 63-65.

When it comes to reproducing something,
on a phonograph, in a body, with uimesis
of any eort, an interesting paradox
results. Reproduction by means of waves
(analog reproduction/computation)
displays itself in parallel, hiererchic
levels; reproduction by means of parti-
cles (digital reproduction/computation)
displays itself in units, as a broken
series of smaller and smaller contiguous
displacements, each logically plotted to
the other. Thus reproduction by means
of Jakobson's horigzontal, temporal,
displacing axis yields a vertical stack

-of substitutions; reproduction by mesns

of his vertical, atemporal, substitutive
axis yields a row of points, of dis~
placements. Perhaps reality and poetry
both map one axis onto the other, all
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the time, in the course of mimetic play.

I have taken my entrance into Lacan from
an extraordinary essay by Stephen J.
Melville, “Psychoanalysis Demands a
Mind," Aesthetics Today, rev. ed., ed.
Morris Philipson and Paul J., Gudel (New
York: New American Library, 1980), 434~
455. For my purposes, the most per-
tinent Lacanian texts are Ihe Four Fun-—
damental Concepts of Paycho-Analysis,
trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: W.W.
Norton, 1978), esp. pp. 187-276 and
"The Subversion of the Subject and the
Dialectic of Desire in the Freudian
Unconscious,” in ferits, trans, Alan
Sheridan (New York: W.W. Nortom, 1977),
pp. 292-325.

For the notion of catastrophe I draw in
an uninformed but I suspect correct way
upon René Thom's mathematical theory of
catastrophe, especislly as applied to
humor by John Allen Paulos, Mathematics
and Humor, (Chicago: Chicago University
Press, 1980). I owe my avareness of
this book to s remarkably humanistic
colleague in physics at Reed, Nicholas
Wheelex, This is perhaps also the place
to acknowledge a general indebtedness to
Douglas Hofstadter, Gidel, Escher, Bach:
An Eternal Golden Braid, (New York:
Basic Books, 1979).
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THE ORDER OF COMMENTARY:
FOUCAULT, HISTORY AND LITERATURE

Georges Van Den Abbeele

Can one take what Michel Foucault says about his
work seriously? The question is a thorny onme,
and one which summarily states the risks for the
would-be commentator of Foucault, risks which
extend beyond those generally encountered in
dealing with writers' comments on their work.
First of all, Poucault presents us with a thought
which is diverse, often contradictory, and cease-
lessly changing, to the point of imperiling any
generalization about that work--whether it comes
from his mouth or another's. Furthermore, one of
the main thrusts of Foucault's writings has been
to make us critically aware not only of the
workings of authority in general but also of that
specific oppression of discursive possibilities
jmplied in the understanding of a text in terms
of its “"author.”l One has also to confrout the
problems posed by a historical discourse which
not only makes conspicuous reference to works of
literature but also itself often borders on
fiction, Finally, given Foucault's indebtedness
to Nietzsche, we are also invited to suspect a
Nietzschean play of dissimulation at work in his
discourse. How then can we not extend such
dissimulation to Foucault's own comments about
himself?

But there is another, more immediately formidable
obstacle placed before the commentator in his or
her efforts to determine what can be said about
Foucault. This obstacle is that encountered in
Foucault's own critique of commentary, which, as
T hope to demonstrate, calls into question not
merely the traditional procedures of scholarly

'
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exegesis but the very possibility of any kind of
interpretation. It seems pertinent therefore to
take Foucault's comments on commentary into
account before deciding on how his work is to be
approached. In other words, how can one begin to
say anything about Michel Foucault when his own
work critically analyzes, among other issues, the
way we speak about things in general and about
discourses in particular?

In fact, one need go no further than his inaugural
lecture at the Coll&ge de France to find a direct
and detailed discussion of the problem.” There,
Foucault inventories the ways in which discourses
are systematically controlled and limited in
society. These procedures include both “external
limitations" (which exclude discourses based on
taboo subjects, madness, or falsity) and
"internal® restrictions (among which we find

both commentary and the author-function) whose
task it is to master the "element of chance" in
language. Foucault's: argument on commentary runs
as follows. Discourse as commentary posits a
difference between a primary text which is
commented on and a sgcondary text which comments
on the primary text.” This relationship between
primary and secondary texts is further complicat-
ed, according to Foucault, in two ways. The
first concerns the “top-heaviness" of the primary
text or the attribution of a certain "wealth of
meaning" to it so that there are endless things
to say about it. The second (which seems to
contradict the first) is that "whatever the
techniques employed, commentary's only role is to
say finally, what has silently been articulated
deep down" (Foucault's emphasis). "The novelty,"
states Foucault, "lies no longer in what is said,
but in its reappearance." The "ever-changing

and inescapable" paradox of commentary is that it
must “say, for the first time, what has already
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under the guise of granting the primary text an
insuperable richness of meaning to be recuperated,
acts instead to impoverish and limit discursive
possibilities: '"Commentary averts the chance
element of discourse by giving it its due: it
gives the opportunity to say something other than
the text itself, but on condition that it is the
text itself which is uttered and, in some ways,
finalised." The difference between primary and
secondary text is only allowed if the latter is
contained both by and within the former. Com-
mentary only departs from its object to stay
within it. Nothing could be less critical, it
would seem, than commentary.

Furthermore, Foucault seems to be using the term,
commentary, to designate a whole range of reading
practices: interpretation, exegesis, explica-
tion, annotation. According to the Trésor de la
langue frangaise, a commentaire is the "critical
examination of the content and form of a docu-
mentary or literary text, in view of a more
penetrating reading of that text” (my transla-
tion). By extension, it can also mean either an
“explication" or a "judgment or interpretation "
Thus, virtually anything one can imagine saying
about a text could be subsumed under the category
of commentary. And perhaps it is the very
generality of the term which motivated Foucault's
choice of it to the extent that it allows him to
dismiss with summary indifference the entire
field of interpretive possibilities.

In contradistinction then to the practice of
commentary would be that project, elaborated

most extensively in the Archaeology of Knowledge,
which would seek not to uncover the "wealth" of
a text but to discover the "law of its poverty,"
that is, not to provide an interpretation but to
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elaborate a description. No longer would it be a
question of discovering new layers of profundity
in a text but of analyzing discourses according
to their "exterior" dimensions, of formalizing
the rules of their organization as "surface"
phenomena. This opposition, however, between
interpretive commentary and archaeological de-
scription seems difficult to maintain. On the
one hand, traditional commentary, insofar as it
strives to paraphrase the primary text, thinks of
itself as only a faithful description. On the
other hand any description, even if it is archae-
ological, implies already a certain, minimal
interpretation because a choice has been made as
to what is "worth" talking about and how. Nobody
should know this better--and nobody,_I think,
does know it better--than Foucault.

In fact, one could even argue that nowhere does

. Foucault state more tellingly what his archae-
ologies do than in that paradoxical phrase in
which he derisively describes commentary as what
must "say, for the first time, what has already
been said, and repeat tirelessly what was, never-
theless, never said." The description and
analysis of discursive practices does tell for
the first time what has already been said since
it makes of the field of utterances itself the
unprecedented object of historical investigation.
At the same time, such analysis tells again or
repeats what was never said: what was excluded
from or by discursive practices, or the unspoken
presuppositions of historically defined fields of
knowledge. One can ask indeed whether the stun-
ning, revelatory force of Poucault's writing from
the studg of madness (as the "archaeology of a
silence"”) to his remarkable work.on sexuality (as
something which must be spoken of ) should not be
attributed to his staying within a certain order
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of commentary. In other words, because of the
archaeological focus on discourse, Foucaldian
historiography is inevitably constituted as a
secondary text whosegtask it is to '"re-state what
has never been said" in a primary text (namely
the field of historical documentation) which it
comments on.

My point here in intimating that Foucault is a
commentator malgr€ lui is not simply to obtain a
clever reversal o s position through what can
be construed as an aggressive misreading of the
statement in question. Rather, I wish to suggest
that the conditions of possibility not only of
Foucaldian history but also of history writing in
general lie in the structure of commentary. What
Foucault is criticizing in his critique of com-
mentary is historiography. And yet, if his books
can still be called histories (which they can be,
even if we are not supposed to call them that),
it is because he remains within a certain tradi-
tion of history writing. Indeed, one suspects
that it is because he remains within this tradi-
tion that he can all the more effectively call
into question the writing of history.

In its simplest, most mundane sense, history can
be defined as the narrative of past events. When
it is considered that these past events can only
be grasped on the basis of documentary evidence,
the inevitable conclusion is that the status of
the document is that of a text to comment on or
interpret. But if history cannot avoid the issue
of commentary, what can commentary tell us about
history? Whence arises commentary? As Foucault
explaing in his inaugural lecture, commentary
springs from a differentiation of discourses
according to what should be remembered and what
deserves to be forgotten:
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I suspect one could find a kind of gradation
between different types of discourse within
most societies: discourse 'uttered' in the
course of the day and in casual meetings,
and which disappears with the very act which
gave rise to it; and those forms of dis-
course that lie at the origins of a certain
number of new verbal acts, which are re-
iterated, transformed or discussed; in
short, discourse which is spoken and remains
spoken, indefinitely, beyond its formula-
tion, and which remains to be spoken.

Certain texts are discussed and commented on,
that is repeated; others are not. In its
elemental form, commentary would be merely the
repetition of a primary text, but a repetition
which consecrates it somehow as worthy of being
conserved. This is to say, however, that that
repetition is already a commentary on the status
of the primary text, which is not *primary” until
it is repeated. It is hard then not to see in
this partage between repeated and unrepeated
utterances the institutional foundation or posgi-
bility of historical memory, or of an archive.

At the same time, history writing becomes one
form of commentary among others, a particular way
of telling again (or for the first time) what has
never (or already) been said. The specificity of
historical commentary as opposed to other types
of commentary would then lie in its claim to a
certain authoritativeness based upon the "object-
ivity" with which it narrates past events. This
objectivity is assured through the intervention
of factuhl references. In other words, history
claims to tell the truth about the past through
an appeal to the documentary evidence which it
tecounts and comments upon. Thus, it is only

¢
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because there is commentary that there can be
history even though historical writing claims a
certain prestige among commentaries. Curiously
then, if historical writing can only take place
as what retells a preceding discourse, it also
legitimizes its authority to retell that dis-
course precisely by the very retelling of it (in
the form of citations from “primary' sources),
Hence, the desire on the part of historians to
shore up their arguments through the discovery of
new and supposedly conclusive documentary evi-
dence, which will tell for the first time what
has already been said. But if there can be
something like a document available for commen-
tary, is it not because a document, any document,
is alreadg a commentary invested by the power
that decides which utterances shall or shall not
become "documents,' texts which can be repeated
and commented upon? Evidently, the level at
which such decisions are made remains inacces-
sible to historical commentary.

But if historical discourse can only found itself
in the citing of what has already been cited, we
are faced with the consequences of a theory of
history writing as recitation, as repetition.
Through this repetition, historical discourse
only reinforces the constitutive opposition
between the repeated and the unrepeated. History
is second-degree commentary. Like commentary,
history, far from being critical, would be an
institutionalized technique of power. The very
discourses which we think allow us to call into
question institutions of power are themselves in
the service of those institutions: ' [Cofhmentary]
gives us’ the opportunity to say something other
than the text itself, but on condition that it is
the text itself which is uttered and, in some
ways, finalised."
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But if Foucault's conclusions seem resolutely
pessimistic about the possibilities of critical
discourse, it seems to me that contained within
those statements lies another possibility. For
historical commentary to be constituted as
repetition there must be a difference in that
repetition, a rupture in that continuity, an
otherness in what is thought to be the same. As
Foucault puts it in the statement just quoted,
"something other than the text itself" is said in
its commentary. That "something other" is the
secondary text itself insofar as it is different
from the primary text. This difference, however,
also opens up the possibility of there being
different secondary texts, that is of there being
different repetitions. Foucault himself readily
concedes the point: "The Odyssey as a primary
text, is repeated in the same epoch, in Bérard's
translation, in infinite textual explications and
in Joyce's Ulysses" (translation modified). But
if there can be different repetitions, does this
not reaffirm the possibility of a critical
function in commentary and thus in historical
discourse? Could not the writing of history be

a (critical) rewriting of it? The question can
only be answered if we reconsider the law of
commentary as formulated by Foucault: “something
other” than the text can be -said only wyp the
condition that it is the text itself which is
uttered.” Thus, if commentary can function as an
internal limitation of discursive possibilities,
it is only because it obeys a logic of identity
whereby the secondary text is subsumed into the
primary one. Interestingly, on the previous
page, Foucault sees such a denial of the differ-
ence between commenting and commented text not
only as misguided but as possible only in the
mode of "play, utopia, or anguish": "who can
fail to see that this would be to annul one of
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the terms of the relationship each time, and not
to suppress the relationship itself?"

Another possibility is left unmentioned by
Foucault, namely that of asserting the difference
between the commentary and the object of comment-
ary, that is of asserting the difference consti-
tutive of commentary itself but which traditional
commentary would nonetheless have the task of
effacing. Instead of an ideal commentary which
seeks to annul itself in the primary text, one
could envision perpetual commentary in the guise
of different repetitions of the "primary" text,
which, as we remember, was only constituted as
"primary' because it was repeated. This is not
to advocate a simple pluralist notion of the
multiplicity of interpretations, all of which
would be equally well-founded as well as derived
from the same primary text. Instead, it is a
question of thinking commentary as constitutive
of what it comments on and constitutive of it
precisely to the degree to which it differs from
it. The possibility of different commentaries
then confronts us with the possibility of a
re-production or different production of what is
commented on. Commentary would then become
radicalized and aggressive in its transformations
of what seemed to have been selfsame and origin-
ary of the commentary. So if, on the one hand,
the identity of what is commented on is consti-
tuted by its essential non-identity with the
commentary, on the other, the non-identity of the
different commentaries points to the non-identity
of the object commented upon with itself.

While such a radicalized notion of commentary is
not explicitly formulated by Foucault, it does
help to explain some of the disquieting yet
appealing force of his writing of history. For
if Foucault's histories are impressively able to
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tell or retell history otherwise, their merit
undoubtedly lies in their ability to do it in a
way which opens up that history to being read
still otherwise. It should come as no surprise
then that his various histories do not combine to
form a coherent and global history but are in-
stead marked by their essential non-coincidence
with each other. History, that formerly unprob-
lematized field of facts and documents, is
suddenly made available to an indefinite and
critical rewriting of it in the mode of a com-
mentary understood aggressively. History is no
longer the simple legacy of the past to the
present; it is the past the present gives to
itself. ~

Such an interpretation does not mean, however, a
simple denial of the document as the basis of
historical writing; on the contrary, it is pre-
cisely the discursive status of the document that
Foucault has taught us to consider. The mystifi-
cation implied in the traditional understanding
of the document is that it thinks it is dealing
with the document as a self-evident fact rather
than an an object of commentary in a discourse
that constitutes the document as document. The
commentary it nevertheless provides is one that
is less willing to acknowledge its interpretive
dimension than to claim an authoritative "truth"
about its subject matter through the presumed
coincidence of its discourse with that which it
comments on. Against such positivism, Foucault
argues in The Archaeology of Knowledge for a
“positivity of discourse' (p. 125 and passim}.
But again, such a discursive positivism can only
turn thé entire field of historical documentation
into a text to be interpreted and re-interpreted.
In other words, the pursuit of this extreme
positivism raises the question of history's
status as an interpretive construct, as a
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fiction. Foucault can say not only that he is a
“happy positivist"10 but also that he has 'never
written anything but fictions."ll What is
jeopardized by multiple commentaries of what
should have been self-evident is the historical
narrative's claim to objectivity and authority:
histoire (as\histor¥; edges close to histoire (as
story, as fiction).

Following a similar argument, Vincent Descombes
reads in Foucault's writing an unresolved tension
or contradiction between a "positivistic"
Foucault ("with a formidable critical apparatus")
and a '"nihilistic" or Nietzschean Foucault, for

“whom all facts are already interpretaf%ons and

whose histories are in fact "novels." At one
point, Descombes seems to feel it impossible to
decide between these two possibilities: "Nobody
can pinpoint the truth or falsehood of these
narratives" (p. 116). His final judgment, how-
ever, favors the Nietzschean Foucault, last seen
dissimulating the fictiveness of his discourse
beneath “a seductive construct whose play of
erudite cross-reference lends it an air of veri-
similitude” (p. 117). An external positivism
hides a nihilistic interior. This spatial
relationship is further complicated by the tempo-
ral one implied in the progression of Descombes'
discourse, which portrays an initially positivis-
tic Foucault, the development of whose work leads
him to the nihilism revealed at last as his
determining orientation., Interestingly, this
characterization of Foucault's work also elo-
quently replicates the organization of Descombes'
own implicitly fictive history of contemporary
French thought. Temporally, the book follows the
liistorical development from the positivism and
neo-Kantiocn rationalise: of the early twentieth
century to the Niet .schean nihilism of Deleuze,
Lyotard, and Klosscwski. And while the book on
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the exterior looks like a historical ac
modern‘Frgnch philosophy, the subject o§°::: of
§tudy is in fact “that which was spoken about
in a given territory and during a given perioé"
(p. 2, Descombes' emphasis). This "clamorous
approach” (p. 2) to the history of phiiosophy
Reglns.tg sound very much like Foucault's
positlv%ty of discourse." Descombes implies
tbat he is less interested in whether something
like the French interpretation of Hegel is valid
::tgg: :2a:hinf§h:drelationship of that interpre-
e field o i ich i
operates (o 1p) 27fég§§course within which it

What Descombes offers then is a comnmentary on a
commentary, a second-degree commentary which is
?lso an aggressive commentary destined to take
its Place in and against the field of pre-exist-
ing interpretations. The nihilism obtained
through the positing .of a positivity of discourse
is then less an epistemological nihilism per_se
?han the taking of a certain attitude towards
interpretation, namely that of an agonistics of
interpretation. The aim therefore of that spe-
cific type of commentary which is historical
discourse is less the recovery of lost origins
tban the strategic contestation of other histo-
ries, of other commentaries. Insofar as it
comments on the other commentaries, this contest-
atory commentary or anti-commentary must never-
theless take the form of commentary, and it can
be seen therefore as a meta-commentary (hence the
claim to a "surface description" of discourses)
Tradit}onal historiography is all the more )
effect}yely called into question by a mode of
hlstgr}cal commentary which remains within that
tradition and looks like it but which is also
aware of its own interpretive status.
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If what is here called nihilism "looks like"
traditional history, it is then not merely be-
cause it provides a clever and seductive masquer-
ading of fiction as fact but because a rigorous
understanding of the problem of historical com-
mentary can only lead to the discovery of the
fictive basis of history. Nevertheless, this
realization does not authorize us to install that
discourse comfortably on one side or the other of
the opposition between fact and fiction. To be
sure, the temptation to decide on the question
motivates even as subtle and as sophisticated a
critic as Descombes, who, at the very moment he
concludes that the force of Foucault's work lies
in its ability to disrupt the good conscience of
the positivist historian, decides to place
Foucault firmly on the side of fiction: 'His
histories are novels'" which pretend to be histo-
ries through the seductive "play of erudite cross-
reference" (p. 117). If what is threatening to
the historian is the possibility revealed in
Foucaldian historiography that all histories are
inherently fictive, then the force of the threat
comes not because Foucault carries out a clever
mystification of fiction as fact but because he
is himself more of a positivist than the positiv-
ists. His nihilism, in other words, is not a
simple rejection of positivism. Rather it is a
positivism followed out to its extreme conse-
quences as a positivism of the document in its
discursive dimension. The document's existence
as discourse then points to its entrapment in an
agonistics of interpretation which aggressively
determines it according to its possibilities of
repetition. What Descombes calls Foucault's
nihilism is thus the consequence of a radicalized
notion of commentary obtained through an atten-
tion to the positivity of discourse. But if the
difference between fictional discourse and
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