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WHEN 15 SAYING something 

doing something? And how is saying 

something doing something? If they 

aren't coeval with language itself, these 
INTRODUCTION

questions certainly go as far back, even 

in European thought, as-take your PERFORMATIVITY 
pick-Genesis, Plato, Aristotle. Prox­

imally, posed explicitly by the 1962 AND 
publication of the British philosopher 

J L. Austin's How to Do Thi/1J[5 wíth PERFORMANCE 
Words, they have resonated through the 

tb eo retical writings of tbe past three 

decades in a carnivalesque ecbolalia of 
w hat migbt be described as extraordi­

narily productive cross-purposes. One 

of the most fecund, as well as tbe most 

under-articulated, of sucb crossings bas 

been tbc oblique intersection between 

performativity and tbe loose cluster of 

tbeatrical practices, relations, and tra­

ditions known as performance. Tbe 

Englisb Institute conference at wbicb 

tbese essays were presented was an 

attempt, at a moment fuIl of possibilities, to take stock of tbe uses, 

implications, reimagined bistories, and new affordances of the perfor­

mativities tbat are emerging from this conjunction. 

That tbese issues reverberated through what has been, historically, 

a conference on English literature is only one of the many signs of the­

orctical cOllvergence that has, of late, pushed performativity onto center 

stagc. A tnlll Wh()~l' spccifically Austillian valences have been renewed 
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in the wo rk of Jacqu es Derrida and Judith Butler, perfo rrnativity has 

enabled a powerful appreciation of the ways that identi ties are con­

structed iteratively thro ugh complex citational processes. 1 If one 

consequence of this appreciation has be en a heightened willingness to 

credit a performative dimension in alJ ritual, ceremonial, scripted behav­

iors, another would be the acknowledgment that philosophkal essays 
themselves surely count as one such performative instance. 2 The irony 

is that, w hile philosophy has begun to sh ed some of its anti-theatrical 

prcjudices , theater studies have been attempting, meanw hile, to take 

themselves out of (the) theater. Reimagining itself over the course of 

the past decade as the w ider 6eld of performance studie~ , the disciplil1 e 

has moved wdl beyond the classical ontology of the black box model 

to embrace a myriad of performance prac tices, ranging from stage to 

festival and everything in between: film, pho tography, television, com ­

puter simulation, music, "performance art," politica1 demonstrations, 
hea1th care, cooking, fashion , shamanistic ri tual. . . J 

Given these divergent developments, it makes abundant sense that 

performativi ty 's recent history has been marked by cross-purposes. For 

while philosophy and theater now share "pcrformative" as a common 

lexical item , the term has hardly come to m ean " the same trung" for 

each' Indeed, the stretch between theatrical ,Illd deconstructive rnean ­

illl:,TS of "performative" seerns to spall the polar ities of, at cither extreme, 

the ex troversion of the acto r, the il1lrO IJersiol1 o f the signifier. Michad 

Fried's opposition between theatr icality and absorption seems custom­

made fOT this paradox about "perform ativity": in ir.'i deconstructive sell5e, 

perfor mativity signals absorp tion; in the vicinity of the stage, howev­

er, the performative is rhe theatrical. ' But in an other range of usages, 

a tex t like Lyotard 's The Postmodern C Olldit ion uses "performativiry" to 

mean an extreme of something like q¡lciency-postmodern represen ­

tation as a fórm of capitaJist efEciency-while. again, the deconstructive 

"performativity" of Paul de M an or J. Hillis Miller seems to be char­

ac terized by the díslinkage precisely of cause and effec t between the 

signifier and the work!. ' At the sam e time, it\ wo rtb keeping in rnind 

that even in deconstruction, more can be said of perforll1ative speech­

acts th an that they are ontologi call y d i\ lill kt'¡[ 111' ill Lroversively 

INTRODU CT I O N 

nonreferential. Following on de M an's demonstration of "a radical 

estrangement between the meaning and the performance of any text" 

(298), one might 'vvant to d\Vell not so much on the nonreferen ce of 

the performative, but rather on (v,rhat de Man cal1s) its necessarily "aber­

rant" relation to its own reference--the torsion, the mutual perversion, 

as one might say, of reference and performativity. 

Significantly, perversion had already made a cameo appearance in 

How to Do Things with Words in a passage where the philosophical and 

theatrical meanings of performative actualJy do establish contact wi th 

each other. 7 After provisionally distinguishing in his first lecture con­

statives from performatives--statements that merely describe sorne state 

of affairs from utterances that accomplish, in their very enunciation, an 

action that generates effects-Austin proceeded to isolate a special prop­

erty of the latter: that if something goes wrong in the performance of 

a performative, "the utterance is then, \Ve may say, not indeed false but 

in general ul1happy" (14). Such " infeli city," Austin extrapolated, "is an ill 

to \vhich all acts are heir which have the general character of ritual or 

ceremonial, all corwentional acts" (18-19). But if illness was understood 

here as intrinsic to and thus constitutive of the structure of performa­

tives-a performative utterance is one, as it were, that always may get 

sick-elsewhere Austin imposed a kind of quarantine in his decision 

to focus exclusively, in his "more general account" of speech acts, on 

those that are "issued in ordinary circumstances": 

[A) performative utterance will , lor example, be in a peculiar way hollow or void 


il said by an actor on the stage, or il introduced in a poem, or spoken in soliloquy. 


This applies in a similar manner to any and every utterance-a sea-change in 


special circumstances . language in such circumstances is in special ways­


intelligibly-used not seriously, but in ways parasitic upon its normal use-ways 


which fall under Ihe doctrine 01 the etiolations 01 language. AII Ihis we are excluding 


Irom consideration. (22) 


This passage, of course, forms the heart of Derrida's reading of Austin 

in. "Signatllre Event Context" ; where Austin sought to purge from 

his analys is ()f "ordinJry circumstances" a range o f predicates he 
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associated narrowly with theater, Derrida argued thac chese very pred­

icates condition from th e start the possibility of any and all 

performatives." For, finaUy," asked Derrida, "is not whac Austin excludes 

as anomalous, excepcional, 'nonserious,' that is, átation (on the stage, in 

a poem, or in a soliloquy), the determined modification of a general 

citationality-or rather, a general icerabilitY-'vvithout which there 

would not even be a 'successful' performative?" (Margil15} 325). Where 

Austin, then, seemed intent on separating the actor's citational prac­

tices from ordinary speech-act performances, Derrida regarded both 

as structured by a generalized iterability, a pervasive theatricality com­
mon to stage and world alike. 

Much, of course, has long since been made of Austin's parasite, 

which has gone on to enjoya distinguished career in literar)' theory 

and criticismo And Derrida's notion of a generalized iterability has 

played a significant role in the emergence of the newly expanded 

performance studies.Yet what, to our knov.:ledge, has been under­

appreciated (even, apparently, by Derrida) is the nature of the perversion 

which, for Austin, needs to be cxpelled as it threatens to blur the dif­

ference between tneater and \Vorld. Af1:er aH these years, in other words, 

\Ve finally looked up "etiolation" and its cognates in our handy 

Merriam-Webster, and were surprised to discover the foUowing range 
of definitions: 

etiolate (vt): 1) to bleach and alter or weaken the natural development 01 (a green 

plant) by excluding sunlight; 1) to make pale and sickly <remembering how drink 

hardens the ski n and how drugs etiolate it-Jean Stafford>; 3) to rob 01 natur­

al vigor, to prevent or inhibit the lul/ physical, emotional, or mental growth 01 (as 

by sheltering or pampering) <the shade 01 Poets' walk, a green tunnel that has 

etiolated so many ... poets-Cyril Connol/y> 

etiolated (adj): 1) grown in absence 01 sunlight, blanched; lacking in vigor or nat­

ural exuberance, lacking in strength 01 leeling or appetites, effete <etiolated poetry> 

etiolation (n): 1) the act, process or result 01 growing a plant in darkness; 

1) the loss or lessening 01 natural vigor, overrelinement 01 thought or emotional 
sensibilities: decadence 

INTRODUCTION 

etiology (n): a science or doctrine 01 causation or 01 the demonstration 01 caus­

es; 2) al/ ¡he lactors that contribute to the occurrence 01 a disease or abnormal 

condition 

What's so surprising, in a thinker otherwise strongly resistant to moral­

ism, is to discover the pervasiveness with which the excluded theatrical 

is hereby linked with the perverted, the artiÜcial, the unnatural, the 

abnormal, the decadent, the effete, the diseased. We seem, with Austinian 

"etiolation," to be transported not just to the horticulturallaboratory, 

but back to a very diffe rent scene: the Gay 18lJOs of Osear Wilde. 

Striking that, even for the dandyish Austin, theatricaEty would be insep­

arable from a normatively homophobic thematics of the "peculiar," 

"anomalous, exceptional, 'nonser ious.'" 

lf the performative has thus been [rom its inception already infect­

ed with queerness, the situation has hardly changed substantiaUy today. 

The quescion of when and how is saying something doing something 

echoed, to take one frighteningly apt example, throughout C-SPAN's 

coverage of the debates surrounding the Pentagon 's llJlJ3 "don't ask, 

don 't teU, don't pursue" policy on lesbians and gay men in the U.S. 

mili tary. The premise of the new policy is: 

Sexual orientation will not be a bar to service unless manilested by homosexual 


conduct. The military will discharge members who engage in homosexual conduct, 


delined as a homosexual act, a statement that the member is homosexual or bisex­


ual, or a marriage or attempted marriage to someone 01 the same gender.8 


"Act,""conduct," and "scacement" pursue their coercively incoherent 

dance on the ground of identity, of "orientation." Sine e the unveiling 

of the policy, all branches of government have been constrained to 

philosophize endlessly about what kind of statement can constitute 

" homosexual conducl ," as opposed to orientation, and hence trigger an 

investigation aimed at punishment or separation. Performativity-as 

any reader of Austin wiIl recogoize-lives in the examples. Here is an 

t!.."{a tllpk (lf ;\ U.S. C ongressman imitating J. L. Austin: 
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Representative Ike Skelton. a Missouri Democrat who heads the House [Armed Services 

Military Forces and Personnel] subcommittee. asked [the Joint (hiels 01 Stal~ lor 

reactions to lour situations: a private says he is gay; a private says he thinks he is 

gay; an entire unit announces at 6:30 A.M. muster that they are all gay; a private 

Irequents a gay [bar] every Friday night. reads gay magazines and marches in gay 

parades. He asked what would happen in each situation under the new policy.' 

Such highly detailed interrogations of the relation of spccch to act are 

occurring in the space of a relatively recent interrogation of the rela­

tion of act to identity. "Sexual orientation will not be a bar to service 

unless manifested by homosexual conduct"--contrast these fme dis­

criminations with the flat formulation that alone defined the issue until 

1993: "Homosexuality is incompatible \Vith rnilitary service." In response 

to many different interests. the rnonolith of "homosexl1ality" has dif­

fracted into several different elcments that evoke cornpeting claims for 

legitimation or censure. Unlikely as the influencc may seem. the new 

policy is clearly founded in a debased popularization of Foucauldian 

and post-Foucauldian work in the history of sCJ\.'Uality. Probably through 

,rhe work of legal scholars involved in gay/ lesbian advocacy. the queer 

theorists' central distinction between same-sex sexual acts and histor­

icaily contingent gay/lesbian idcncifics has suddenly become a staple of 

public discourse from PresidentiJl announcements to the call-in shows 

(assuming it's possible at this point to distinguish between the tw o). 

Yet the popularization of this analytic tool has occurred through an 

assimilation of it to such highly phobic formulations as the Christian 

one, "Hate the sin but love the sinner." (Was it for this that the careful 

scholarship of the past decade has traced out the living and dia1ecti­

callinkages and gaps between same-sex acts and queer and queer-loving 

identities?-all of which need to be nurtured aad affirmed if any are 

to flourish.) 

A varie!:)' of critiques of agency, as well, have begl1n to put in ter­

pretive pressure on the relations between the individual and the grol1p as 

those are embodied, negotiated, or even ruptured by potent act'i of speech 

or silencc. Viewed through the lemes of a posllllmk m dcconstruction 

of agency,Austin can be se en to hav(' I;I ( itlv l'l' r¡')f' lll c d rwo radical 

INTRODUCTION 

condensations: of the complex producing and underwriting relations 

on tb e "hither" side of the utterance, aad of the no-less-constitutive 

negotiations that comprise its uptake. Bringing these sites under the 

scrutiny of the performative bypothesis,Austin makes it possible to see 

how much more unpacking is necessary than he himself has performed. 

To begin with, Austin tends to treat the speaker as if s/ he were all but 

coextensive--at least, continuous-with the power by which the indi­

vidual speech act is initiated and authorized and may be enforced. (In 

the most extrem e example, he seems to suggest that war is what hap­

pens when individual citizens declare war! [40,156) .) "Actions can only 

be performed by persons," he write-s, "and obviously in our cases Ilof 

explicit performatives] the utterer must be the performer" ((10) . 

Foucauldian, Marxist . deconstructive, psychoanalytic, and other recent 

theoretical projects have battered at the self-evidence of that "obvi­

ously"-though in post- Foucauldian theory, in particular, it seems c1ear 

that the leverage for such a critique is available precisdy in the space 

opened up by the Austinian interest in provisionally distinguishing what 

is being said from the faet of the sayin g of it. "
1 

If Austin's work finds new ways to make a deconstruction of the 

perjorll1cr bo th necessary and possible, it is even more suggestive about 

thc " thitber" side of tbe speecb-act, the complex process (or, with a 

more postmodernjst inflection, tbe complex space) of uptake.Austin's 

rather bland invocation of " the proper context" (in w hich a person's 

saying something is to count as doing something) has opened, under 

pressure of recent theory, onto a populous and contested scene in 

which tbe role of siJent or li.nplied witnesses, for exanlple, or the qual­

ity and structuration of the bonds that unite auditors or link them to 

speakers, bears as much explanatory weight as do the particular speech 

acts of supposed individual speech agents. 1)iffering crucially (as, say, 

theater differs fi-om ülm?) from a more familiar, psychoanalytically 

fou nded interrogation of "(he ,I!a;:e, this interrogation of the space of 

n:ceptiol1 involves more contradictions and discontinuities than any 

avaiLabJe accoun t of interpellation can so far do justice to; but inter­

pcl btio l1 11l;1Y be 3mong the most useful terms for beginning such an 

.1 11 .ilY' ls. (111 tlw Congre~sional bcarings on "don't ask, don't tel1," a 
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lively guestion \-vas this: if a driU sergeant motivates a bunch of recruits 

by yelling "Faggots!" at them, is it permissible for a recruit ro raise his 

hand and respond, "Yes, sir"?) It is in this theoretical surround that 

the link between performativity and performance in the theatrical 

sense has become, at last, something more than a pun or an un exam­

ined axiom: it emerges, as in many of the essays eollected here, as an 
ac tive question. 

The most elassic Austinian examples (those unceasing invocations 

of the 6rst person singular present indicative active) open up ne"vl)' 

to such approaches. "1 dare you," for instance, gets elassified cursorily, 
along with "defy,''''protest,''''challenge,'' in Austin's baggy category of 

the behabitives, which "inelude the notion of reaction to other peo­

ple's behavior and fortunes and of attitudes and expressions of attitudes 

to someone else's past conduct or im1l1inent conducr" (160-161). But 

to do justice to the performative force of "1 ciare you," as opposed to 

its arguably constalive fUllction of expressing "attitudes," requires a dis­

impaction of the scene, as well as the act, of utterance. To begin with , 

while "1 dare you" ostensibly involves only a singular [¡rst and a sin­

gular seeond person, it effectualiy depends as well on the tacit reguisition 
of a third person plural, a " they" of witness-w hether or not literal­

ly presento In daring you to perform some foolhardy aet (or else expose 

yourself as, shall we sa)', a wuss), "1" (hypothetically singular) necessar­

ily invoke a eonsensus of the eyes of others. It is tb ese eyes through 

which you risk being seen as a wuss; by the same token , it is as peo­

pie wllo share with me a contempt for wussiness that these others are 

interpellated, with or without their consent, by the aet I have per­

formed in daring you. 

Now, these people, supposing them real and present, may or may 

not in fact have any interest in sanctioning against wussiness. They 

might, indeed, themselves be wussy and proud of it. They ma)' wisb 

actively to oppose a social order based on contempt for wussitude. 

They may simply, for one reason or another, nor identiJ)! with my con­

tempt for wusses. Alternatively they l11ay be skeptical of roy ow n 
standing in the ongoing war on wussiness-they may be ul1Vvilling 

to leave the work of its arbitratiol1 to me ; mav won der if 1 harb()J" 

INTRODUCTION 

wussish tendencies myself, perhaps revealed in my umesting need to 

test the w-quotient of otbers. f:o r that matter, you yoursdf, the per­

son dared, may share with them any of these skeptieal attitudes on the 

subjeet; and may additionally doubt, or be uninterested in, their author­

ity to classify you as wuss or better. 
Thus , "1 dare you " iovokes the presumption, but only the pre­

sUl11ption, of a consensus between speaker and witnesses , and to some 

extent between a1l of them and the addressee . The presumption 

is embodied in the laclk of a forl11ulaic negative response to being 

dared, or to being interpdlated as \.vitness ro a da re. The fascinating 
and powerful class of negative performatives-disavo\.val, renunciation, 

repudiation, "count me out"-is l11arked, in almost every instance, by 

the asymmetrical property of being much less prone to becol11ing coo­

ventional than the positivc perform.1tives. N egative performatives tcnd 

to have a high threshold. (Thu~ Dante sp eaks of rcfusal-even refusal 
through cowardiec-as something " great.")11 It requires li ttle presence 

of mind to find the comfortable fonnula " I dare you," but a good deal 

more for the dragoon ed witness to disinterpellate with , "D on't do it 

on my account." 
N onethele.ss such feats are possible, are madc possible by the utter­

ance itself; and to that extent it is neeessary to understand any il.1Stance 
of "I dare you" as comtituting a crisis quite as much as it constitutes 

a discrete act . For in daring you, in undertaking through any given 

iteration to reinscribe a set of presum ptive valuatiom more deeply, and 

thereby to establish more fir mly my own authority to w ield them, I 

place under stress the consensual nature both of those valuations and 

of my own authority. To have my dare greeted witll a witnesscs' cho­

rus of "Oon't do it on our account" would radically alter the $ocial, 

the political, the interlocutory (I-you-tbey) space of our encounter. 

So, in a different way, would your calmly accomplishing the dare and 

coming back to me, before tbe same witnesses, \vith the expectation 

of my accomplishing it in tum. 
Or let LI S join Austin in reverting to his first and most influentia!, 

arguably the founding, example of the explieit pcrformative : " '1 do 

(se. t;lkl' th i, \Vt llll.ltl tn be 11ly bwful wcdded w ife)'-as lIttered in 

http:Nonethele.ss
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the course of the marriagc ceremo ny" (5). As one of us has recently 

written, in a discussion of specifically qfleer perforlIlativity: 

Austin keeps going back to that lormula "first person singular present indicative 

active" . .. and the marriage example makes me wonder about the apparently nat­

ural way the first-person speaking, acting, and pointing subject gets constituted in 

marriage through a confident appeal to state authority, through the calm interpel­

lation 01 others present as "witnesses," and through the logic 01 the (heterosexual) 

supplement whereby individual subjective agency is guaranteed by the welding into 

a cross-gender dyad. The subject 01 "1 do" is an "1" only insolar as he or she assenl5 

in becoming part 01 a sanctioned, cross-gender "we" so constituted in the presence 

01 a "they"; and the I "does," or has agency in the matter, only by ritually mysti­

~ing its overidentification with the powers (Ior which no pronoun obtains) 01 state 

and church. 

The marriage example, sell-evidently, will strike a queer reader at sorne more 

oblique an~e or angles . Persons who sell-identi~ as queer wil! be those whose sub­

jectivity is lodged in relusals or deflections 01 (or by) the logic 01 the heterosexual 

supplement; in lar less simple associations attaching to state authority; in lar less 

complacent relation to the witness 01 others. The emergence 01 the first person, 01 

the singular, 01 the active, and 01 the indicative are al! questions rather than pre­

sumptions, lor queer perforrnativity,n 

Austin-like, the obliquity of queer reception nceds and strugglcs 

to explicitate the rehtions on the thither side of "l do." Any queer 

who's struggled to articulate to friends or family \Vhy we love them, 

but just dOll 't want to be at their weddil1g, knows it from the imide, the 

dynami c of compulsory 'vvitness that the marriage ceremony invokes . 

Compulsor)' witness notjust in (he sense that you aren't allowed to 

absent yourself, but in the \Vay that a much fuller meaning of "wit­

ness" (a fuller one than Austin ever treats) gets activated in this 

prototypical performative. lt is the constitution of a community of 

witness that makes the marriage; the silence of witness (we don't speak 

now, \Ve fo rever hold our pea ce) that permits it; the bare, negative, 

potent blit undiscretionary speech ac t of our physicaJ presence--maybe 

even especia//y the prescnce of thosc peopk Wh01ll tlH' institutioll of 

INTRODUCTION " 
marriage defines itself by excluding-that ratifies and recruits the legit­

imacy of its priviJege. 

And to attend, as \Ve have been here, to the role of witness in con­

stituting the space of the speech-act: where does that get us but to the 

topic of marriage itself a5 theater-marriage as a kind of fourth wall 

or invisible proscenium arch that moves tbrough the world (a hetero­

sexual couple secure in thcir right to hold hands in me street), continualJy 

reorienting around itsdf the surrounding relations of visibility and spec­

tatorship, of the tacit and the explicit, of the possibility or impossibility 

of a givcn person's articulating a given enullciatory position? Marriage 

isn't aJways hell , but it is true that le marill,¡ze, c'est le5 ,wtre5: like a play, 

marriage exists in and for the eyes of othcrs. One of the most in erad­

icable folk-beliefs of the married seems to be that it is no matter-of-fact 

thing, but rather a great privilege, for anyone else to behold a wedding 

or a married couple or to be privy to th eir secrets-including oppres­

sive or abusive secrets, but also the showy open secret of the " happy 

marriage."Like the most conventional defm ition of a play, marriage is 

constituted as a spectacle that denies its audicnce the abili ty either to 

look away from it or equally to intervene in it. 

And the epistemology of m ar ital re la tion continues to be pro­

foundly -warped by the force field of the marital proscenium. Acquiring 

worldly wisdom comists in, alUong other things, building up a usable 

repertoire of apothegms along the lines of: don 't exp ec t to be forgiv­

en elJer if you say to yo ur friend X,' Tm. glad you two have broken up; 

1 never liked the way Y treated yo u anyway" and your friend and Y 

then get back together, however briefly. But also: don't cxpect to know 

w hat's happening or going to happen between X and Y on the basis 

of what yom friend tells you is going on, or even on the basis of lovey­

dovey or scarif)ring scenes w hich may be getting staged in one way or 

another " for your bendit." (Not, of course, that any actual benefit 

accrues to you fi-OlTl them.) 

T hink of al! the Victorian novels whose sexual plot climaxes, not 

in lhe mOlllent of .ldultery, but in the mo rnent when the proscenium 

arch (lf lhe ll¡;lrr üg~ ¡S, however excrucia tin gly, displaced: w hen the 

hn uf;1 11 1.1/1 ¡ .t t ~ l·\ t1l1haprirlL' ~~ t'l'a-"e~ to he a pSl~lIdosecrl't or an open 
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secret, and becomcs a bond of mutuality with sorneone outside the 

rnarriagc; when a wornan says or intimates sornething about "her rnar­

riage" to a friend or Jover that she would not say to her husband. These 
tend to be the most wracking an d cpisternologically the "b iggest" 

rnOlllents of the rnarriage novel. Such a text, then, also cons titutes an 

exploration of the possible grol1nds and performat ive potential of 
refusals, fractures, warpings of the prosceniull1 of marital \vitness . 

The entire plot of Thc Golde¡¡ Bowl, for instance, is structured by 

an extraordinary aria uttered by Charlotte Stant to Prince Amerigo, 
her ex-Iover, when she has persuaded him to spend an afternoon alone 

with her on the eve of his marriage to another woman: 

"1 don't care what you make of i~ and 1don't ask anything whatever of you­

anything but this. 1want to have said it- that's al!; 1want not to have failed to 

say it. fa see you once and be with you, to be as we are now and as we used to 

be, for one smal! hour-or say for two-that's what 1have had for weeks in my 

head . 1 mean, of course, to get it before--before what you're going to do. . .. This 

is what I've got. This is what 1shall always have. This is what 1should have missed, 

of course," she pursued, "if you had chosen to make me miss it. ... 1had to take 

the risk. Wel!, you're all 1could have hoped. That's what 1was to have said. 1did· 

n't want simply to get my time with you, but 1 wanted you to know. 1wanted 

you"- lhe kept it up, slowly, softly, with a small tremor of voice, but without the 

least failure of sense or sequence- "I wanted you to understand. 1wanted you, 

that is, to hear. 1 don't care, 1 think, whether you understand or not. If I ask noth· 

ing of you I don't- I mayn't- ask even so much as that. What you may think of 

me-that doesn't in the least matter. What 1want is thatit shall always be with 

you-so that you'lI never be able quite to get rid of it-that 1did. I won't say 

that you did-you may make as little of that as you like. But that I was here 

with you where we are and we are-I just saying this ... . That's all."" 

The ostentatious circularity of Charlotte's perforrnative utterance ("1 

want to have said it-that's al!; I want not to havc failed to say it. . . . 

that I was here wi th you where \Ve are and as \Ve are-I juse saying 
this") puts ie in a complicated rdation ro the pl'rfiJrlll;tt iw utterance or 

the marriagc v<)w. C harlotte hlTl' t~') rl'sl;dl, .ll1d d l' I' I. \('c..'~ Lll C I'rill ce's 
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marriage vow, but without at aH preventing it. Her performative is so 

repetitious and insist<.:nt beCll1Se she can't just fill in th e blanks of some 

preexisting performative conven tion , bl1t rather must rnove elaboratc­
ly athwart it, in crcating a nonce one. She parodies cenain features of 

the marriage vow-in particular the slippery inexplicitness with which, 

in each case, an act of utterance makes the claim both to reprcsent and 
to subsume a narrative of unspecified sexual aets. ("1 did [it]' ... 1 \Von'e 

say that you did [it].") She also makes the most of a cenain pathos ("1 

don 't ask anything whatever of you") in her distance from the pre­

sumptuous logic of the heterosexual supplement: the agency of her "1" 

exactly iSII '[ to be guaranteed by another echoing "1 do" that will con­

stitute it retroactivcly ""ithin a stable '\ve." But thi.s insisted-upon isolation 

of the ungctaranteed "1" also entails a barely implicit threat of sexual 

blackmail (" I won't say rright now] that you did rit]"). Furtherrnore, 

Chadotte places herself firmly in a Gothic tradition (think of nle Alonk 

or Frarlkenstein or Daniel Derol1da) w here variants on the marriage vow 

furrction as l1uledictiol1S or cu rses, moving diagonally through time, 

not preventing marriage but poisoning it, prospectively, retroactively, 

through sorne unexpected adhesion of li teralness to the supposed-to­

be-mobile pelfonnative signifier. W ith this speech, C harlotte Stant has 

done w hat she can do-and ir's a lot- to install her ow n "1" as a kind 
of permanent shunt across the m.arriage proscenjurn, mining the thresh­

old of w ho can or must or can't or mayn't regard the dram.a of whose 

Jife; w hich ''!'''s are or are not to be constituted as and by the "we" that 

means and doesn't mean the power of the state. i4 

Arguably. it's the aptitude of the explicit performative for mobi­

lizin g and epitomizing such transformative ctIects on interlocutory 
space that rnakes it almost irresistible-in the face of a lot of discour­

agcment from Austin himse1r- to associate it with theatrical 

performance. And to associatc it, by the same token, with political 

activism. or with ritual. 15 But that association also seems to thro\'\1 off 

center a conventional definition of theater. In particular, it challenges 

any defll1 ieio!1 of th eater according to which the rdation between the­

atr ic:d spc.lkl·rs :lI1d the words they speak would have to be seen 
,IS fl xnl ill . ICI\,111I ~' • . IS ddll1itional1y eomistcnt. Not- to say the 
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obvious-that every instance (or even many instances) of tbeatrical 

pe¡{ormance can aUow ac tors the discretionary choice that "real peo­

ple" are supposed to have over what \vords may issue from om mouths. 

But if a spatialized, postmodernist performative analysis like the pre­

sent one can demonstrate any one thing, surely it is how contingent 

and radical1y heterogencous, as wel! as how contestable, must be the rela­
tions between any subject and any utte¡-an ce. 

The essays in this volume demonstrate the e;-ctraordin al"Y produc­

tivity of this ne\-\' refusal to take any aspect of performative relations 

as definitionally settled. The essays approach the conjunction of per­

formance with performativity from difTerent bcginning points. Three 

of them work explicitly within Austin's legacy. Timothy Gould's "The 

Unhappy Perforrnative" is the most sust::tined as a reading of Austin, 

finding a myriad of \\"ays of pushing bJck against what have been the 

premature foreclosings of Austinian questions in decons tructive liter­

ary criticism and in speech-act philosophy. Suggesting that the theatrical 

is more closely associatcd with Austin's description of the constative 

function of language rather than (as rnost readers have assum ed) with 

its performative function, Gould mobilizes a reading of Anligo ne to 

drarnatize the promise of opening up conceptual space ber\veen Austin 's 

categories of illocution and perlocution. In "BlIrning Act~,"Jlldith 

Butler sllggests a reorientation of a key Austi nian question, " asking . 

what it might mean for a word ' to do ' a thing, w here the doing is less 

instrumental than it is transitive." Taking as her central example a racist 

cross burning as considered by the U.S. Supreme Court, Butler expos­

es the consequences of various legal models' blindn es~ to the 

performative dimensions of what the C ourt has chosen to frame as a 

merel)' constative conveyance of ideas. "Epidemiology as petformative." 

in cornparison with the cons tatation of a tradition of tropical medi­

cine, is the subj ect of Cindy Patton 's " Performativi ty and Spatial 

Distinction: The End of AIDS Epiderniologl ' In discussing both AIDS 

medicine and AIDS activism, Patton identifies and offers tools for llndo­

ing a history of "overemphasis on the actanth ubjecr an d ... relaove 

lack of consideration of the stage of context or fi e1d of the perfor­
mance or perf()rmative ;let." 

INTRODUCTION 1 S 

Indeed, part of the unfulfillr.d prol1Jise of a foeus 011 performativi­

ty is that it lDight permit more nuanced llJ1derstal1 dings of the relations 

between what have been blandly, ecmfidently distinguished as "text" and 

"con text." In diffcrent ways, the essays by Sandra L. Richards and Joseph 

R oach illul1liuate the structuring efTects of what AlIstin calls "uptake" 

in the performances they considero In "Writing the Absent Potential: 

Drama, Paformance, and the Canon of African-American Literature;' 

Richards discusses the surprising problem that performance genres have 

posed for the academic framing of Aftican-American literature; her dis­

cussion of the performance history of Color Struek and Ma Rainey's Blcuk 

Bottol/l links the consequent devaluation of performance itse1f to the 

devaluation within this li teraturc of women's v.iewpoints and voices. 

Roach, too, contributes to the redefinition and reanimation of the space 

of performance in "Culture and Performance in the Circum-Atlantic 

World," where he braids together themes of embodíment, surrogation, 

and collectivc memory in Afi-o-Euro-American hístory to culminate in 

a bravura reading of a Ncw O rleans jazz funeral . 

A millennia-old way of posing the question of embodiment and 

surrogatíon is the Aristotclian notion of eatharsis. w hich in the essays 

of Andrew Ford, Stephen O rgel , and Elin Diam ond opens onto a 

remarkably Austinían -sounding series of meditations on how saying 

sornething, at particular critical moments in the West, has been sig­

nallya way of doing sometbing. In " Kath arsis: The Ancient Problem;' 

Andrew Ford concludes his reading of the Porties and re1ated texts by 

Aristotle by suggesting that the purpose of Aristotle's appeal to cathar­

sis was "to delirnit the field of the theorist," thereby making possible 

a theatrical formalism that would constitute something called litera­

ture as purgcd of the "irrationality" of its performance. Stephen Orgel 

brings catharsis up to theRenaissance in "The Play of Conscience," 

which puts into question, through a reading of Massinger's play TIte 

Roman Actor, who is to be purged by drama, of what they are to be 

purged, and w hat purgatíon itself was thought to be, in the double 

historical con text of Renaissance classícism. Elin Diamond's essay, "The 

Shudder nf Catharsis in Twentieth-Century Performance," takes as its 

texts a ~lTI V ' 111 WO llll'n 's pcrformances, from Eleanora ])use to Karen 
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Finley, that are also performances of femininity. Diamond makes 

graphic "vhy the problematic of catharsis hves on in contemporary 

performance, given the connections it articulates and continually dis­

locates between seeing and feeling, between w'ord and body. 

Other sets of disloeations-between vision and knowledge, fan­

tasy and reality, space and time, wakefi..ilness and death-form the subject 
of Cathy Caruth's essay, "Traumatic Awakenings," which reconsiders 

Freud's and Lacan's now-classic analyses of "The Dream of the Burning 

Child." Describing traumatic experience as a performance "that con­

tains within itself its own difference," Caruth suggests that trauma 

undermines the classical dramaturgy tbat an Oedipalizing dream the­

ory has long since sought to uphold; reconceíved here as inaugurating 

an ethical relation to the real, trauma imposes itself, Camth concludes, 

as a persistent, irreducible problem for psychonanalytic thinking-form­

ing, in so doing, its opening to the f:uture. 

The force of these essays, taken together, is, we believe, to trallS­

form the inte rdisciplinary performativity/ performance conversation 

in powerfuJly new and usefully unpredictable 'vvays. The essays all 

begin at a point far beyond the pre-Derridean project of definjtive­

Iy segregating constatation from performativity, and theatrical speech 

from "ordinary language." Vastly more important is the confident way 

that they move beyond recent work-itse]f highly sign ificant-wbose 

generally taeit assumption has been thal the most interesting ques­

tions to bring to performativity/ performance are epistemological 

ones. In contrast, these essays strikingly refrain from looking to per­

formativity/ performance for a demonstration of whether or not there 

are essential truths or identities, and how \Ve could, or why we could­

n 't, know them. As a certain stress has been lifted momentarily from 

the issues that surround being somethillg, an exeitingly charged and spa­

cious stage seems to open up for exptorations of that even older, even 

newer question, of how saying something can be doing something. 

INTRODUCTION 
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one asserts its importance or denies its effects ... ; but to accOUllt for the 

fact that it i~ spoken about. .. What is at issue, bridly, is the overaU "dis­

cursive fact." 

(The Hisfory of SexlIality, Vo /. 1: An Inlrodllcfioll , tL Robert Hurley [New York, 1978]). 

The Foucauldian nlove is not, of course, idencical to Austin's disrinccion bet\.veen 
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ilar inrerpretive sblls. We rnighr say thar both Austin and Foucault train readcrs to 

identifY and pcrform the kind of figure / ground reversals analyzed hy rhe Gcsta~.t 

psychology of rhe first half of rhis century. Ausrin for illSrance. abandoIlillg the 

attempt ro distinguish betwecn some utterances that are inrrillSicaUy performative 

and others that are intrinsically consrarive, finally offers a sub~titllrc account, applic­

able to any utterance, that is COL1chcd in rerms (such as the curious intr,msitive verb 

"ro absrract") of percepcion and attention: "With rhe consrative utter,U1ce, \Ve abstracr 

from the illocucionary .. . aspecrs of rhe speech acr, and we concentrate on rhe locu­

tionar)'. ... Wirh the performatiw utterancc, we attend as much as possible ro the 

illocutionary force of rhe utterance, and absrracr from rhe dimension of corrc­

spondence with faets" (pp. 145-146). 
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iSlues and passages, arriving at J further and somewhat differenr formulation. In a 

forthcoming essay, "Around the Pcrformativc," 1'11 suggest that it \Vould be useful 

to understand langu,¡ge like Charlorre Stant's, not under rhe rubric of the perfor­

mative proper, but under a new rubric, rhat of ¡he peripr~for1llafi,)e. Peripcrformatives 

are utterances, not rhemselves proper performatives, that explicitly allude to cxplic­

itly performative urterances. The force of this concepr, as 1'11 hope ro show. involves 

irs abiliey ro spatialize a neighborhood of language around or toudüng the perfor­

mative (as opposed to rhe emphasis on temporaliey in post-Derridean discll5s.ions 

of the performative); thus, the spatial emphasis rhar underlies rhe present discussion 

of perforrnativity and performance wiU, as 1 hopeo be more e~:plicitly groundcd and 

further developed.-EKS 

15. Judith Butler. for example, discusses " the convergencc of thearrical work witb Lhe ­

atrieal activism" in Bodirs fhaf iHauer, p. 233. 

TIMOTHY GOUL D 

IW A N T TO RECOVER some of the 

significance and provocation in 

J. L. Austin's efforts to distinguish 

between perfonnative and constative 
THE UNHAPPYutterances, and in his companion efforts 

to fix our attention on the illocution­
PERFORMATIVE

ary forces of our words.' 1 will tllen turn 

to consider sorne passages in Sophocles's 

Antigone, moments in which \Ve may 

test our sharpened sense of exposure to 

the perforlllative utterance against a 

drama w bich enacts a kind of conflict 

of perfornutives. Beyo nd th e specific 

issue of the performative utterances, the 

Antigol1e discovers for us a kind of strug­

gle ove r the va rious authorities and 

mutual authorizations of language and 
the political. 

1 note that my project reguires 

that 1 begin by decoupling the term 

"performative" from the constellation 

of "performance" and "performativity." 

This may seem perverse or even un­

grateful, since it is, at least on the surface, a certain manner of linking 

the~e terms that has pruJuced so much fruitful \vürk." 1 am stilI not 

prepared to assess whether thi~ pJrticuIar linkage of the terms is one 

of the causes of the energy and insight that has so strikingly altered 

the comours o f the d.iscussion, or w hether the linkage is one of its 

¡nore 'ipecc,lCtd.lI' , idl' e frec t~. In Jny case, my separation of these terms 
is only pnw í' lpll ,d 
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The reason it seems to me neccssary to begin in this \Vay is not 

because there are no interesting links between Austin's work on per­

formatives and various ideas of performance, but because, in the last 

two decades, Austin's specific philosophical point in isolating the per­

formative has gotten obscured. When the force of Austin's project is 

brought into the open, the connection to various ideas of performance 

and theatricality resurfaces with a still greater pertinence. Sorne idea 

of the dramatic conditions of the performative utterance is implied 

in my discussion of the Anl(,?one. And already, in the third section of 

this cssay,1 will be suggesting that a certain idea of the theatricality of 

human speech shows within the philosopher's ideal of the constative 

utterance conceived as apure description. 

1. 

Austin's contrast betwcen the constative and the perforrnative utter­

ance may be glimpsed in the difference between my saying, "Pat 

Schroeder will be reelccted in 1996," and my saying, "1 bet you a bot­

tle of your favorite Scotch that Pat Schroeder will be reelected in 

1996." The first remark is a kind of statement, however provocative it 

might prove to be in sorne contexts (or in sorne parts of Colorado) . 

The second remark constitutes, in itself, the offer of a bet, at least when 

it is uttered in the appropriate circumstances . Most especially, Austin 

wished to emphasizc that the perf()rmative utterance, " 1 bet you " and 

so on, \vas not a description of sorne action, inner or ollter, prior or 

posterior, occurring elscwhere than in the utterance itself. To say those 

words in those circumstances is to offer the bet: the action in guestion 

hes in the act of uttering those words in those circumstances. 

However intriguing such a distinction might prove, it can also seem 

quite simple and even simple-rninded. It seems easy enough to charac­

terize it as a distinction between saying sornething and doing sornething, 

or perhaps between merely stating something and actually petforming 

an action with your words. Hence, we have Austitt's list of classic, e"rplic­

ir performatives: "1 give and bequ cath my watch to rny brother"; " 1 

christen this sh ip the 1 )aniel O rtega"; "1 do" (llJllldy, " take you to be 
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my lawfully wedded wife"); "1 advise you" (for example, "of your right 

to remain silent");"I dare you" (for exarnple,"to tell thatjoke about the 

polar bears");"I do request that you keep your seat belt fastened while 

you are in your seat" (5-9). Finally, it is worth rnentioning "1 resign," and 

"1 quit." These utterances are both explicit petformatives. They may be 

usefully contrasted with "Take this job and shove it," which, however 

satisfYing to petform or to contemplate performing, is not in fact a per­

fo rrnative. To repea t: in each case of what Austin will come to call an 

cxplicit performative, the act that is accomplished in the words (for 

instance, offering to bet, bequeathing, baptizing, marrying, advising, dar­

ing you, resigning) is not an act occurring otherwise than in the words 

rhemselves. Austin insisted that the utterance does not refer to sorne 

inward, invisible act, for which the words \vould then be taken as the 

outward and vi Scible-but still descriptive-sign (9). 

T he sacramental, or rather antisacramental, ring to the word~ "out­

ward and visible sign" is Austin's, and it is deliberate. This side of his 

work on performatives is related to his consistent, if not exactly sys­

tematic, efforts to combat a whole sheaf of fa1se pictures of the relation 

between the "inside" and " outside" of human expression. These efforts 

have received less attention than they deserve. Their inU11ediate rele­

vanee is this: we cannot- or ought not to-reduce m)' offer to bct 

you a fifth of Scotch to an outer description of an inner state of mind, 

o r instan ce, to a description of my willingness to engage yOll in the 

.icrivity of bettin g. Austin equally insists that we cannot reduce our 

.Ibility to identifY the action pcrformed in a petformative utterance to 

,1 matter of calculating the eErcct, on sorne audience, real or imagined. 

To recover the force and significance of Austin's distinction, Austin 

h ilnself suggests that it is necessary to isolate the performative frorn 

the statem ent proper, as classically conceived, with which it at least 

,Ippears to share a grammatical category and a form o.]n particular 

rhough this can seC111 too obvious to rnention), the explicit perfor­

111ative shares with the constative utterance the grammatical form of 

.1 ·'statement." .\ AustÍn evidcntly imagined that the philosophical effort 

lO "f,\sten 011 " tlll' dist inctness of the performative (and to grasp the 

Id .leed di,tillt (lI l'" 111 ' th l' illp(ll tion ary forc es of our words) \Vould 
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have to overcome what Austin later characterizes as a tendency to elide 

this very distinetness (122-123). W/¡y the perforrnative utterance and 

the illocutionary force should be so difficult to keep in view is hard 

to say precisely, but it clearly has something to do with the sway of 

what Austin calls the Descriptive Fallacy-the assumption that Austin's 

analyses were designed to oppose. If Austin is right about the nature 

and importance of this faliaey, it makes a certain kind of sense that the 

assumption that he is resisting should itself have certain powers of resis­

tance and obfuscation at its disposal. 

Austin's initial formulation of the Descriptive Fallacy runs like 

this: 

It was lor too long the assumplion 01 philosophers that the business 01 a "state­

ment" can only be lo "describe" sorne state 01 affairs, or to "state sorne lac!." which 

it muS! do either truly or lalsely. (1) 

Sometimes he makes it explicit that, when he isolates w hat philoso­

phers take to be the "business" of a statement, he is isolating what 

philosophers have generally taken to be the interesting or even the 

fundamental work of language. Austin seems well aware that a shift in 

what philosophers take to be of philosophical lnterest is a shift w ith 

fundamental and far-reaching consequences .Austin eertainly thought 

of his efforts to rearouse and rearrange our interest in acts of speech 

to be revo lutionary in their implications for philosopby. He is, how­

ever, exceedingly causal both about the immediate form of his 

provocation to philosophy and also about the new dircctions of inves­

tigation that his work proposes and illuminates. 

I list, without argument, a number of Austin 's claims and (as 1 

believe) insights about this fallacy: 1) He is very clear, if not always 

very explicit, that this assumption is, in general, uneoIlsciously held 

(12).2) He suggests that, when engaged in, as we used to say, "doing 

philosophy," it is quite natural to find yourself in the grip of this 

assumption. Furthermore 3) for AlIstin, philosoph)' contains a kind of 

melodramatic condensation of lhe SIIlS of ordinary tholl ght. AlIstill 

SOl1letillles thinks nf philosllphy .IS .1 kill d u¡- S Clp~.'~t):lt . lIi lclSl mdilL 
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perhaps, for driving out exactly those condensed versll 1I 1', ,,1 d.1ily111 11 

erro rs and lapses (2). Therefore, finally 4) certain versiulI\ ,,1 lile 

Descriptive Fallacy are more widespread than we might have t!JUU tthl. 

Certainly, the fallac)' in question does not vanish merely upon the 

adoption of a terminology of speech-acts-not even when the ter­

minology was specifically designed to repudiate that fa llac)'. 

Austin's way of combating the regime of the descriptive and the 

constative was to use his isolation and mapping of the performative 

utterance to render first visible, and then salient, the dimension of 

human utterance that he called the dimension of happiness and 

unhappiness . His maps and classi6cations of unhappiness were meant 

to oppose the philosophers' fL\:ation on their favorite form of utter­

ance, the statement-the linguistic entity capable of being true or 

(as Austin joked) at least false. It is the ideal of "the statement" that 

forms the main link betw<.:en the Descriptive Fallacy and the truelfalse 

dichotomy- a dichotom)' which is all but inevitably invoked by those 

in the grip of the D escriptive Fallac)'. The idea that the business of 

language shows up in a form of utterance that is, in a sense, designed 

to be tme or false has its counterpart in a philosopher's picture of 

tbe world-a world in which the (interesting) conditions are to be 

rhought of as "faets," to whích our (interesting) utterances must cor­
respond (or fail to). 

Austm 's strategy for combating these picrures begins with his trac­

ing, in virtuoso and almost comic detail, the parallels between the 

Jmlension of Ollr assessment of statements (their correspondence to 

rhe facts) and the dimension in which we assess what he called the 

happiness and unhappiness of our performative utterances. His goal 

\Vas not to substitute performance and its various effects for truth and 

its various consequences. His strategy was rather to drag the fetish of 

I rue and fa lse into the same s",amp of assessment and judgment in 

which We find the dimension of happiness and unhappiness that affiicts 

O l!r performative utterances . The comic combination of conftdence 

,l l1 d provisionality in hi..~ classificational schemes was not merely 

I k~igl1ed to shake our confidence in the true/false dichotom)'. It was 

II1l l 'ndcd ro seduce us away 6'0111 the reassmances of that dichotomy 
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into a larger appreciation of the common miseries of utteranc c­

whether constative OY performative. Ddivering us fi-om the old fetishism 

of the true and the false would, by the same act, deliver us over to 

what the fetish was perhaps designed to conceal: a more homely, kss 

manageable, and hence more uncanny region-a region in which our 

utterances find (or fail to fmd) their various relations to the world and 

its other inhabitants. 

2. 

Before going on with sorne of the consequences of Austin's stratcgy, 

1want at least to point to a significant source of resistance to my way 

of reading Austin. Sorne of this resistance may be due to the fact that 

the "fallacy" that Austin isolates in the Descriptive Fallacy scems so 

blindingly obvious to literary critics and theoreticians that it cioes not 

seem worthwhile to dwell on it. The danger here hes in the possibil­

ity that, in going on to "apply" Austin's terminol06'Y of performative 

and constative to problems of ostensibly greater theoretical interest, 

the primary force of Austin's critique wil! be lost. This danger has, 1 
believe, been repeatedly realized, and the assumptions that Austin was 

combating have fi-equently persisted in the very tcrms tbat were meant 

to undo those assumptions. 

In any event, the homely region of uncanniness that is in tended, 

according to my reading of Austin, to emerge in our appreciation of 

the Unnappy Performative will fail to emergc-and my reading w ill 

accordingly run aground-to the extent that it cannot dislodge a par­

ticular, competing interpretation of Austin's distinction. According to 

this reading, which still seems to predominate in literary-theoretical 

cireles, a perform ative utterance is to be characterized as a kind of 

verbal performance or artifact, and hence it is to be assess ed by its 

effectiveness with an aud,ience (whether real ar implicit or con­

structed). A performative lltterance is correlatively also to be 

characterized as essentially "nonreferential," w bere nonrefcrential is 

taken to mean "not related to facts or ¡prcviol1s1y l!Xisting sltu ations ." 
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An extreme versiDn of this can be found in J. Hillis Miller's recent 

7¡·opes, Parables, Pe~rol"lnatilles. H e w ri tes, for instance: 

Aparable does not so much passively name something as make something happen. 


... Atrue perlormative brings something into existence that has no basis except 


in the words, as when I sign a check and turn an almost worthless piece 01 paper 


into whatever value I have inscribed on the check.' 


And later: 

Human performatives ... can never be the object 01 an epistemological act ... 

[but) are always Irom beginning to end baseless positings.\ 

Miller accepts a radical split between statements (or descriptions) which 

are subject to "verification" (or recognition), and other forms of utter­

an ce. Thesc latter forms of utterance are calk d "performatives" by 

Miller, apparently because they do something (or posit something).And 

also apparent1y because such utterances do something, they are, for 

M ill er, not subject to verification, and not grounded in w hat he calls 

" cx tralinguistic" reality. Finally, they are evidently therefore not subject 

to acts of knovvledge o r recognition. It is m rd to find a m ore perfect 

sumrnary of the persistence of logical positivist assumptions about ver­

Incation as the guaranto r of linguistic sense and knowability. Alld it is 

accordingly aIso hard to find a better instan ce of what Austin is oppos­

ing in our thinking about language. 

Behind d reading like Miller's-and his reading is hardly unique­

there he the intricate and powerful readings advanced by Derrida and 

de Man. 1cite one proposition fi-om within Derrida's complex intima­

tion of a "Nictzschean" strain in Austin's lectures: Austin strove, according 

Lo D errida, to "free the analysis of the performative from the authority 

of the valu e of truth, frorn the opposition true / false, at least in its 

cbssical form, and to substitllte for it at times the value of force, of dif­

ference of force . ..."~ D errida speaks as if the difference of force-which 

is ~ lso the difflTl'mT of the pClfonnative ti om the constativé-Could be 

reduced tn ll lt, L I(· I I h ~ l l , ,1' I) l'ITi,b puts iL, a performative "produces or 
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transforms a situation."7 Whatever the initial philosophical affinity that 

Derrida may have sensed in Austin's critique of the Descriptive Fallacy 

and the associated fetish of the true and the false, Derrida's line of think­

ing ends by submerging the power of Austin's critique within sorne 

other current of thought. That this other current of thought is power­

fu I in its own right is a fact that only underscores the difficulties of 

deploying the results of a critique outside the specific branching of philo­

sophical tradition towards which the critique is directed.8 

In lieu of a more explicit demonstration that Derrida's reading 

would lead us to muille one of the primary aims of Austin's project, 

1 cite a passage from Stanley Cavell's reading of Derrida's encounter 

with Austin: 

Austin's "substitution" 01 lorce lor truth is not meant as a revelation 01 truth as 

illusion or as the will to power,' but rather as demonstrating that what may be 

called the value 01 truth-call it an adequation 01 language and reality, or a dis­

covery 01 reality-is as essential to performative as to constative utterance. So that 

an aporia in the way 01 distinguishing between performatives and constatives is as 

much to Austin's philosophical liking as to his classificatory dismay.'" 

The dimension of unhappiness w hich constitutes the medium in 

which we make and appreciate the performative is equally the medi­

um within which we make our claims upon the true and the falseo At 

the same time, such unhappiness is the cornmon affiietion of both sorts 

of utterances. (1 do not im.agine that Derrida needs to disagree w ith 

this.) If Austin's analysis is to point to the region of swampin e.ss that 

the performatives share with constatives (and thus do its \Nork of 

defetishizing truth and falsity with a wider variety of oppositions and 

judgments), we mus't keep in view a more complex structure than this 

interpretation of performative allows. Above all, we need a grea ter 

appreciatioll! of the relation between the "inner" structure or gram­

mar of the performative and the "outer" aet that is perfo[mcd. It would 

aIso be useful if we had a clearer picture of the tendency to charac­

terize (or rather to reduce) this relationship to a rdation betw een an 

"inner" cause and an "outer" consequcnee. 
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3. 

Supposing that we have dislodged, at least for the time being, this tena­

cious reinterpretation of the "force" of speech-acts in terms of their 

"effects" on an audience, 1 want to focus on a couple of places in 

Austin's analysis that ,ve are now in a better position to appreciate. A 

major part of my point in trying to recapture the radiealness of Austin's 

work is to locate something of his power of diagnosis. At least to my 

mind, part of this power of diagnosis is that Austin has diseerned a 

new wrinkle in philosophy's old obsession with theater and theatri ­

cality. In Austin's view, 1 suggest, it is the statement-the constative 

uttcrance--which philosophers tend to construe as something that is 

"right to say in al[ circumstances, for any purpose, to any audience, 

&c." (146). This phrase is explicitly said to characterize the philoso­

pher's "ideal" of language. Austin's remark comes at a point when he 

is turning back from his discussion of illocutionary forces to recon­

sider his initial distinction. If the point itself is made almost casually, 

it could hardly be placed at a critica! mornent of his lectures: 

What then finally is lelt 01 the distinction of the performative and constative utter­


ance! Really we may say that what we had in mind Ihere was this ... 


a) ... we abstraet Irom the illocutionary (Iet alone the perlocutionary) aspects 


01 the speech act, and we concentrate on the locutionary; moreover, we use an over­


simplified notion 01 corresponden ce with the lacts--over-simplified because essentially 


it brings in the illo0Utionary aspeet. Tbis is the ideal of what would be right to say 


in all circumstances, lor any purpose, to any audience, &c. ... Perhaps it is some­


times realized. 


b) With the performative utterance, we attend as much as possible to the illo­


cutionary lorce 01 the utterance, and abstract Irom the dimension of correspondence 


with lacts. (145-146) 


O n ce again, it is the statement that becomes, for philosophers, the 

ideal bearer of the capaci ty for being true or false-hence the guar­

.\O to r of Iinguistic 1\1l';llIillgflllness. Within this ideal,Austin discerns 

tJl e wish, (J r dw 1:lll t. IW. til ,ll ,1 '\ rate lll en t" is always dramatically or 

http:1:lllt.IW
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rhetorically "correct." A statement (so goes the philosopher's wish) 

not only makes logical or grammatical sense, but it is jllst the sort of 

production that is appropriate for all occasions and al! audiences. 1 t 

is, one supposes, preferable that the statement be true. But even when 

false, a statement is doing its Job of making sense. Therefore, in this 

philosophical daydream, it makes sense to say it. The sense and refer­

ence of an utterance are supposed to guarantee its human rdevance. 

Austin is clear that this intimation of automatic relevance is not some­

thing that philosophers in the Anglo-American tradition are inclined 

to dwel! upon. 

In Austin's diagnosis , the philosopher ends up craving a certain 

descriptive enforcing of sense and relevance. In his almost offhand 

depiction of an almost casual wish for such enforcement, 1 suggest that 

Austin presents the philosopher as a condensed type of human tyran­

ny. In particular, the classical regime of philosophy shares the tyrant's 

wish to reduce the options of acceptable human speech. An utterance 

is either acceptable-in which case, its sense and relevance can be 

enforced-or else it can be reduced to sorne previously defined forms 

of the unacceptable. The philosopher's condemnation of certain forms 

of utterance as "nonsense" is an image of the tyrant's wish for more 

violent forms of the segregating and sllppressing of human expres­

sion. (No doubt, the tyrant has instruments other than language at his 

disposal, and no doubt he has needs and desires other than that of 

maintaining a regime of linguistic propriety.) I will sbo rtly be at least 

implicitly exploring something more of this "philosophical image" of 

tyranny, through a kind of analogy with Creon's twisting together of 

performative and descriptive acts of stigmatizing." 

4 . 

1 want to bring out an aspect of illocutionary force which is, for the 

most part, ooly latent in Austin's analysis: 1 will eall this aspect illocu­

tionary suspense or perlocutionary delay. In lieu of a detailed analysis 

of the locutionary, illocutionary, and perlocutionary fo rces of our utter­

ances, I "viII offer a few exampks to he:lI- ill IlIilld. 
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The locutionary act of saying, for instan ce, the \Vords ''I'rn sorry" 

may have the illocutionary force of an apology. It might also have the 

force of a confession, or a provoca tion, or even a kind of oblique 

accusation. We must further distinguish betwcen undcrstanding that 

the \Vords had the force of an apology and the fac t that the apology 

was accepted. When the former occurs, then Austin says that what he 

calls "uptake" has been secured. The latter, on the other hand, is that 

sort of thing that Austin calls the perlocutionary force or effect of the 

utterance. Such effects might inelude mollifying, or indeed, further 

irritating the offended party. Similarly, someone says the words , "The 

ne\V general manager of the orchestra in Rochester is planning to cut 

musi cians' salaries by thirty-three pcrcent ." This may have, in sorne 

circumstances, the illocutionary force of a warning or, in other cir­

cumstances, the force of a threat. And it may, for instan ce, have the 

p erlocutionary dfect of alarming the oboist, at the same time that it 

has the perlocutionary effect of ou traging the trump et player and of 

galvani z.ing the p ercussionist. 

Austin 's point is not to celebra te the sh eer pleasures of linguistic 

diversity (much less, of linguistic " undt.:cidability") . He is, rather, empha­

sizing the possibility of our coming to comprehend the illocmion ary 

force of an utterance befo re the fuU battery of " effec ts" has been dis­

charged. This side of w hat 1 arn calling the gap is w hat AustiD mobilizes 

against the positivists and against w hat he knew of pragmatism (145) . 

T hat an utterance had the force of a question (or of a warning or of 

adv ice) requires that certain effe cts (the "uptake") be secured-and 

perhaps that cer tain other effec ts (the perlocutions) be desired. But the 

m eaning and the illocutionary forc e of the utterance are not there­

fore to be construed as identical to the faet that an utterance has certain 

effec ts or conscqu cnces. Th e perlocutionary consequences (alar m, 

influence, perplexity, rcsolve, and so on) may not be forthcoming. More 

crucially, the poss.ib ility of illocutionary uptake is not sensibly to be 

con ceived of as the effect of a cause. It is no more use fully to be 

thought of as the eifect o f a cause than my opening with pawn to king 

fo m is "causcd" hy Illy having moved a small piece of carved, white 

won el ti llll· ~~·I\l I Il Il ; I ~ · I ~ 1\\ tlt \." Ilorth. However exactly we come to 
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conceive of this relation between illocutionary utterance and ít'i uptake, 

it is evidently less like the causal relation and more like the convcn­

tional or grammatical or logical relation betwecn a move in a chcss 

game and the movement of a piece of wood. 

N ow a further aspect of this analysis beco mes relevant: when I 

say something that has the illocutionary force of, for example, advis ­
ing you to consult a lawyer before you testify to the committee, I am 

normally intending (or wishing) that my illocutionary act of advice 

will have the perlocutionary effect of, for example, actually influ­

encing you. Or if I scold yo u about the condition of the lawn , I 

intend this illocutionary ac t to havc the perlocutionary effect of 

shaming you . And even if I do something with a sort of constative 

aspect-for example, describing to you the health care situation in 

American cities-I may want to have the perlo cutionary effcc t of 

outraging you. 

Austin's analysis of the illocutionary force of our utterances insists 

on the fact that we can sometimes-even, perhaps, as a rule-under­

stand that what he called illocutionary uptake has occurred, prior to 

the occurrence of any perlocutionary effects or consequenees . Onc 

of Austin 's most crucial points is that an uttcrance needs a cc rtain 

kind of sequel (he calls it "uptake") in order to count as (in order to 
be) that particular i!lo cutionary utterance, with just that force 

(116-118). This does not mean that an illocutionary utterance is just 

equivalent to saying sorne words which have a certain effect. And, 

emphatically, the fact that the intended illocutionary aet has been 

happily performed does not mean that the act in question has had 

its desired effect.12 

It seems to me that a kind of gap opens up between the possibil­

ity of uptake (vvhich is necessary for the happiness of the illoeutionary 

utterance) and the successful achievement of the desired perlocution­

ary effect. I have S\l1ccessfully advised you-but I have not (or not yet) 

succeeded in influencing you. I offer to bet you a bottle of Scoteh that 

Pat Schroeder is going to win in '96, but you sayo "That's a suekcr's bet. 

no deal." I say, in front of witnesses, " 1 am giving you this wateh in 

return for your many and f;üthflll sl'rvi cl's," :11111 yO l1 say, " Forget it." I 
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say something that we both kno\\! arnounts to an effo rt to threaten 

you, aad you reac t by being mildly amused, not in the least alarmed. 

In eountless instan ces, this sort of gap opens between the happi­

ness and coherencc of my illocutionary aet and, on the other hand, the 

freid of dcsired perlocutionary efreces onto which I launched my utter­

ance. I wiU dub this gap "illocutionary suspense" or "perlocutionary 

delay."" I am not arguing here for th e existen ce of thís suspense or 

delay. I am suggesting tbat, if \Ve do come to appreciate the existence 

of such suspense or dday, it , ,-,ill alter our seme of exposure to language 

and its "op era tions." H ere, again, I am hinting at a. kind of analogy 

between this exposure to the timing or temporality of our utterances 

and thc workings of language in A'I1t~>;olte. 
Apart from the gain in bringing something of this gap in our acts 

of speech into the light, there is a further gain in recognizing the forces 

that prevent us trom appreciating this gap or delay. There is, after aH, 
a hwnanly comprehensible wish for the rightness and appropriateness 

of our speech- and for the faet that , ideally, the appropriate act of 

speech wil1 reach al! the way out into the world, to secure its appro­

priate perlocutionary effects. I am, in a sense, dwelling upon another 

face of one of Austin's primary points. Austin, for good reason, empha­

sízes the faet that we can som eti rnes kn ow (an d iodeed sometimes 

cannot avoid knowing) of this coherence and "happiness" of our illo­

cll tionary acts before we know if these aets are to reach al! the way to 

the impaet we desire for them. 1~ 

S. 


It does not take a very long story to get from the classical obsessions of 


Western philosophy tú the central issues of Allt(¡zone. In various ways, 


both Hegel and H eidegger take this work to be a crucial SOllrce for 


their sense of the relatíon of philosophy to tragedy, to language, and to 


the ethos of the political. Hegel uses Antigone's relationship to her 


bw ther as a n1t'ans of characterizing the moment at which the natur­
1hut eirClIllI 'i¡ r ihl'd ti fe (l f the fam ily i.~ broken up and translated into 


tlll.' 0PPll\ ¡IJ¡J ¡'lllll JI " , 111 ,n 1l'11I'<, " I,Jf til e individual and the universal that 
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continue to disrupt our lives.' s Heidegger's centraIly located reruarks 

about the play address, and indeed associate, the ullcanny power of 

language and the world-creating aegis of the polis. (As far as I kno\\', he 

manages to accomplish this without ever addressing the special cir­

cumstances of Antigone, nor the fact that the play depicts her das~ \-vith 

an apparently legitimate authority.) While I do not propose to coter 

into a general account of the peculiar attraction that this play has held 

for philosophers, it has seemed increasingly, if somctimes obscurely, 

important to me to place Austin's vision of language in some proxim­
ity to the world of the Antigone. 

It must be admitted, however, that Austin can seem an unpromis­

ing figure for such a juxtaposition. Some of the steps that I propose 

to take would not, I suppose, have been congenial to Austin. As Cavell 

points out, Austin does make a crucial and emphatic reference to the 

Hippolytus (9-10) .'6 And he does speak, in"A Plea for Excuses ," of hav­

ing the "grace to be tom between ... simply disparate idcals." '7 But I 

do not imagine that it would be especially to Allstin's liking if I go on 

to suggest a parallel betwecn Greek tragedy and the rclation of our 
ordinary expressions to our ordinary situations. 

I anl not at the moment worrying about Austin's bmous remarks 

about the "etiolatioll" of speech in poetry or on the stage. 'H CaveU has 

pointed to a link between Austin's refusal of seriousness to the threat 

of skepticism and the oddness of Allstin', mann er in bracketing the­

ater, poetry, and quotation as Iying in the realm of the "non-serious." '" 
If Cavell is right that these gestures go together at sorne quite funda­

mentalleveI in Austin's work, then it can seem as if Austin had fashioned 

a sort of working agreement with his vision of language. On the side 

of philosophy, we are to follow him in refusing to take seriously the 

skeptical possibility that our woras might go cxactly nowhere. To put 

it another way, we are to regard as prejudicial tium the outset the vision 

of our words as mere signs, awaiting our private assignments of sig­

nificance, in hope of some sort of public assessment of their possible 
usefulness in communication. 

I3ut if he refuses-for instance, as ban ;]1 or j ej une or otberwise 

not \Vorth our while-thc skl'pri c d \'isi()1I 01 I. lIl h'1 l.l !!;e :lS a collcction 
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of initiaUy unemployed aud potentially unemployable signs, so it seems 

that there are other places of "linguistic" perpl exi ty tbat he is not 

inclined to pursue. If Walt Whitman is seriously inciting that eagle 

to By, or if Emily Dickinson is seriously writing a letter to tbe world 

that never wrote to her-these are acts of incitement and provoca­

tion that Austin is nat about to tangle with (104) . The process of 

keeping philosophy from tyrannizing owr langllage may sorne times 

end up keeping philosophy not only at home but indoors and per­

haps, in sorne sense, grounded. 

However fruitful Austin's pact with language proved to be, I am 

not content with some of its condítioos . In pushing his vision of lan­

guage towards my own sense of our exposure to language in the 
Antigone, I am fairly self-consciously trying to draw Austin's inves tiga­

tions out of doors. Or rather, I am allowing my considerations of 

Austin's diagnosis of the regime of the D escriptiw Fallacy to be drawn 

towards another region of conllict that expresses itself in someth ing 

like linguístic terms . 

I am not claiming that there is sorne posi tion from w hich we may 

compare philosophy's treatment of language with that of the tragie poet. 

That would be to suggest that there are well-knoWTl alternative m ures 

to this familiar phenomenon of language, and that we are capable of 
taking such routes independent of either philosophy or poetic drama. ~!l 

Th.is suggests, furtber, that the knowledge that is thus arrived at eould 

be used as a kind of standard to mea.sure, as it were, the accuracy or ade­

quacy of phjlosophy or drama to the phenomenon of language. In 

exposing the vision of a particular philosopher to the vision of a par­

ticular work, I mean rather to be drawing us out of such a comfortable 

sense of our access to language. Jn particular, 1am suggesting that one 

way in which \Ve begin to experience language as a phenomenon is by 

being pulled between the poles of philosophical thinking (or fantasiz­

ing) about language and the enactment of eertain dramatic exposures 

to the language of political authority. This tensian is an important part 

of what 1wan t to der ive frorn my juxtaposition of Austin's systematic 

refi.1sal of ph ilmoplIy\ wish for a guarantee of sense and rdevanee with 

dll' /llIf(~(llIi '\ ~·'t" \\ll\'-· ()/ ' LII1~Ua¡;é and the realm of the political. 
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6. 

Antigone is the principal character in our culture-equalled, perhaps 

only by Cordelia, Coriolanus, and Dartleby the Scrivener-who is 

defined, and who defines herself, in a speech-act of refusa!. The phys­

ical act of sprinkling sorne moistened dirt on her dead brother is almost 

nothing, the movements becoming the merest of traces by which she 

is to be apprehended. These movements-along with the actual phys­

ical touching of her brother's abandoned body-come to assume the 

greatest importance to Antigone. But, for us, these dark, uncanny, off­

stage actions are primarily the occasions within which she voices her 

resistance. She proclaims-and thereby performs-the fact of her 

action, proclaiming it most completely in her refusal to deny it: "1 say 
1 did it; 1 do not disavow it" (487).11 

More than this, her speech act of simultaneous avowal and dis­

obedience occurs in the absence of any cleady recognizable political 

or social position that would enable the members of the city-state­

the polis-to make any straightforward sense of the politics of her acto 

As a woman represented within a Greek city-state-even though she 

is a member of the royal family-she is without any obvious public 

place within the polis. We could say either that she is too far outside 

or that she is too far imide thc social order for her words to make mllch 

sense as mere human utterance. When she appears for the second time 

as an apprehended criminal, the chorus-who have just finished chant­

ing their ode to the uncanny wonder of the human being-can only 

characterize her as a daimon. In this context, the word means not so 

much that she is a spirit oc that she is "demonic," but that she is a kind 

of portent, a sign from the gods. She is, however, an aU but unreadabk 

signo In part for the very intensity of her relation to language and sig­

nification, and for the consequent difficulties she presents to the ci ty 's 

capacity for interpreting her, 1 am holding back from regarding the 

clash of Antigone and Creon as a clash of language. In a sense, it is 

precise!y this unreadability in the human realm th at makcs her in to 
such a signo 

Hegel, Holderlin. and Heideggl'l' ;Ire \lIj'('ly 110 hll1g<:r al o ne in 

finding the detlléllt of Lt Il ¡;u.lge ltl ti l' ('\\l' lll i.d 1\1 ou r g rasp of the 
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political conflict in Al1tlj!Q/'Ic. lndeed, they suggest it is essential to grasp­

ing the very nature of the political. In the first place, there is a clash 

bet\:vecn the promulgation of a command and the refusal of its author­

ity. (That ir is a promulgation, a public declaration of a comm;md, and 

not m ere ly the command itself that is in question receives con[¡rma­

rion fram the fact that Creon makes a point of asking her whether she 

knew of the decree [11. 446-447]). Creon's announcement about 

Polyneices was cleady a kind of pem)rmative: 

I here proclaim to the (ity that thi¡ man 


¡hall no one honor with a grave and none ¡hall mourn. 


(11. 221-221) 

T he peculiar shape of Creon's performative proclamation is, first, that 

it is intended to have the force of a stigmatizing, descriptive fiat : ir is 

not merely a performative declara ti un that Polyneices is hereby dis­

ho nored by the state. Creon, speaking in a passive, impersonal mocie, 

actually tries to smother rhe ve ry possibility of any residual private 

feeling or murmuring on behalf of Polyneices. The G reek is closer 

to saying: "It is proclaimed that ... ," henceforth thi s man shall be 

kn own as a traitor, and as w ithout honor, shameful. Secondly, Creon's 

performance interdicts the normal Greek comportment towards the 

dead- w hich would nave comprised acts of honoring ano mourning. 

C reon has thus intertwined perfo rmative and descriptive forces, as if 

he would use speech to interdict the po\ver of speech itself. He thus 

gllarantees that any utterance and any feeling on behalf of Polyneices 

will be taken as rebellion. More than this: he has made sure that it wiU 

be rebellion. Creon's performance helps to create the ground for a 

clccpcr and more radical disobedience to the state than had yet been 

possible. Antigone's utterances do not clash with Creon's merely or 

pu rely as performatives . In fact, she often speaks as though she were 

describing sOllle(h i n ~. She presen ts herself as offcring a conclusion, 

h ~lsed 011 ;¡ kll nwkd~~' of ~'V(' lIts .mo utterances that most mortals do 

111)1 t;dü ' l(¡I'III ,\, I\- I;', I n ]'11\\l'\\ d irC d ly: 
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It was, to me, not Zeus that made that proclamation; 

nor did justice, who lives with those below, enact 

such laws as that, lor mankind. I did not deem 

your proclamation had such power to enable 

One who will someday die to override 

the gods' unwritten and unlailing laws... . 

Theyare not 01 today and yesterday; 

They live lorever; none knows Irom what time or place they first were. 

These are the laws whose penalties I would not 

incur Irom the gods, through lear 01 any man's tempero 

(11. 494-501; transo modified) 

Antigone's great speech should not be taken as sorne obvious piece of 

"normal" civil disobedience, nor even perhaps as S0ll1e historically rec­

ognizable mode of political revolt. 

As the ground of her resistallce, she claims to be-I suppose she 

is- in touch not only with the knowledge of the "unwritten and 

unfailing" laws of Zeus and of the undef\vorld, but with the lInknow­

able place of thcir origin. At any rate, she claims to be in touch with 

the fact that no one can kno\V of this origin, hence she claims to know 

something of the measurc that the immortallife of these 1aws es tab­

lishes for human lives and human laws. More practically speaking, she 

claims to be able to calculate the various penalties attached to disobe­

dience towards each realm , along with th e gaios of the appropriate 

obedience. Thus she presents to us, as well as to the chorus, something 

of an unearthly charactcr-a mode of being between realms. 

7 . 

If Antigone dramatizes not merely resistance by means of words, but 

speech as an effort to find a ground of res istance that goes beyond 

any humanly or historica lly situated speech, it is Creon w hose tragic 

exposure reveals something more hUlllan ahout la llgUJge~if, perhaps, 

the revelation is no less llllCJnl1y th.lJ1 A n (i, ~ol1t:\. I W;ll1l to sj ngle out 

a cOllplc of 11l01lll'Ilts uf l" r~' I )1\ ~ p n "IIIt .11 ,,' I.II"'II ~ll1 r with speech. 
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Creon comes on, annollncing his edict forbidding the burial of 

Polyneices to the ChorllS (Antigone had, somehow, aIready known of 

it) . Both the chorlls and C reon agree that their meeting, at least in 

principIe, has something to do with tlLe function of giving coume! or 

advice. Creon go es so far as to say that the soliciting of counsel and 

the prosecuting of the affairs of the state are the meaos by which a 

man becom es known to the city, to othcrs: 

It is impossible to know any man-

I mean his soul, intelligence, and judgment­

until he shows his skill in rule and law. 

I think that aman, the supreme ruler 01 a whole city, 

il he does not reach lor the best counsel lor her, 

but through some lear, keeps his tongue under lock and key, 

him I judge the worst 01 any. 

(11. 194- 206, transo modified) 

This means that the ruler's mind ¡¡nd character must become open to 

public view. It also mea tlS (1 am suggesting) not only that the ruler 
becomes open to th e city through the mediul11 of the language of his 

decrees and that of the co um el he receives, but converse!y, that the 

ruler himself becomes expo ~ed to th e medium of language. We are 

now used to thi nking of language and knowledge as polítical phe­

nomena: for this particular tragedy, it is egually true that the political 

realm is experienced as a rea]m of language and knowledge. 
A furthcr piece of Creon's position emerges in the same speech: 

I have always judged so; and anyone thinking 

another man more a Iriend than his own country; 

I rate him nowhere. For my parto God is my wilnes!, 

who sees all, always, I would not be silent 

il Ij' law ruin. not safety. on the way .... 

(11. 201-211, transo modified) 
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The mix of seLf-justification with the seeds of self-destruction is not 

unfamiliar in tragedy (Greek or otherwise), nor perhaps in conteI1l­

porary political predicaments. What seems more specific to Creon is 

the mixture of authorizing the Chorus as a public giver of counsel 

and, on the other hand, the promulgation of a view that makes any 

public counse! 0[, for instance, moderation akin to disloyalty. 

Creon creates a public space in which the illocutionary force of 

advice must remain open, for that openness is part of how he has defined 

and occupied the role of ruler. '" Uut his view of loyalty and language 

insures that sensible citizens will hep quiet. So he himself---on his own 

account of how we become known to each other-must remain 

unknown.At least, he must remain unknown until the "counse!" finally 

reaches its perlocutionary consequences. These consequences render him 

as passive in the face of the words of Tiresias and the Chorus at th e end 

of the playas he is the active promulgator of edicts at the beginning. 

Perhaps nothing, not even ghosts, is harder for a modern audience 

to take than the fact of prophets and prophecy. T his may be a reason 

that critics and philosophers have not been inclined to look at this 

mornent to further our understanding of Creon's relation ro language. 

Yet when C L"eon Gnally yields to his knowledge of T iresias' powers of 

prophecy, he is at once yielding to the necessity that was foretold, and 

at the same time yielding to the one w ho fo retold it. And thi ~ m eans 

that Creon learns the openness of listerung to th e speech of others­

which is to say, he learns of his exposure to language--only by yielding 

to it. Such speech is fro m the beginning what he, as a ruler, claimed 

to need. And such speecll is from the beginn ing w hat he, as a ruler, 

proscribed as unthinkable. The inexorable taking effect of the speech 

of others is part of the work!ngs of this tragedy. 

My mind is all bewildered. lo yield is terrible [deinonl. 

But by opposition to destroy my very being 

with a self-destructive curse must also be reckoned 

in what is terrible [deinon l. 

(11. 11 68 1171, transo modified) 
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I note that C reon apprehends both sides of his dilemma as expos­

ing him t o what he apprehends as deinon. His bewilderment lies not 

merely in the terrible whirl of alternatives, but in the fact that, 

whether he i;; subjected to the language of necessity or to the neces­

siry which that language expresses, he is exposed to what he calls 

dcinon, the "terrible." This word runs a range of meanings, from the 

terrible, to the wonderful, to the uncann)', as Heidegger insisted we 

bear in mind. 

Even given that a preponderance of the play's force is passing through 

this moment of Creon's yielding, we may still fee! that his predicament 

possesses a strong similarity to the dirnculties of having to adrnit that he 

made a mistake. This may be a hard or a wrenching thing to do (as the 

various transbtors struggle to say) but it is scarceIy in itself a tragedy. 

Indeed, it can have more than an edge of the comical to it. It is not the 

point of this essay to establish, once and for aU, the differences between 

tragic resolution and the pains of advice not taken, or taken too late. I 

have been trying, rather, to advan ce a kind of analogy between Creon's 

sense of tb e uncanny horror in yielding to speech and, on the other side, 

a potential uncannin ess in what 1 am calling the illocutiorrary suspense 

of our utterances. I vvould like tbis analogy to end up as m ore than an 

analogy. But, at the moment, I wil! settle for pointing out that-what­

ever the relationship between these forms of language--philosopny has 

proven itself all too adept at domesticating both sorts of uncanniness. 

I do not imagin e that th e mere recognition of what I have been 

caJling perlocutionary delay is liable to make philosophy better able 

to thin k about tragedy. 1 do, however, take it that to suppress the gap 

of perlocutionary delay \viIJ make it all but impossible to think about 

the differences that rnight occur within this gap. To think about tragedy, 

philosophers-from Socrates to Derrida and Cavell-have had to be 

willin g to think about comedy, perhaps even to al10w their prose the 

risks of the comical and the banal. 

To pusb th e various analogies between dramatic conflict and phi­

losophy's antagullis ll"l rowarch itself one step further, I wiU offer a little 

prt rJb1e of pl liln, ,,phy\ ll~ c j l btjll g cstran gem ent from and engagement 

\Vith I.l n ~l l. l~" ,111 "11 ' ".1111(" 1I ~ ( ' I,.'T11s to lile tklt philosophers, at least 

http:unknown.At
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since Hegel, have wanted to identify the powers and ironies of phi­

losophy with Antigone's immense capacity to resist the rulers of the 

earth and, perhaps, especially their power to set the terms by which 

they regulate our lives. On the other band, there are those who would 

now be inclined to describe philosophy as occupying-or anyway 

wishing to occupy-the position of Creon. 

1 have gone so far as to suggest implicitly a certain analogy 

between philosophy's addiction to the Descriptive FaJlacy and Creon's 

unfortunate efforts to enforce not only what is said and done, but the 

sense and meaning (even perhaps the reference) of what is said and 

done. Austin, 1 have suggested, shows philosophy as shadovving Creon's 

wish, as 1 said before, to reduce the options of speech to the "accept­
able" or to the previously defined forms of the l.lnacceptable. 1 have 

been suggesting, only sornnvhat obliquely, that Austin's account of 

philosophy's fantasy of an all-purpose, hyperthea trical Constative, is 

also a condensed fantasy of a certain philosophical form of tyranny. 

It is perhaps a less violent version of the philosopher's perennial wis.b 

rhat philosophy should be king-or at least that what males sense in 

philosophy should be the rule of sense and nonsense in the w orld. 

Knowing that the fantasies of philosophy die hard,l do not imag­

ine that readÍJlg Austin and rh e Ant(<¿one will by itself provide the 

occasion for overcoming them. Opposing that vision of pbiJosophy, 

and even trusting that my sympatbies w ill continue to remain w itb 

Antigone,I would nevertheless be committing an act of hubris (or of 

Heideggerian violence) to envisage a phil osophical mood or method 

that was somehow in tune with Antigone's speech, and with her other 

sublimities. So I close with a touchstone for a more ea rthbound 

methodology-a be¡ter measure or fantasy of finding my way in phi­

losophy. Repeating, but \Vith a twist, what others have tried to tell bis 

father Creon, Haemon (who is betrothed to Antigone) speaks for those 

whose tongues have been tied up with fear : 

Your lace is terrible [deinon] to a simple citizen 


It Irightens him from words you dislike to hm . 


But what lean hear, in the dark, are IhillH\ likr Ihrlr 
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The city mourns for this girl; they think she is dying most wrongly and most 

undeservedly.... 

Surely what she merits is golden honor, is it not! 

That's the dark rumor that spreads in semI. 

(11. 744-7SS) 

In the (aee of the uncannjness and terror in our variollS positions and 

performances, and perhaps especially in the face of the uncanny ability 

of social power to cloak itseJ,f as the naturallanguage of the world, phi­
losophy could stilllearn to imitate Haemon's ability to listen for the 

murmuring of incommensurable loyalties. As a mode of human rea­

sonablenes" philosophy must somebow maintain its capacity to hear and 
to articulate the rules and positions that constitute a realm of meaning 

and culture-a place of possible utteranee. But that possibility of utter­

ance will always also contain the possibility of a certain tyranny of s.ense, 

a tyranny that tries to dictate to us the "business" of language. 

Within this tension between the possibility of sense and the pos­

sibility of the tyranny of sense, I WQuld have philosophy learn to keep 

up the habit and the loyalty that allows it to hear the rumors of honor 

and grief and shan1e---rumors that, from whatever fealflllness or other 
interdiction, have not yet found their voice. Giving voice to such rumors 

of honor or mourning might, at best, become part of the actual efforts 

to honor and to mourn. And if ll1011rning requires sorne kind of pub­

Lic space of expression and acceptance, then philosophy's role in 

preserving our openness to language might again prove indispensable. 

Philosophy ca.lliJ.ot, any more than any other form of utterance (per­

fo rmative or constative), create the condition of its o\-vn reception, the 

happiness of its own perfonnances. But perhaps if it stopped trying 

ro enforce its vision of its audience and of its subjects, it would give 

itself more room for its own forms of speech-and hence for its own 

torms of listening. 

http:ca.lliJ.ot
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NOTES 

1. 	The primary sourcc for Austin's il1Vc,tigations of the pCITormative utterance is his 

How 10 Do n1iIl,~s t¡~th vf1mls, 2nd ed., cd. Marina Sbisa andJ o. Unmon (Cambridge, 

MA, 1975). Furtber references vvill be cited in the tat. The book \Vas constructed 

posthumously from Austin's notes for the William James Lecrures, delivered at 

Harvard Universiry in 1955. See alIso his " Pcrformative Utterances," "A Plea for 

EXCllSCS.""Other Minds,""Ho", to Talk-Some Simple Say<' and "Pretending," 

aJl of which \Vere pl1blishcd in his liretime ancl are collected in his l'hilosophical 

Papm,3rd ed., ed.Jo. Urmson and C.J Warn()ck (Oxford, 1979). Encol1ragement 

and , pecific sllggestions conccrning variou, drafts of !his c.~say ha\'C come froro a 

gratifYing range of friends amI orher interested parties. I want ro thank especially 

N ancy Bauer, Stanley Cavell. Ted Cohen, Maria de Sanris, Daniel Herwirz, Andrew 

Parker, Eve Sedgwick, Garrett Src\Vart and Kathleen Whalen. Less recent conver­

sations with Stanley Bares and Josh Will1Cf made it seem worth pcrsisring in my 

dforts ro negoriare among Oer us call them) rhe Anglo-American and the Franco­

German rraditions of rhinking abour languagL'. Chris Devlin offered skillfúl editorial 

suggestions ar rhe Jasr srages of revision. 

2. Sec especially E\'e KosoEky Sedgwick, "Socraric Rapturcs , Socraric Ruptures: 

Nores Toward Queer Performativiry," in EII.~lish [lISide and O¡¡/:T)¡" Places ofLirerary 

Crilicis/1/, ",dired with an Introduetio n by Susan Gubar and Jonathan Kamholrz 

(NewYork, 1993), pp. 122-136, and also material no\\' gathered in the introduc­

tion te rhis volume. ThinkLng about !Jer material on Hcnry James led me, fairly 

dirccdy, to my formulations about the sigllif¡canee of illocutionary suspense. 1 plan 

tO pursuc rhe eOllllcctions between rhese proj ecrs in Jnorher essay. Se.e also Judith 

Budcr, Ge,.¡der v'ollble: Felllillism al1d r/re Subvosiol1 f!f Ide/1tity (New York, 1990), and 

her cssay enritled "Critieally Queer," GLQ 1:1 (1993) , pp. 17-32, wojeh picks up 

sorne of Sedgwiek's themes about Austin. lt \vas Sedg\'''ick's conjunction of"per­

formancc" J!ld "pert(lrmativity," aJong with her faithful instigations, which produced 

the occasion which hroughr 111)' investigarions to th eir present shape. 

3. 	Thc importan ce of the faet that the explicir performative shares with the con ­

stative the gralllmaticaJ form of a "statement" is often overlooked or J1unimized. 

(See Austin , pp. 3-5.) One thing that is emphasized by this commonaliry of form 

is that it rcquire., an aet of speeeh to "make a statement" as much as it require.s an 

act of spccch to makc a ber or a.dvise you of your rights. In both cases, J sentence 

of a certain form gets used to perform an act. Ultilllately, Austin is insisring on 

the primacy of the act of speech in botll the peITorrllJtiw amI the consratlve utter­

anet:. He il 1l0t challenging the possihility of Imking "starnllt'nrs" (whether true 

or false); he is chal1enging the phtlO \( ll'ltie,d \('I"I"II( \' {" I.d:(· t11l' ¡'lrIll uf tbe 

'\tatl~I1H:nt" or the Hpropo'\iliull" ,[', Illt ' líll ~1 111 '. 1 11 I H II ' II' l).', !!.1I 1.ltq~(l!-V tllat Jo.; fUIl­

d:llllC!lt,tI f'.l r I'hil"'''I'Il<'I" ' I hl '. 1"11< 11 11< \' ~'" \' I!II 1 1(, f1d (' ll( VI" Llk" Ihe 
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sratement as <lll "entiry" rhar il logicdBy or metaphysi.caIJy independent of the v:J r­


jous aces of rnaking a st¡¡tement. (See AUltin , pp. 1,139.) 


4. J. H illis Miller, Trapes, Parables, Perforl11atives: Essays 01/ TWi!lI tieth -CeniLlry Litera/are 


(Durhalll, 1991), p. 139. 


5. Miller, p. 145. In rhis passage, MiIler contrases rhe Jcr of"positing" (Erselz c/1) in the 


performative of utterance wirh an aet of Erh/1/1C11, presumably to he translated as 


"kn.owledge" or " rccognition." This terminology seems ro deri ve (rQl\1 Paul de 


Man's reading of Nietzsche's reading of Descartes and rhe epistemological rradi­


rion of Western philosophy. (See, for ill5tanee, de Man, / llIcgories ofReadil'IS IN ew 


Haven. 1979]. pp. 119-124.) Hillis MiUer me;¡Sll reS whar he caBs the "human per­


formative" of "1 now pronoullce you husband and wife" agaiIJ5t Cod:sfiat ¡l/X (pp. 139 


and 145). Since rhis confuses rhe norion of rhe perfonnarive with rhe impe.rative 


form of "Lct rhere be light," it il diffielllt to see how this discussion can be applied 


to Austin's work. It is probanly \Vorth pursuing rhe fact thar Cod does nor deal in 


pelfonnarivcs. 


6. Jacqucs Derrida , "Signature, Event, Context." 1 cite the version published in M(¡~Rills 


ofPlllwsopl¡y, transo Alan Ihss (Cbicago, 1982), p. 322. 


7. Oerrida, p. 321 . 

8. 	Til110thy GO Llld, "Afre rmarhs of che Modern: The ExclLlsions of Phil osophy in 


Richard Rorty,JJcques Derrida and Stanley CaveU," in Afier tlle F~j!¡¡re: Posll/lodcm 


Times and Places, ~d . Gary Snapiro (Albany, \990). pp. J35- 153.1 do not supposc 


tbat my es~ay is inunUIlC ro the difficulties rhar it describes. 


9. 	Nor, [ rnight add, is Austin very in ten:$tcd in mat other, oft-ci ted, N ietzschean trope, 


narndy, thar of rruto as a !nobill' army of rnt: raphors and metonymies. 


10. Stanley CavelL A Piteh of PI¡¡Iosoplly (Cambridge, 1994), p. 80. See especially Chapter 

2, " Coll nter-Philosophy and che Pawn of Voice." 1 am grarefllJ to Cave.ll RJr a type­

scripr of th tse iuvestigations, as welJ a~ for reading an earlier draft of rhis essay and 

offeriDg a series of usabIt! suggestions. 

1 I 	 This is aJso ch e pbce, i.t seems ro me, of the deepest afilnir)' of my project \vith 

Jlldith Butler's analysis of tlle discursive fo rrnations an d consrructions of gc nder 

in Ge~l(/er Trouble. In rhe longer ser of investigations, of which tbis essay is tbe sec­

ond installm enr tO be publisbed, 1 charactcrize one aspecr of Butler's vision of 

rhe social J$ a realm rhar secretes the scari fY ing ¡¡nd stigmatizing names of rhin!;,,,, 

Jnd people and c<lregories. This secretion works as if by narure--or as if by magic 

It now s"ems sorne times as if our various tyrannical regil11es, whether social or 

philosopbical. have shr unk back from explicit aces of speech, wherher perfonua­

ti ve or Ct)J1srarive. Perhaps dley have evcn shrunk back from procIJiming themselves 

in words at all. Hence Butler's efforts ro rcnder audible rhe linguisric aspecr or 

pt; rfclrl1l:incl' ni rhe \oc i:d becomes, if nor quite a step in rhe righr direction (since 

\Ve do IIDI kllow whl'Il' 111 ,1\ IIllght be), at !cast a step av.ay from om paralysis. 
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12. Discussion of this and other related matters concerning AustiJl are to be fOllnd in 

Ted Cohen's "lllocutions and Perlocutions ," FOllmlalÍol1s ojLanguage 9 (1973). A good 

deal of my understanding of what I am going to eail illocutionary suspense has 

emerged from my reflections on this essay and on discussions with Cohen about 

Austin and other matters. 

13. 	I am Ieaving open the featun: of my account that alIows for sornething of an echo 

of the phenomena of deferred action-of NlUhlrii;¿lichkeil . [n my choice of the ter m 

"dday," there is also a bit of a nod to Derrida 's emphasizing of"deferral" in his vari­

ations on the theme of difTéranee. 

14. 	Thís knowability of an íllocutionary act-even of its limited happin ess-is 

what is most directly denicd when Hillis Millcr asserts that a performatívc is 

not "verifiable ." 

15. Hegel, Phenomenolo,{[)' cfMind, trans.]. B. Baillie, 2nd ed. (London, 1949), pp. 474-478 

16. See Cavell, A Pileh oj Philosophy. 

17. Austin, Papers, p. 203. 

18. See, for instance, Austin, How 10 Do Th¡'(~s witi1 ¡'¡'brds, pp. 9, 22, 104. 

19. Cavell, A Pitclz cf Philosophy. These are among the key passages that Derrida seizcd 

upon in "Signature, Event, Context," thereby influencing at least a generation of 

Austin's rcaders. 

20. Or indeed of other forms of literatun: and inquiry. 

21. 	My quotations, except where indicatcd , follo\V the language and the line ntU]l ­

berings of Sophocles J, transo with an introduction by David Grene (Chicago, 

1991).1 have, however, frequently 1l10difi.cd his trallSlation , at th e cost of some 

of his fluency. 

1 first encountered the Antigone in the langllage of the prcvious translator in the 

Chicago series, Elizabeth Wyckoff. 1 üwe hcr a debt for a version of the linguistíc 

powcr of this play that \Vas, apparently, ineradicable. More recently, 1 havc used, to 

the hes t of my abilities, the Greck cdition comained in the Loeb Classical Library, 

with a translation by F. Storrs, first printed in 1912. Part of the final impetus to write 

out some of this material carne from Joan V O'13ricn, Bili/1;¿ual S~leclio/1sJO/' Sophodes ' 

Ant(eone: An Jl1tl'Oductiol1 to theTextjor the Creekless R eader (Carbondale, 1977). 

22. In this play, "counsel," 	and a word for "speech" that is used as a synonym for 

counseI, are thematie. 
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~E REAL MAGIC happens," says 
Anna Deavere Smith, "when the word 
hits your breath."l Those who have 

seen her performances wil1 understand 

the validity of this statement as a 

description of her work. In this essay, 

I want to explore its resonant implica­

tions for professors of the discipline 

that might sti ll be called English: in the 

study of language and culture, litera­

ture is not enough. My theme today 1S 
the interdependence of performance 

and collective memory. It emerges from 

a project that would recast the catego­

ry of !iteratme, as a repository of texts, 
in rdation to \vhat my colleague Ngugi 

wa Thiong'o calls "orature," the range 

of cultural forms invested in speech, 

gesture, song, dance, storytelling, pro­

verbs, customs, rites, and rituals. Ngugi 

defined orature indirectly when he said 

of the singer: "He is a sweet singer 

when everybody joins in. The sweet 
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The white man who made the pencil also made 

the eraser. 

- Yoruba Proverb 

songs last longer, too." As Kwame Anthony Appiah notes, "there are 

many devices for supporting the transmission of a complex and 

nuanced body of practice and belief without writing."2 This contin ­

Ll ing dialogue between !iterature and orature, however, does not accept 
J schematized opposition between hteracy and orality as transcendent 

Ü "cg(lri~5; ra th cr, il I'l.'st.s upon the conviction that these modes of 

c o mI1It1lliCllt o ll IliIv¡, I' rodlll \.' d OIH: <wother interactively over time, 

http:1l10difi.cd
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and that their historie operations may be usefully examined under the 

rubric of performance. 

The concept of performance engages "The Politics of T heater" 
through its implícit critique of the cultural!y eoded meaning of the 

word theater. Derived from the Gre ek word for seeing and sight, 

theater, like theory, is a limiting term for a certain kind of spectatorial par­
ticipatíon in a certain kind of event. Pciformance, by contrast, though it 

rrequently makes reference to theatricality as the most fecund metaphor 

for the social dimensions of cultural production, embraces a mueh wider 

range of human behaviors. Such behaviors may indude what Michel 

de Certeau calls "the practice of everyday life," in which the role of spec­

tator expands into that of participant. ' De Certeau's "practice" has itself 

enlarged into an open-ended category marked "performative." As the 
Editar's Note to a recent íssue of PMLA ("Special Topie: Performance") 

observes: "What once was an event has become a critical category, now 

applied to everything from a play to a war to a meaL The perf01i lTlative 
... is a cultural act, a critical perspective, a polítical in terven tion .". 

From the perspective of the interdiscipline-or the postdisci­

pline-of performance studies, poised on the cusp of th e arts and 

human sciences, moving between anthropolo!:,'Y and theater, the tcrm 
pl'tjoflnanw ma)' be more precisely de1ineated as what Richard Schechner 

ealls the "restoration of behavior." "Resto red behavior" or "twice­

behaved behavior" is that whieh can be repeated, rehearsed, and aboye 

al! recrl'atcd -' But therein h es an anomaly that evokes Anna D eavere 

Smith's "magic." The paradox of the restOration of behavior resides 

in the phenomenon of repetition it,elE no action or sequence of actions 

may be performed exactly the same way t\Vice; th ey mu st be rein­

vented or recreated at each appearance. In thís improvisatory behavioral 

space, memory reveals itself as ímagination. 

Variations on thc theme of "repetitíon wíth a difference" may be 

discerned, of course, in a range of poststructuralist positions. Most per­
tinent to my concerns today, the Afriean-American tradition of 

"signif)rin(g)," as explained by Hcnry Louis C ates ,JI"., with reference to 

Jelly Roll )',,10rton 's ~t0111p v:lri.lrÍl 1\1 (111 S,()I I I\)pli n '~ rag, and applied 

as "repctítiOI1 wit·h rl'vi,i()lI" I n Ynruh.1 Illu.d by Marg<1rct Thompsol1 
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Big Chief 80 Dollis,Wild Magnoli"as Mardi Gras Indian Tribe, at "Hercules" Gateman Funeral, 1979. 
Photo: Michael P. Smith 

0rewal," illuminates the theoretical pc, :;sibilities of restored bch:l"ior, 

not merely as the recapitulation, but as thc transformation of cxperi­

ence through the renc\VJI of ies cultural forms. In this SC11SC, performance 

ofLrs itself as a governing concept for htcrature and orature alike. 

Thus understood, performance highli ghts a distinction between 

social memory and history as diffcrc'lt forms of cultural transmission 

across time: memory requires col!ective participation, whether at the­

atrical events, shamaruc ritllals, or Olympic opening ceremonies; history 

entails the critical (and apparcntly solitary) interpretation of wrirten 

records. Both also fllnction as forms of forgetting: cultures select what 

they transmit through memory and histor)'- The persistencc of col­

lective memory through restored behavior, however, represents an 

alternative and potentially contestatory form of knowledge-bodily 
knowledge, habit, custom. The academic preoecupation with textual 

knowledge-whereby a culture continually refers itself to its archives­
tends to discrcdit I11cmory in the name of history7 In fact, both forms 

of culturallr;111~lIlis,ion have their distínctive efficaeies: textual knowl­

edgc, {lJr ill\r.II\Cl·, tl llliq ~ 11 ji Ir01vc ls apparently intact through space and 
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time, obviously lacks the vitality of kinesthetic awareness that charac­

terizes the participatory enactments of memory. Knowledge of such 

memories comes more readily to the observer-participant, who has 

danced the dance or joined the procession, than it do es to the reader. 

At the same time, the diachronous relations of such pelformances can 

quite readily disappear from critical consciousness, transforming mem­
ory into the most volatile forms of nostalgia. 

130th history and memory participate in the production of restored 

behavior, circulating in performance genres as diverse as street carni­

vals, intelligence testing (which measures "performance") , postoperative 

therapies for breast prostheses, slave auctions, and operas. The study of 

restored behaviors in their diachronous dimension, however, is a rela­
tively new field of research, organizing itself around what lea!! 

"geuealogies of performance." Genealogies of performance "document 

the hjstorical transmission and dissemination of cultural practices through 
collective representations."B For this formulation, I am indebted to 

Jonathan Arac's defmition, revising Nietzsche and Foucault, of a "crit­

ical genealogy," which "aims to excavate the past that is necessary to 

account for how we got here and the past that is usefui for conceiving 
alternatives to our present condition."9 Genealogies of performance 

approach literature as a repository of the restored behaviors of the past. 
They excavate the lineage of restored behaviors still at least partially 

visible in contemporary culture, in efrect "writing the history of the 

present."1O But they intensif)r when they treat performances of cultur­

al self-declaration in the face of encounter and exchange-the 

performance of culture in the moment of its most acute reflexivity, 

when it attempts to explain and to justif)r itself to others. For this rea­

son, my argument, as my tide indica tes, is geographically located in 

broad hemispheric vortices as well as local sites, and this location itself 

requires some explanation. 

I began with the Yoruban proverb, itself a powerfully compact 

mnemonic conveyance, to emphasize the indispensability of African 
diasporic and Native American memories tu J\ly account of culture and 

performance. I insist on tlll' tl'rIlI áltlllll Atl.lllti r, ,I~ opposed ro fral15­

Atlantic, to llndl'rSCOrl' tlw l()1\ Ipd li lle 1 n lt h .. 1 11.11 ti ( ¡il my's observation: 
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"A new strucrure of culrural exchange ha.-; been built up across the impe­

rial networks which once played host to the triangular trade of sugar, 
slaves and capital."} } The creation of those imperial networks, which 

was one of the most vastly consequential undertakings of the eady mod­

ern period in Europe or of any other time in human history, required 

modernizaüon of the European economy predicated on the genocidal 
exploitation of West Afi:ican and American peoples. What compels me 

in restating this fact of history is a claim I want to make about the cre­

ation of the triangle of exchange between Northern Europe, Africa, 

and the Americas: the vast scaJe of the project-and the scope of the 

contact between cultures it required-limited the degree to which it 
could be eradicated from the memory of those who had the deepest 

motivation and the surest means to forget it; but it also fostered com­

plex and ingenious schemes to displace, refashion, and transfer those 

persistent memories into represelltations more amenable to those who 
most frequently wielded the pencil and the eraser. In that sen se, the cre­

ation of the circul11-Atlantic world is a monumental srudy in the pleasures 
and torments of incomplete forgetting. 

Historians have attended to the shift of decisive trade and power 
rivalries fr0111 the M editerranean world to the Atlantic, which occurred 

in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, especially in 

the years leading up to and imm ediately following the Treaty of 

U trecht in 1713. 11 The rivalry between Britain and France, particu­

lady their struggle to dominate the slave economies in the West lndies 

and North America, shaped the cultural formations I am addressing 

here and the performances by which they are memorialized. The cul­

tural politics of the odyssey from Mediterranean to Adantic made it 

an epic story, living on the tips of many tongues. 13 As Homer and the 

tragic dramatists recorded and celebrated what they saw as the enor­

mous, epochal shift of cultural and political gravity from the Asiatic 

world to the Mycenaean, as Virgil immortalized the similar 

movement out from the Aegean into the larger world of l11are nos­

trum, so the poets, dramatists, and storytellers of the early modern 

pcriod could ol1ce 3gain poetically witness a transfer of the imperial 
vo rlex fnH l 1 il , lIi \tor i, IOCllS. 
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Afríca plays a hinge-role in turning the Mediterranean-centered 

consciousness of European memory into an Atlantic-centered one, 

and not only because Atiican labor produced the addictive substances 

(sugar, coffee, tobacco, and-most in sidiously-sugar and chocolate 

in combination) that revolutionized the world economy. l' The scope 

of that role largely disappears from history until faidy recent times: 
Afr ica leaves its historic traces amid the incomplete erasures, beneath 

the superscriptions, and vvithin the layered palimpsests of more-or­

less systematic cultural misrecognition. But diasporic Africa also leaves 

much more than historic traces; it regenerates the living enactments 

of memory through orature-and more recently through literature, 

whi ch no\V links the perimeter of the circum-Atlan tic \,vorld 

(American, Caribbean, African) with lyrics, narratives, and dramas of 

world-historical prominence. 
I will focus here on a particular kind of performance--the funer­

al, as it is both represented in literature and enacted through orature. 

On the one hand, customs of death and burial, changing slowly over 

time, serve as grist for the mili of the annalistes: historical practices so 

conservative that even over the IOI1¡¿lte dltrée they look like structures. 

On the other hand, funerals can easily and often do become sites for 

the enunciation and contestation of topical issues. They are also char­

acterized by the conditions of speci[¡city that, according to 

ethnographer Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett , attract investigators to 

such si tes: "performance-oriented approaches to culture place a pre­
mium on the particularities of human action, on language as spoken 

and ritual as performed."15 
In establishing the genealogy of cÍrcum-Atlantic performance gen­

res, multimedia events prove the most promising, perhaps beca use their 

varied sensory modalities provide different kinds of memories. The 

funeral frequently combines music, poetry, drama tic acríon, and spec­
tacle in a form that resembles opera, a coincidence that Wagner \Vas 

neither the [¡rst nor last composer to exploit. The operatic mode of 

performance unites literature and orature, especially in the baroque 

opera seria, which delegated m~lny of its VOc.¡] dft'Cts to th e singers' 

improvisations. The lllOst CI..' k br.lr(·d P;IS' , I~1.: il! e.lrly En glish opera, 
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for instance, is the fillal aria sllng by Dido, Queen of Carthage, in 

H enry Purcell's Dido and Afl1cas, which is followed by a chorus that 

describes th e obsequies perforrned to commemorate her death. This 

enactment of M editenanean encounter, rupture, and dynastic estab­

lishment premiered in an amateur performance at a girls' school in 

1689, the same year that James 11 involuntarily turned his interest in 

the Royal Africa Cornpany, founded by brother Charles in 1672, over 

to its ambitious investors and sailed away"" There has been informed 

speculation about the local political allegory of Dido ar·/d Aeneas relat­

ing to the royal succession and Williamite polic)','7 but my genealogical 

reading is circum-Atlantic in scope. 

The Iibretto of Dido is by N ahum Tate, better remembered for 
his improvements to Kin¡¿ Lea,.. In fact, a l1umber of Tate's works for 

the stage derive directly or indirectly from the materials in Geoffrey 

of Monmollth's Historia Rel~1I11 Britanniae, a narrative from which he 

grafted sorne details onto the fourth book of Virgil's Aeneid to pro­

duc e the Dido libretto. In th e 16705, Tate had begun a play on the 

] )ido and Aeneas story, but he decided to adapt the plot to fit the epic 

voyagcs of the legendary Trojan .BrutllS, Aeneas's grandson (or great­

grandson in sorne versions). In this play, called Brutus oJA/ha; or, the 

El1chanted LOIJers (1678) , the he ro loves and leaves the Queen of 

Syracuse as Aeneas abandons the Q ueen of Carthage: the grandfather 

sails away to found Rome; the grandson, according to Tate's drama­

rization of Geoffrey of Monmouth's account of the oral tradition, 

sails away to found Britain. 

Moving from the Mediterranean world to the Atlantic, this myth­

ic reiteratiol1 of origins, an evocation of collective memory, hinges on 

the narrative of abandonment, a pubhc performance of forgetting. 

In the score's most stunning moment of musical declamation, which 

prepares for the death of the forsaken queen and the observances 

performed over her body, Tate gave Purcell a deceptively simple line 

to set. As A.eneas sets sail fm Rome and empire, Dido's last words seem 

to speak for rh e victims of transoceanic ambitions: 

RemelllbN 1111'. bu! Jh' rOrRe! my rate." 
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Dido pleads that she may be remembered as a woman, even as the most 

pertinent events of her story are erased, a sentiment that more appo­

sitely ex:presses the agenda of the departing Trojans. Dryden's translation 

of Virgil catches the drama of this decisive moment: 

Dire auguries from hence the Trojans draw; 


Till neither fires nor shining shores they saw. 


Now seas and skies their prospect only bound; 


An empty space aboye, a floating field around." 


As Aeneas casts a parting look back to the rising pillar of smoke, his 

ambivalence fuses memory and forgetting into one gesture. In that ges­

ture, he enacts the historic tendency of Europeans, when reminded, to 

recall only emotions of deep love for the peoples whose cultures they 

have left in flames, emotions predicated on the sublime vanity that their 

eady departure would not have been ce1ebrated 10caUy as deliverance. 

The key to the genealogy of performance derived from this 

moment of a Restoration opera, hmvever, rests on the musical setting 

for the text. The ground bass accompaniment for the vocalline of 

Dido's lament is a chaconne. This form became widely popular in 

Emope at the beginning of the seventeenth century, úrst in Spain, as 

a dance in triple meter with erotic connotations, then in France, as a 

more stately court dance, associated especiall)' with weddings. Purcell 

carne to know it ITom the French. T he only agreement about the ori ­

gin of what the Spanish call the chacona and the 1 talians ciaccona, 

however, is that it was not European, and that it drove women craz)'. 

Spaniards attributed Ít to the Indians of Peru or perhaps the West 

Indies, where it gave its name to a mythical island, a utopia also called 

Cucuña (or ]n English "Cockaigne"). Beauchamps, the French danc­

ing master, confIdently traced the chaconne to Africa. 2 
!1 

Whatever the precise history of the chaconne across four conti ­

nents, the very confusions about Íts points of origin suggest its 

emergence out of an eady version of what James Clifford describes 
as the "creolized 'interculturc'" of the Carihh(';\ll. '1 1ts assil11ilation into 

the musical Jife of ;¡ rllllShillg seh o (>! fnr lb ughtc rs of Englisb 
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merchants suggests the invisible domestication and consumption of 

the Atlantic triangle's vast cultural produce, which, like sugar, its tex­

tures effaced, metamorphosed from brown syrup into white powder, 

until only the sweetness remained. That Dido's fInallament, stately 

threnody that it is, derives its cadences and musical style from a for­

gotten Native American or African form, lends an eerily doubled 

meaning to the queen's invocation of memory as her lover sails bold­

Iy away from the coast of Africa, bound for amnesia. 

The cultural appropriation that plays Ítself out along the routes of 

the circum-Atlantic triangle-conjoining and resegregating Europeans, 

Africans, and Native Americans-appears most emphatically where 

the genealogy of performance encompasses what 1 call surrogation, 

the theatrical principIe of substitution of one persona for another. 

The trianf,Jl.1lar relationship of white, red, and black peoples seems both 

to threaten and accelerate the process of surrogatioFl, which requires 

th e elimination or the abjection of the third party. 

T he impetus of circum-Atlantic contact to performative se1f-defi­

nition through cultural surrogation produced diverse effects at various 

sites along the oceanic rimo In a recent study of the role of theatricali­

ty in the eady culrural history of the United States, for instance, Dcclaril1;f; 

lndepmdellcc:]¡;lfásol1, Natural lAnguagc, a/1d the Culture 01 Peifol'mance,jay 

Fliegelman begins with the significant but neglected fact that the 

Declaration of Independence was just that-a document written to be 

spoken aloud as orator)'- He goes on to document generally the eLocu­

tionar)' dimension of Anglo-American self-invention, which emerged 

in relationsrup to Native Americans, on one hand, and Africans, on the 

other. Thomas jefferson identifIed the supposedly transparent Anglo­

Americans with the "natural e1oquence" of fndian orators. When he 

\Vas accused of inventing the words of the Shawnee chief Logan's great 

~peech in Notes on the State ifVilgillia,]efferson replied that its author­

~ h ip was immaterial because, in any case, "it \\fould still have been 

American."21 This same desideratum disqualitled Africans ITom political 

l'xpression, however, because the supposed uniformity and fixity of their 

(olor allegeJly rl'ndereJ dWll1 il1scrutable behind what Thomas ]efferson 

~, d kd "tlur illlllI U\. !l ,1l' w il (,f hbck which covers aU the ernotions."21 
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Like theatrical doubling, surrogation operates in two modes. In 

the first mode, one actor stands in for another (as in the film trade's 

"stunt double" or "body double") so that, in effect, two actors share 

one mask. In the second mode of doubling, one actor plays more 

than one role-two (o r more) masks appear on one actor. In the 

doubling of Logan,jefferson casts himself as stand-in for the Shawnee 
chief: two actors wear the one mask coded "American." By COlltrast, 

in the doubling accomplished by blackfaced minstrelsy, one actor 

wears two distinct rnasks-the mask of blackness on the surface and 
the mas k of whiteness underneath, which the printed programs for 

minstrel shows ostentatiously feature in portraits of the performers 

out of makeup, acting white. !.' In the first case, the surrogated orig­

inal, the Native American, disappears into white speech. In the 

second, the doubled African American remains ventriloquized. In 

both cases, Anglo-American self-definition occurs in performances 

that feature the obligatory disappearance or captive presence of cir­

cum-Atlantic cohabitants. 
Performances of encounter, however, do not belong to Europeans 

by right of manifest destiny. Circum-Atlantic contact and cultural 

exchange between Native Americans and Africans have produced per­

formance traditions in the Caribbean and, on its northernmost rim, 

in Louisiana, that flourish today, though their rich meanings depend 

on relationships forged in colonial times. M y work on performance 

genealogies began when I first learned about the .Mardi Gras Jndian 
"tribes" of New Orleans,African Americans ",ho parade as Native 

Americans (in gorgeous, fantastical, hand-sewn costumes) and there­

{ore reenact at carnival time the historical sense of the shared experience 

of peoples from two continents.1
; 

The persistent power of surrogation in the performance of such 

cultural and ethnic difference resides , 1 believe, in the social lirninali­

ty of the designated performers. According to Victor Turner, the 
temporary liminality of the performer in "social dramas" (such as rites 

of passage) creates conditions of refle xivir}. uf cultural se1f-con­
sciousness, or in Turner's DWII words, ": 1 hllli ll,¡j ,ll l', l o f rransp3rency 

in the otherwise opaque sm{lI l' nI "·.~II 1.II '.III I t:\t·lll ll¡] ~\I ciól llite."~" Ar 
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the limit of the boundaries of a culture, performers are paradoxically 

"at once the distillation and typification of its corporate identity."17 

From this perspective, the funerals of actors provide particularly 

prornising si tes for performance genealogies, because they involve a fig­

ure whose perfimlunce of both liminality and surrogation was all in a 

day's work. In any funeral, the liminal body of the deceased literally per­

forms the limits of the community caBed into being by the need to 

rnark its passing. United around a corpse that is no longer inside but not 

yet outside its boundaries , the community reflects upon the construct­

edness, the permeability, and not infrequently the vio\ence of its borders.:!X 

Liminality helps to explain why transvestism, for instance, seems 

historically constitutive of performance, a prior urgency to which the 

theater provides an epiphenomenal elaboration or publicity. Marjorie 
Garber's insightful account of the funeral of Laurence Olivier ("a trans­

vestite Olivier") as the surrogated burial of Shakespeare in Westminster 

Abbey ("only this time, much more satisfyingly, with a body") focuses 
on the uses of liminality in the creation of memory: "That irnpossible 

event in Iiterary history, a state funeral for the poet-playwright who 

defines Weste rn culture, doing him appropriate homage-an event 

long-thwarted by the galling absence of certainty about his identity 
and w hereabouts-had now at last taken place."2'J While I warmly 

embrace this analysis of the meaning of the event, 1 argue that it was 

hardly the first of sllch rituals , but rather one repetition among many 

in a genealogy of performance that dates from at least 1710. In such 

obsequies, the dead actor stood in for the 13ard, who stood in for the 

imagined community, summoned into illusor)' fullness of being by the 

performance of what it thought it was noto Unlike the arL'i:ious atmos­

phere of homophob ia and misogyny that produced the transvestite 

liminality necessary to Olivier's apotheosis as a surrogated double, how­
ever, the sacred monsters of earlier times were produced by "playing 

off" the circum-Atlantic world's obsession with race. 

[n a somber, even hauming Taller number (May 4, 1710), Richard 

Steele recounts hi, t:wning wrdk to the cloisters of Westminster Abbey, 

lhcre to attl'lId t ll l' Inl l.'lI l1l'nt 0 1' rhe rcmains of Thornas lletterton , the 

In()st cl'kbr,1tnl ,1111.\1 ,_,1 th 1I . I~~l' As Stc.:clt: stand, in the lengthening 
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shadows of the burial place of English kings, awaiting the corpse of a 

stage player, he reflects on the kindred significance of two kinds of per­

formance: first, the public rites and obsequies accorded to the venerated 

dead; second, the expressive power and the didactic gravity of the stage. 

"There is no Human Invention," he concludes, "so aptly calculated for 

the forming a Free-born people as that of a Theatre." '" In the ci"ic­

minded,Augustan language of liberal moral instruction, Steele's eulob'Y 

sets forth the principal argument that 1 am trying to make about the 

stimulus of restored behavior to the production of cultural memory in 

the crucible of human difference along the circum-Atlantic rimo 

Betterton's funeral in 1710 marked the end of a fifty-year career 

(sorne have called it a "reign") on the London stage. In that time, he 

played over 183 roles in every genre, 131 of which he created. 1 1 

Contemporaries took pride in Betterton 's link to Shakespeare through 

bodily memory across the gulf of the Interregnum: the actor learned 

the physical business and intonations of sorne roles fram Davenant, 

who claimed to have learned them from Taylor, whom Sh akespeare 

supposedly coached in persono In an age that had a low opinion of 

actors and actresses on principIe, Uetterton's burial in Westminster 

Abbey was momentous. When Steele surveyed the entirety of the 

English Roscius 's career, however, he chose one special role from th e 

183 to demonstrate the defining power of theatrical performance in 

"the forming of a Free-born people": 

I have hardly a NOlion thal any Performer of Anliquity could surpass Ihe Aclion of 

Mr. Betterlon on any of Ihe Occasions in which he has appeared on our Stage. The 

wonderful Agony which he appeared in, when he examined Ihe Circumslances of Ihe 

Handkerchief in Othe//o; Ihe Mixlure of Love Ihal inlruded upon his Mind upon Ihe 

innocenl Answers Desdemona makes, belrayed in his Geslure such a Variely and 

Vicissitude of Passions, as would admonish a Man lo be afraid of his own Hearl, and 

perfectly convince him, Ihat il is to slab il, lo admil Ihat worsl of Daggers, jealousy. 

Whoever reads in his Closel this admirable Scene, will find Ihat he cannot, except 

he has as warm an Imagination as Shakespeare himself, find any but dry, incoherent, 

and broken Senlences: but a Reader that has seen Belterton acl it, observes there 

could nol be aWord added; that longfr Spm h had be en !Innatural, nay impossible, 
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in Ome/Io's Circumstances. The charming Passage in the same Tragedy, where he te lis 


Ihe Manner of winning Ihe Affeclion of his Mislress, was urged wilh so moving and 


graceful and Energy, Ihat while I walked in Ihe Cloysters [of Weslminster Abbey], I 


Ihoughl of him wilh Ihe same Concern as if I wailed for the Remains of a Person 


who had in real Life done all Ihal I had seen him represen!." 


Betterton, paragon of Anglo Ol·ature, vessel of its collective memory, 


thus doubles Shakespeare in Steele's vision of "forming a Free-born 


people," but he does so wearing blackface,just as Thomas jefferson 


did it in war paint, and Lord Olivier more recently played it in drago 


In circum-Atlantic terms, canon formation in European culture 

parallels the spiritual principIe to which bell hooks, in her essay on 

"Black Indians," attributes the deep affinity of African and Native 

American peoples: "that the dead stay among us sO that we wil! not 

forget." '!'! This principIe animates the deer1y moving account by Kwame 

Anthony Appiah of the funeral of his father, in whose house, we are 

made to understand, \Vere many mansions: "Only something so par­

ticular as a single life-as my father's life, encapsulated in the complex 

pattern of social and personal relations around his coffin-could cap­

ture the multiplicity of our lives in the postcolonial world."J' Around 

the Atlantic rim today, this principie of memory and identity stil! pro­

vo kes intercultural struggles over the possession of the dead by the 

living. These struggles take many forms, of which the most remark­

able are those in which the participatory techniques of orature--people 
speaking in one another's voices-predominate. 

Last year in New Orleans,joe August, the rhythm and blues pio­

neer known as "Mr. Google Eyes ," was buried "with music." To be 

buried with music in New Orleans means that the ordinary service 

will be followed by what the death no tices call a "traditional j azz 

Funeral." jazz funerals represent festive occasions in the community­

no disrespect for the dead intended. As Willie Pajaud, trumpeter for 

the Eureka 13rass Dand, put it: 'Td rather playa funeral than eat a turkey 

dinner.".l; Well -kn own and esteemed local musicians, black or white, 

willlikely n:'· l: iw ~t l\: [¡ .t send off, andjoe AUf,'Ust, who recorded "Poppa 

Stoppa\ lit' 11111' 1I1I1 l"" "'1 C o!eman Records , and "No Wine, No 
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Women" and "Rough and Rocky Road" for Columbia, who also wrote 

one of Johnny Ace's biggest hits, "Please Forgive Me," and who found­

ed the activist agency 13lacks That Give a Damn, qualified on both 

counts.Y ' Before the Olympia Brass Band led the way to the cemetery, 

Malcolm Rebennack, better known as Dr.John, the white jazz celebri­

ty, eulogized Joe August thus: "it is with great pride that we carry the 

message of the blues that you instilled in us as children."" 
The festive procession of the Jazz Funeral then followed, and Joe 

August's remains were escorted towards the cemetery by a crowd of 

mourners, following the elegant grand marshall (or "Nelson") and the 

band, in a restoration of behavior that participants trace to West Africa, 

a recreated diasporic memory.3H Gwendolyn Midlo Hall, in her magis­

terial Africans in Colonial Louisiana, documents the discrete pattern 

whereby the French imported slaves from one area of West Africa. 

Following the Treaty of Utrecht in 1713, the French slavers evaded the 

British domination of the West Indian slave trade (and eschewed the 

British practice of mixing together African peoples from different lan­

guage groups and cultures) by concentrating on Mandekan-speaking 

peoples from Senegambia. One consequence of this French policy \Vas 

a cohesion and continuity in Louisiana slave society that enabled it to 

retain performance-rich African traditions relatively intact, including 

celebrations of death founded on religious belief in the participation 

of ancestral spirits in the world of the present. After the suppression of 

the great slave revolt of 1795, for instance, "festivals of the dead," held 

in defiance of the authorities, honored the executed freedom fighters .~') 
In opposition to the official voice of history, which, like Aeneas 

looking back on the pillar of smoke, has tended to emphasize the cul­

tural annihilations uf the diaspora, the voice of collective memory, 

which derives from performance, speaks of the stubborn reinventive­

ness of restored behavior. Funerals offer an occasion for the playing out 

of what James C. Scott, in D0111ination and the Arts of Rcsistancc, calls 

"hidden transcripts ."4l1 Translating Scott's terms to the history of 

Afrocentric funeral rites in Louisiana, " festivals of the dead" became a 

vehicle for the covert exprl'ssioll of ofticially discouraged solidarity 

masked by publidy pl'r1 lli\\ ibJ¡- C"'¡Hl'\\l! II \\ nI IlJO"urning. The fact of 
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broad participation itself, then, may silently resist the dominant public 

transcript by affirming the rites of collective memory. When the French 

naturalist Claude C. Robin visited New Odeans at the time of the sale 

of Louisiana to the United States, he remarked: "1 have noticed espe­

(jaUy in the city that the funerals of white people are only attended by 

a tew, those of colored people are attended by a crowd, and mulattoes, 

quadroons married to white people, do not disdain attending the funer­

al of a black."41 Such a performance event opens up, with its formal 

repetitions, a space for play. Its genius for participation resides in the 

very expandability of the procession: marchers with very different con­

nections to the deceased (or perhaps no connectiuns at all) join together 

on the occasion to make connections with one another. In 1962, 

R ichard Allen, an observer of the revelers in the most joyous part of a 

Jazz Funeral (after the bod)' is "cut loo,e" and sent on its way), noted: 

"At least t\Vo boys and t\Vo wornen dancing with partners of opposite 

sex and color." 42 In the midst of this extraordinary Afrocentric ritual, 

however, in the very space it has created for memory as improvisation, 

the process of circull1-Atlantic surrogation unfolds. Dr.John, who eulo­

gized Joe August, is a w hite man who takes his stage name from the 

formidable, nineteenth-century N ew Orleans Voodoo, alias Bayou John, 

who intimidated siaves and slaveholders alike. Malcoll11 Rebennack 

spoke the eulogy under his own name as a carrier of the "message of 

b]ues," instilled in mm by Joe August, but he records and performs under 

th e assum ed narne of Dr. John, who c1aimed that he was a Senegalese 

Prince, whose face was scarified in the AfTican manner, and whose voice, 

ie was said, could be heard from two miles away,4J Perhaps it can be 

heard across surprising expanses of time as well. 

In 1960,Joe August, who got his stage name for the wa)' he once 

looked at a \va itress, was arrested and charged lInder Louisiana's anti­

l11iscegenation law. Although the charges w ere eventually dropped, 

his career, as his obituary put it, "slowed." The state of liminality, Iike 

lhe State of Louisiana, both of which ethnographers find so rich in 

L' l!ltural expressiVt'ne~s . can be very hard on the people who are actu­

,dly tryillg to liw llw rl. 111 rdation to southern protocols of ocular 

.ircUJIlSp!'dillll I ldW'~C IJ Ill v r. l n.:~ . the adoptíon of"Mr. Google Eyes" 
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as a stage name proved a tactless choice. Joe August cut his last record 

in 1963, nearly thirty years before his death.'¡ 

Like the fate of the chaconne in the seventeenth century, the con­

tributions of other cultures to Western forms tend to become 

disembodied as "influences," distancing them fr0111 their original con­

texts (and from the likelihood of a contract for their initiators). This 

form of reversed ventriloquism permeates circum-Atlantic performance, 

of which American popular culture is now the most ubiquitous and 

fungible nectar. The voice of African-American rhythm and blues car­
ries awesomely over time and distance, through its cadences, its 

intonations, its accompaniment, and even its gestures. Elvis Presley,like 

Dr.John, inverted the doubling pattern of minstrelsy-black music pours 
from a white fa ce--and this surrogation has begotten others. It seems 

to me that the degree to which this voice haunts American memory, 

the degree to which it promotes obsessive attempts at simularion and 
impersonation , derives from its ghostly power to insinuate memory 

between the lines , in spaces between the words, in the intonation and 

placements by which they are shaped, in the silences by which they are 
deepened or contradicted. By such rneans, the dead remain among the 

living. This is the purview of orature, where poetry travels on the tips 

of tongues and mernory flourishes as the opportunity to participa te. 
Yet, as 1 hope 1 have demonstrated, su eh memories haunt litera­

ture-the libretto of Dido and A eneas, a Taller paper-as pervasively, if 

not as overtly, as they inhabit oratme. At the ourset, 1 identified perfor­

mance as the transformation of experience through the renewal of its 

cultmal forms . 1 want to conclude with the possibility that the study of 

performance might assist in the ongoing renovation of rhe discipline of 
English-not simply as an additive to the coverage rnodel of specialties 

in period and genre, but as a transformative force, revising the place of 

literature in relation to other cultural forms. In my own work 1 have 

tried to recognize that poems, essays, and plays are not simply texts-a 

recognition that is particulady difficult to achieve when virtually all phe­

nomena, fro rn cityscapes to Madonna videos, are I"ead as texts. Rather, 

literary texts participate in a wnrld sy~r!J 1l1 , rhe re1ationship of w hose 

parts are obscured by the n)lHlitiUII\ nr t1w ir I,, ~ .d pruduction and often 
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ignored by a discipline thar devalues an)' form of production except the 

textual-with the bizarre exception of conference papers. 


Although theories of colonial and postcolonial discourse have 
done a great deal to liberate the field from the conflnes of its acade­

mi c insularity, the relation of a text to its colonial or postcolonial 

context is most frequentIy presented as a process in which the ins ular 
tex t is constituted by its opposition to a racial or cultural Other. But 

that formulation reduces the Other to a role of simple instrumental­

iry in a process that is effective only to the extent that it eras es its 

instrument. Genealogies of performance, however, resist such erasures 
by taking into account the give and take of transmissions , posted in 

the past, arriving in che present, delivered by living messengers, speak­

ing in tongues not entirely their own. Orature is an art of listening as 
well as speaking; improvisation is an art of collective memory as well 

as invention; repetition is an art of recreation as well as restoration. 

Texts may obscure what perfor mance tends to reveal: memory chal­
lenges history in the construction of circurn-Atlantic cultures, and it 
revises the yet un w ritten epic of their fabulous cocreation. 
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SANDRA L. RICHARDS 

WHEN ONE REVIEWS anthologies 

of African-American literature and 

criticism, it would seem as though 

drama is not a species of literature, for 
WRITING seldom is it included. Consider, for 

example, Baker and Redmond's Afra­THE ABSENT 
American Literary Study in fhe 1990's, 

where the editors right1y celebrate the POTENTIAL 
creation of a community of scholars 

advancing the production of knowl­DRAMA, 
edge concerning African-American 

PERFORMANCE, literature . Acknowledging that they 

have presented an incomplete rescarch 
AND THE CANON OF agenda, they assert, "Drama and other 

genres of expression, for example, form 
AFRICAN-AMERICAN no part of our consideration. Our 

statements and exchanges are, rather, 
LITERATURE tentative statements of what \Ve think 

is [italics theirsJ the state of Afro­

American literary study at the 

moment. . . . "1 SimilarIy, Cheryl A. 

Wall's edited collection of conference 

presentations, Chan};in,!? Our OWI1 

Words: Essays on Criticism, Theor)' and Writing By Black ¡Van/en offers 

no discussion of drama. 2 Henry Louis Gates,Jr., adopts a different 

stance: two of the seventeen critical readings ofiered in Readil1,{? Black, 

Readin,!? Feminist address playwrights, and the Norto/! Antholo};}' oI 
Afriwn Americall Liferafure project that he is directing may inelude 

five plays al110ng its sclectiollS. ' Yl't 1l00 W uf !he proposed plays were 

written prior to 11)51) , Il', ldi ll!'. 11111' 111 , tlll,· lll d l: Ih;lt, for his teal11 
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of anthologizers, an African-American theater worthy of study begins 

only with Lorraine Hansberry. 

This neglect represents a curious state of aftairs. The critical tradi­

tion within African American literature locates "authentlc" cultural 

expression on the terrain of the folk, but the folk have articulated their 

presence most brilliantly in those realms with which literature is uncom­

fortable, namely in arenas centered in performance. 1 want to engage 

one of the fundamental challenges constituted by the folk insistence 

upon the importance of performance and the literary inheritance of a 

written, hence seemingly stable text. 1 wiII argue that in confronting 

this challenge, one must write the absent potential into criticism; that 

is, in addition to analysis of the written text, one must offer informed 

accounts of the latent intertexts likely to be produced in performance, 

increasing and complicating meaning. Though this assertion may seem 

to threaten the critical enterprise by introducing too many speculative 

variables, though it may for some confirm the rationale for regarding 

drama as a disreputable member of the family of literature, 1 contend 

otherwise. The genre of drama, with its component of embodiment 

through performance, simply spotlights issues of meaning, particularly 

those related to reader response, implícit in other branches of the clan. 

11 

1 imagine that m)' coUeagues in African-American literature might ini­

tially offer two responses to my charge of indifference. They might 

remind me that a similar situation exists within the [¡eld of Western 

literature and drama. Certainly,Jonas Barish argued along those Iines in 

hís The Antitheatrical Prcjudice, and more recently, Susan Harris Smith, 

in an extensive review of the [¡dd, asserted that between 1954 and the 

publication of her artide in 1989, no essay on American drama had 

appeared in P1'vlLA! The list of explanations for this devalued status is 

long Smith argues 

In part because 01 a culturally dominant Puritan distaste lor and suspicion 01 the 

theatre. in part bmuse 01 a persistent. unwavering allegiance to European models, 
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slavish Anglophilia, and a predilection for heightened language cemented by the New 

Critics. in part because of a suspicion of populist. leftist, and realist arto and in part 

because of the dominance of prose and poetry in the hierarchy of genres studied 

in university literature ceurses. American drama has been shelved out of sight.\ 

The British critic C. W E. Bigsby advances another reason: 

The critic approaching theatre encounters or generates a series of resistances. The 

text has already been violated by others in th.e process of its transmission. It oHm 

itself as a product of those violations. Of course aH literary texts suHer similar 

assault. ... But in the case of theatre. the director. actor. designer. lighting engi­

neer is him or herself a critic whose interpretative strategies leave their mark. .. . 

There is a worrying instability. the sense that other unacknowledged col/aborators 

may be implicated in those texts.... The question of authorship becomes 

disturbingly problematic.6 

Continuing in language that is less provocative in its imagery, Bigsby 

also notes, 

And drama does diHer radical/y from the novel and poem in the degree of incom­

pletion necessary to its survival. It is not simply that the written work exists to be 

amplilied.... it is that the text announces and displays its necessary incomple­

tions-necessary because the text has to al/ow for the impress of performance and 

the interaction of the audience.' 

The concern for textual purity captured in Bigsby's imagery may 

not be shared by critics of African-American literature. given a histo­

ry of what Houston Baker and George Lamming before him termed 

commercial deportation and the economics of slavery.8 Instead, my 

colleagues may, with some validity, object that rather than looking over 

the fence wistfully at the wide expanse of Euro-American literary pro­

duction, or at the more circumscribed but nonetheless flourishing area 

devoted to African-American literature, I should survey rhe grounds 

of dramatic criticism, and identifY thosl' t('xt~ instructivl' to their study 

of literature. Within that p:Jtl'h devotl'd lo Arric.lll -AlIlcrican theater, 

cultivatioll is varied: a~ I 11I yW lr It . lv e 1101 11'\1 , jll .111 l""ay 011 AfriclIl-

WRITING THE ABSENT POTENTIAL 

American women playwrights and the Amer,ican dramatic canon," 

since 1985 four anthologies comprising m.ore than twenty plays \;vrit­

ten by wornen have been published. Add to that the reissue of Center 

Stage, a coIIection of plays written in the 1970s and 80s;James Hatch's 

new collection, The RoMs ofAfrican American Drama, an anthology of 

plays written prior to 1940; and William 13ranch 's two collections of 

contemporary works, Black TIwl1der and Crosswinds; as well as the pub­

lication of individual texts by authors such as August Wilson, George 

C. Wolfe, or Adrienne Kennedy, and it would seem that African­

American playwrights are being produced and published in faidy 

respectable numbers. w If one looks to that area of the yard where crit­

icism grows, one wiII discover uneven cultivation: the last five years 

have seen the publication of five books, four of which survey a group 

of playwrights or genre." The posthumous publication of Larry N eal's 

essays, V':sio/'ls of a Líberated Future, along with Amiri 13araka's autobi­

ography, is makíug easier the reassessment currently underway of the 

Black Arts Movernent. u Certainly, the anthology of essays exarnining 

Adrienne Kennedy's drarnaturgy, Intersecting Boundaries, is a long over­

due bright spot, as should be the pending University of Iowa collection 

on August Wilson . '~ But even though Black Ameri(an Literature Forum 

devoted an issue to the intersection of church and theater in 1991, no 

multiplc-subject, multiauthored collection of critícism has been pub­

lished sincc Errol Hill 's The TI/cata cf Black Americans (1980) . P Whereas 

those of you ,"vho are in literature-should I say literature proper?­

have displayed your collective production of knowledge and of a 

diverse, íntellectual community through the publication of conference 

proceedings, we in black rheater have not. 

A simple explanation for this failure is that fewer academics enter 

the field . A more complicated one relates to the ambiguous position 

that theater and drama departments generally occupy in the academy. 

Given the evancscence of theater, and its insisten ce upon subjectivíty 

as part of its methodological approach, academics fmm other disci­

plines al! too oftl' l\ vicw th e scholarly validity of drama departments 

w ith varying ./ t·Wl'r:, (Ir skcpticism ; that ambiguity reproduces itself 

w ithill d q ,.IIII IIC III', 1'. " 'l lIlt l: llri tiIlS divide bet\Veen practitioners and 
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scholars, su eh that each group jostles to privilege its mode of activity, 

and the insights of one often do not inform those of the other. 13 Actors, 

designers, and technicians find some of their most gratifYing valida­

tion in the responses of the theatergoing public, while scholars obtain 

important rewards from appointments and promotions committees 

comfortable reviewing written texts. 

Contrary to the binarism that often separates theater faculties, 

many of the small number of black Ph.D.s regulady combine pro­

duction with scholarship. While this practice can make for more astute 

criticism, the time-intensive nature of production virtuany guarantees 

the more immediate result of a smaner conective output, as measured 

by the conventional standards of academic publication. Furthermore, 
given our analytical training in dramatic literature, our written criti­

cism often appears to be uninformed by our theatrical practices. Like 

many of our colleagues writing dramatic criticism of the Western 

canon, we have learned to share literary analysts' preoccupation with 

permanence, choosing for the most part to focus upon meanings lodged 

in the alleged purity of the written word, "uncompromised" by the­
atrical interpreters or audiences. '6 

111 

Criticism of African-Amer ican !iterature from the days of DuBois 

and Locke on through to Baraka, Baker, and Cates has placed con­

siderable emphasis on the folk; indeed, as Kimberly Benston has 

observed, "evocation of the vernacular as a criterion of Mro-American 

theoretical discourse has become almost de rige l/r. ..." '7Yet the folk 

oftel1 seem to function in these accounts like laborers, producing the 

raw materials which the more skilled-and more highly regarded­

artisans finish off as literature or as cr.iticism within \-vhich the folk 

would be hard-pressed to recognize representations of themselves. 

Thus, for example, Locke's New Negroes separate the dialect motive 

from the "broken phonetics of spC'ech," tllsi ll ~ it imtead with "mod­

ernistic styles of expression" ; tll t'Y \Viii hr il lj.!; a " lPl roper understanding 

and full apprecia rillll tll t i,,' ' 1'IIItll.I I\," \ u lh.lt "[T]he emotional 
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intuirion which has made him [the Negro] cling to this folk music" 

will eventually be superseded by a recognition of their "true musical 

and technical values." '" Amiri Baraka, ,as a leading architect of the 

Black Arts Movement, proclaims that he functions as "the raised con­

sciousness of the people," fashioning a theater that wil! reveal to them 

their victimage and thereby force revolutionary change. '9 Or, Houston 

Baker mightily melds Michel Foucault, Fredr ic ]ameson, Hayden 

White, and a host of other venerable European fathers with Blues 

ingenuity iato such a daunting mix that it leaves many of us dazzled, 

wondering how the resultant theory is indeed vernacular: in whose 

language or systems of thought should such a theory be registered? 

To whom is it addressed? One answer, 1 suppose, comes from Henry 

Louis Gates's observation, "[W]e [critics] write, it seems to me, pri­

marily for other critics of literature."2o 

13ut because r see myself in part as a critic working in theatre, as a 

person whose cLrecting constitutes a critical pr;L\:is addressed to a non­

professional audience, and whose subsequent writing to an academic 

audience is partially shaped by those experiences, 1 would like to sug­

gest that \Ve pay more attention to one site where the anonymous folk 

occasionally meet the identified craftsperson or artist. In that \Vorld of 

performed drama, one has an individuany authored, partially recuper­

able text in which the imprint of the vernacular may remain strongly 

palpable. In so doing, we must recognize that the category of "folk" 

is too often left vague. By the term "folk" 1 mean non-middle-class or 

middle-class-oriented black people, toe masses of working, underem­

ployed, or unemployed people who do not share the aspirations of the 

bourgeois,American mainstream. This category is not static: the "folk" 

who in the 1920s were conceptualized as predominantly rural, uned­

ucated, and removed from modernizing social tendencies obviously do 

not exhibit the same profile in the 1990s. While the)' are still the "dry­

longso," OI ordinary people, at the bottom of American socioeconomic 

structtlres, while tbey may remain deeply skeptical of middle-class val­

ues of propri~ty. rhey ~llso participate in the mainstream, in the sense 

th~lt lbudril kml. !\ ml.lllJn..1I1d others have argued that no one escapes 
lhe rc.lch .,; , ,,1 gl¡,j ,.d 1 <l111111(Htifiution." Thcrefore, issues of folk 
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authenticity or purity become untenable in today's culture, if indeed 

they were valid concerns in the 1920s, during th e growth of the folk 

drama/ little theater movement. 

IV 

What aesthetic elements found in artistic modes patronized by 'Che folk 

rnight be relevant to a discussion of the absent potential in black drama? 

Consider the theater criticism of Theophilus Lewis, a postal worker 
who, for much of the 1920s, wrote reviews for A. Philip Randolph's 

socialist periodical 711e Messel1ger; as Nellie McKay has argued, his tren­

chant criticism merits further systematic study.22 A 1923 viewing of 

the musical Tite Sheik of Harlem at the Lafayette Theater prolllpted the 

observation that the raw material was tawdry and contained an over­

abundance of funny men whose antics were unrelated to the plot. ') 

Although the frothy side of Harlem Jife \vas "mirrored with absolute 

fidelity," Lewis aho noted that the commllnity's foibles and vices were 

sprayed with an acid bath 01 mordant humor that stings and soothes at the same 

time. When the lash 01 irony bites a little too deep lor a laugh to efface the pain 

as it occasionally does, the stronger palliative 01 Mr. Heywood's wistful tunes is 

applied until the hurt is healed.1' 

In 1924 he saw a Mamie Smith revue. Terming her a "competent blues 

shouter," he added, " .. . she. knows how to bring out acid humor with­

out which a blues song bears too close a resemblance to a spiritual."2S 

Acerbic humor, obviollSly, was not the only technique in the reper­

toire of blu es singers, for as Daphne Duval Harrison \\rrites retro­

spectively about Ma Rainey, 

Rainey sometimes took everyday situations and created an outrageously lunny pie· 

ture. A fine example is "Those Dogs 01 Mine," a mournlul, draggy blues about the 

aching corns on her lee!. Every line is so lunny that one can just see this fat woman 

tiptoeing ever so carelully to avoid another twing~ 01 pain. In each 01 her blues, 

regardless 01 whether she prmnted tlll' dil~lIIlI],J witll wry humor, sardonic irony, 
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or mocking sadism, the message is clear- "I am pained," "My sense 01 worth is 

threatened," "I'm lonely, 1need love ."!! 

And, one might be tempted to add, "1 survived, and in singing sur­

mount this pain." 

This mixture of seemingly oppositional elements also features in 
Albert Murray's analysis of black musicians, whom he likens to poets 

or priests engaged in the existential process of"confronting, acknowl­

edging and contending \Nith the infernal absurdities and ever-impending 
frustrations inherent in the nature of all existence by playini? with the 

possibilities that are also theTe."2) John Gennari, in reviewing the ideo­

logical historiography of jazz criticism, highlights the presumed binarism 

of tradition versus innovation; he notes, 

The central role in jazz performance 01 the improvised solo both puts a premium 


on individual style and makes it necessary lor soloists constantly to seek fresh 


approaches to lamiliar material. By modi(ying timbre, reworking phrasing, adjusting 


dynamics, rethinking harmonic and rhythmic relationships, and reinventing melodies, 


jazz improvisers constantly seek to establish difference- to distinguish their voic· 


es from those 01 other performers, and to mark each performance as a distinct 


statement within their own oeuvre.18 


C ertainly, this description recalls what Gatés has described as African­
American literature's characteristic of "repetition with a difference."29 

Furthermore, Gennari notes that formlll ating and writing analytic 

accounts of jazz are hampered by the fact that "the most fundamen­

tal and enduring article of faith in jazz ... [is] that its truth is located 
in its live performance aesthetic, its multitextual , non-recordable qual­

ities of emotional expressiveness and response.""''' 

These same preferences for juxtaposed oppositions and the cre­

ative dynamic of live performance are evident in the practices of the 

black church, which folklorist Gerald L. Davis argues is "fundamental 

to understanding African-American performance, particularly lan­
guage-based performance."1i Seeking to identifY the analytic standards 

by which c()ll ¡.!; r~·~;Il1t s l:v,llu att the effectiveness of the performed 
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African-American sermon, Davis isolates three categories that 

are actively manipulated by a11 present, namely the expectation of 

potency and emotion as generating motives in African-American per­

formance; the organization of sensual perceptions into a systematic 

and codified series of expressive responses; and 

[T] he balance, in the performance of African-American folklore events and systems, 

between tradition (customary, habitual, and dynamic usage of folk ideas in perfor­

mance) as a structural framework and contemporaneity ... [as] a shaping force 

internal to the ... event." 

While the pairmg traditional! contemporary or, for that matter, 

sacred/secular, seem to be "contraposüional sets," they are, so he con­

tends, "synchronous polarities."33 

These examples from various performative practices supported 

by the folk argue that a central principIe of this aesthetic is the jux­

taposition in performance of radical differences, oftentimes understood 

as binary oppositions, that generate deep emotional responses from 

those assembled, cha11enging thern to imagine sorne interpretive res­

0lution. 34 Attention to this principIe offers a guide to reconfiguring 

the analysis of African-American drama; obviously, it also has impli­

cations for other genres of African-American literature closely related 

to the oral. Not only should we analyze what is "there" on the page, 

that is, scrutinize those meanings we produce based upon the multi ­

pIe discourses in which we and the script are embedded, but we also 

need to imagine and to write into critical discourse how these inter­

pretations imply contradictory positions that are likely to result from 

the materiality of theater, that is, from the semiotics of 11l0vement, 

tones, silences: costumes, and spatial arrangements onstage, as well as 

from the reactions of spectators in the auditorium. Such an approach 

destabilizes interpretation and the critic's privileged, generative role 

in that process. It brings the spectator (or reader) more into the fore­

ground and gestures towards the folk custOln of colIaborative, artistic 

production. And it offers a llIode! of COllllllllllity tha t is significant for 

nontheatrical activity, f()r t1H' ;ltldil..·I Hl' l~ rt'(l)gn ilcú lIlIdel" this frame -· 
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work as both homogeneous and diverse, in sorne senses solidified by 


sharing a particular performance event, yet segmented by its produc­

tion of a variety of meanings. '" 


v 

1 would like to i11ustrate my contention by utilizing portions of two 

plays, Zora Neale Hurston's Color Struck and Augusl Wiisoo's Ma 

Rainey's Black BoJtom. I have chosen Hurstoo because her nOlildra­

matic texts have generated considerable attention in American, 

African-Ameri,can, aJilcl women's literature courses, and because her 

efforts Ito ccaft a new definition of theater, based ,in a black folk tra­

ditioliJ., problematize questions concerning intended audienroes and 

che production of meaning. Wilson is an important test case beca use, 
given the volubility of his characters, his symbolical1y rich descrip­

tions of character and setting that sometimes are not dramatized in 

IIhe dialogue given them, and his evident interest in myth and 

Morrisonesque reach, his texts seem to be eminently "present" in 
much the same way as is a novel. 

Possibly Hurston's first play, Color Struck won second place in the 

Opportllllity contest for best dramas in 1925.36 Although the play was 

no t produced,37 it is nevertheless instructive to engage questions of 

w hat a production might have looked Iike and how it might have 

been received, in order to generate a fuller analysis of the intertexts 

with which the playwright is working and to more accurately chart 

the history of African-American attempts to construct a theater 

that would be "true" to black culture and necessarily interact with a 

larger, American culture. Note that 1 am not alone in arguing 

the importance of an unproduced drama . Henry Louis Gates,]r. and 

the late George Bass adopted a similar stance in relation to the 

H urston-Hughes text, J\¡Iule BOlle; their subsequent theatrical pro­

duction raised some of the same intertextual issues , discussed here, 
concerning representations of the folk. 

Briefly statl'd. tht: plot prominently features a cakewalk contest, 

yet it centlTs ;I101llld .1 WO III:1lI w ho is so traulllat.ized by her dark skin 
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color that she alienates her dance partner and later hastens the death 

of her child. At first glance, the text appears ro be a curious or unsuc­

cessful blend of two gemes popular during the 1920s, namely tlhe "folk" 

drama and the "propaganda" or "race" play, for the dance numbers, 

that presurnably constitute a significant seS'111ent of the action onstage 

and yet are largely absent frorn the page, seem to locate the script with­

in the realm of light entertainment, whiie the subject of intraracial 

prejudice is shown to have tragic consequenccs that militate for social 

change. But when, within a critical analysis of Color StlHck, one begins 

to foregrollnd the fact of actors' bodies which are visible to particu­

la r audiences, this sense of a bifurcated text shifts. lB Additionally, this 

foregrounding spotlights different issues of culturalliteracy both with­

in the confmes of an individual's study and of a public auditorium. 

Color Stn/ck opens with a minimalistic representation of a Jim 

Crow railroad car in which a group of Jacksonvillc black peopIe is rid­

ing in order to compete in a statewi.de cakewalk con test. Stage directions 

suggest that, alrcady in high spirits, the men and women show off th eir 

finery to each other and engage in verbal bantering designed to exer­

cise wit as rnuch as to test out and advance roman tic liajsons. T hree 

characters stand out from the rnass of \\rilat appears to be a kind of 

social club in w hich everyone's personal business is known : Effie, a 

skillful daneer who has decided to participate in th e contest, despite 

an argument with and subsequent absence of hcr dance partner and 

boyfriend; and the couple John an d Ernrnaline, who are expected to 

win the cake for Jacksol1\<illc, and who are also continually fighting 

about Emmaline's fcars of being displaced by a light-skinned wornan. 

Encouraged to "limber up," the couple and Effie offer dances that tease 

the appetite of their colleagues as well as that of the spectators. 

What are sorne of the semiotics of theater that are merely hinted 

at on the written page and exhibit this juxtapositiol1 of eontradictions? 

First of all, Hurston states that the de tion occurs in J Jim Crow rail ­

road car. For possible speetators who sharcd th e c1a~s background of 

che semiurban, \Vorking-dass eharacten. ollst :lge. ¡11r Afi-ican-Anleriean 

readers of OpJ!0rtllllitjl lll a~.lz ill L' Wllllll .I\v.mkd :1 pri ze to the play, 

the indignities oC lr:lw llill ~'..I i¡ 1 1 ( '¡ \lW \\- ,· tt ' w~· 11 kll ()w n. so th at it 
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would be immediJtely understood tbat this frivolity is happening with­


in a eircumseribed space of racism o Implici t behind the laughter is a 


painful rcalit)' that these characters have chosen to ignore tel1lporari­


Iy; it is one that has challenged but not stifled their creative impulses. 


But in that Hurston herself and architects of the Harlem 


Renaissance like DuBois,]ohnson, and Locke wanted to speak to white 


AmeriC:ll1s, too, the Itext must encounter intertwined discourses that, 


on the une hand, denigrate the body as the site of the irrational, and 


posit black people salely as bodies and tbus as negative signifiers on the 


scale of civilization, or that on the other hand, celebrate black people 


as delightful examples of the primitive who wlself-consciously provide 


salvational models for white sophisticJtes, chafing at the stultif)ring mate­


rialism and positivism of American culture. H ence, for viewers shaped 


by these diseourses, the Jim Crow con text i5 probably not visible, and 


the first three scenes appe,u as belonging to th e minstrel show repre­


sentation of black folks as singin' and dancin' withollt a care in th e 


world. Similarly, were one to revive th is script for a eontemporary audi­


eoce, the context of discrimination, signalled presumably by th e set, 


might not read for many-both black and wbite-w ho are ignorant 


of American history. Thus, the irnplicit tension of opposites collapses. 

As with th e description of the set, H urston 's comments regarding 


the dances are deceptiveLy simple in their notation but critical in their 


patemial, perform ative impact. She supplies 5uch infonnation as, 'John 


anJ Emma .. , ' parade' up and dm'vn the aüle--." "Effie sw ings imo 

the pas-me-Ia ... ," or later, 

The contestants. mostly .girls, take the noor. There is no music except the clappin.g 


01 hands and the shouts 01 "Parse-me-Iah" in time with the hand-clapping.19 


In dancing, the performers enact a history that has been preserved 

and taught to younger generations kinestheticaUy. But ¡ts particulars 

mjgbt be unacceptable to some of Hurston 's integration-oriented 

contemporaries and indecipberable to present-day theatergoers, for 

according ro such :lLItha ri tics as Marshall and Jean Stearns or Lynne 

E l11 cry, tlH' P,I\ Ill l' 11 ,ll ld clI kl"walk are dan ces that have their origins 
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in plantation life, when slaves would dance for their ()wn amusement 

as well as that of their o\'mers, ~ As Emery notes, 

The Cake-Walk , ' , was originally a kind 01 shuffling movement which evolved 

into a smooth walking step with the body held erec!. The backward sway was 

added, and as the dance became more 01 a satire on the dance 01 the white 

plantation owners, the movement became a prancing stru!. [Tom1Fletcher report­

ed that the inclusion 01 women in shows such as Tile Creole Silow"made possible 

all sorts 01 improvisations in the Walk, and the original was soon changed into 

a grotesque dance,"" 

As this description indica tes, these plantation dances changed over time; 

indeed, given the tent shows, carnivals , gillies, and small minstrel shows 

that were performed throughout the South, it is likely that the traffic 

of borrowings worked in two directions, wirh pcrformers appropriat­

ing movements from rhe "folk" rhey encountered on tour, and the "folk" 

embellishing upon what they had seen onstage at their own social events, 

The most celcbrated cakewalkers of the dccade immediatel y preced­

ing Hurston's play were the musical comed)' team of lkrt Williams 

and George Walker. They had, in f,lcr, further popularized the dance-­

and added to their own notoricty-by challenging rhe Rockefe llers to 

a dance contesr; thus, for portions of H urston's po tential audience in 

1925, this dance was also part of an urban environment . E ut, as indi­

cated by Hurston and Hughes's allegations in such essays as "My People! 

My People" and "The Negro Artist and the R acial Mountain," a sig­

nificanr portion of the potential pool of midclle-class, African-American 

arts supporters wanted to escape rhe race entirely. Art proponents like 

Alain Locke or Frederick Koch of the Carolina Playmakers tended to 

conceptually locate "the folk" in an earlier historical framework that 

had only a tangential, inspiratiorul rdarionship to a modern , urban , and 

capitalist environment.-12 An ability to read the body in performance 

wOllld have demonstrated to a 1SJ25 audience that in certain respects, 

rhe distan ce bet\Veen the supposedly llllClIltlll"l'd rural folk and urban 

sophisticates was llliniI1l:lI , ;llId th:1I 1\J1'0 11 }-\ iI dI(' 1. 1l1~'l l ag-t: of dan c:c .1S 

\Vdl as that of Illusic, Illl· 1'111 11<" 1 \\I '_'T " III'I JlIII I:; 1,) rntlll(igure lll-hall 
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Culture on terms that were not en ti rely inimieal to their vaJue system. 

A scholarly knowl edge of the history referenced in Hurston's sbort 

descriptions of "stage business" subverts the distinction between folk 

and raee or propaganda pLays inherited from Locke, DuBois,]ohnson, 

et al. ft contributes to the conternporary critique of Renaissance the­

oreticians' constructioll of the Ne\v Negro, and affects rhe ways in 

which \Ve position ourselves as intellectuals continuing the tradition of 
theorizing a black vernacular. '13 

Another mater iality requiring specific discllssion in a written crit ­

ical anaJysis relates to skin color. For the reader, Emma's imensely hostile 


reac tions to Jight-skinned Negroes seem unwarranted because her 


partner continually seeks to reassure her of his affections, and no one 


makes disparaging remarks about her skin color. But because the body 


onstage, throllgh its carriage, gestures, and spatial relationships to other 


bodies, reson ates with sociaJ history, the viewing experience is Con­


siderably ditIerent. Spectators ser a woman described as "black'· in the 


compa.ny of a boyfri end sajd to be "light brown-skinned," competing 

;lgainst a single female who is described as "a mularto girl." Many, at 


the first sight of these bodies, \Vil! utilize tbeir own socialization to 


read onto the performers the Am erican racial disco urse privileging 


Whitene~s. D ependent On the ex tent ro wruch the lead ac tress pOssesses 


oth er Negroid features ill addition to dark skin coloring, "black" can 


eas ily signify a lack of phys ical desirability. Undoubtedly, Some of 


HLU-ston's hypotheti cal 1925 audience would have made such an equa­


tion, thoug}) Afessenger critic Theophilus Lewis's complaints against the 


persistent casting of "high yaller" ehorilles suggest that other specta­

tors wOllld have appreciated the privileging of dark-skinned bea'll ty 

implicit in such casting of the lead. Though Humon does not indi­

cate the skin colors of other characters, a director might choose to 

surround the actress playing Emmaline with mainly lighter-complex_ 

ioned women in order to semioticaIly allude to these understood social 
prejudices, and tbereby add validity to her fears. For a contemporary, 

post-Black-is-Deautiful dudieIlce, response to the issue of skin color 

is, obviollsl y, g(.)i ll !! tu Iw "t1 II ~id lT,lbly mo re varied: \-vhile intraracial 

prejudice relllaills ,1 pn 1\' (> , III VI ' i\\LI\.' ;llTlOng African Americans, Our 
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communities also seem to tolerate more diversity, so that in fact, a kind 

of deliberate construction of a fantastic, hybrid African diasporic and 

Euro-American identity is often on display. While Emmaline's deci­

sion years later to delay obtaining medical help for her mulatto dallghter 

is reprehensible, the ease \Vith which one co mes to that assessment, 

the empathy granted her dilemma, is very mllch shaped by the specifics 

of casting. The consequence of these considcrations of spec tator 

response is that a determination of the genre of this text is unstable: 

sorne m ay receive the text as distanced, lodged in an earlier period of 

rac ial discourse, vv'hile for others it may con tinue to function as an 

instance of social protest. 

Scene III is a critical ,cene in this short play, for its power lies large­

ly in what is absent ITom the printed page. Occurring in the dance hall, 

it juxtaposes tbe happy dance contestants and the increasíngly paranoid 

Emmalin e, who has decided not to compete rather than to risk sllb ­

jecting herself to a prejudicial s!ur. Hurston's stage directions, like those 

of most playvvrights, are virtually a shorthand: she states that E rnmaline 

stares at the "gay" scene before she "creeps" oyer to a seat along the wal! 

and remains "motionless"; that the couples- particularly Jolm and th e 

biracial woman Effie--"strut" and "prance"; and that over a seyen-to­

nine-minute period, the "fervor of the spectators g rows until all are 

taking part in sorne way. ... At curtain they have reached frenzy.".... What 

we as readers must imagine, what the director and performers m ust 

striye to suggest, is the physical-psychological mom entum of dance that 

graduaUy envelopes all the characters in the construction of commu­

nity, coupled with the inverse process by which Ernmaline isolates herself 

and further internalizes a sense of racial inferiorit)'. Seemingly, her dis­

integration must ~most become a dance, in the sense of a seri es of 

choreographed gestures that achieve a power to momentarily disrupt 

the spectacle of the cakewalk, so that viewers apprehend both joy and 

despair.Lewis's comments about the acid hLUnor of good m usical com­

edy, .and Murray's, about jazz musicians playil1~ hoth rhe absurdities and 

possibilities of existence, Jr¡''1.1e t1ut it IS lhe dirc( lll r\ ,1 11.1 actors' n:spol1­

sibility to represem both emorilllls , I~ l 1l'r\II.I\I\:l' l y , IS pllssible. Spectators 

are the Olles wllo dt'cid\' wll!' ll \l." ' .'ll l 1' 111111 11 '11 lill ,dl v predominates. 
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Given this potemial interlock in performance of competing energies, 

one has a text that again generically rejects the binarism of folk versus 

propagandaí race play an d Esu-like, hints at the possibility of sorne con­

founding third categoryAs 1 have argued \vith traditionally grounded, 

African thea trical performances, the critical determination of catego­

ry is flexible, dependent not so much on formal Or written structuring 

elements as upon the dynamic triangulation between these formal e1e­

ments, pertormers, and spectators 4 5 


VI 

Like Eugene O'Neill befare him,August Wilson \Hites dramas that 


ges ture toward the novel in offering allusive, contextual descriptions 


that structure readers' responses in ways that dialogu e and dramatic 


action alone would find diffi cuJt to accomplish. In addition, beca use 


he w orks within the genre of dramatic realism that posits a cause­


and-effect explanation of hehavior, it would seem as tbough his scripts 


are quite "present" on the page, contai ning few moments where the 


k ind of theatrical shorthand found in a Hurston stage descripti on, 


for example , has the pOwer to complicate apparent meaning. But 


analysis &0111 a director's perspective, that must account for bodies in 


space, can rai se qu estioll s about the absent potential of dramatic real­


ism w ithin an African-American cultural tradition , and returns us to 


Bigsby's comments about the textual incompleten ess that drama 

shamelessly displays. 


A case in point is Wilson 's AJa Rail1ey's Black Bottom. Set in a 
Chicago recording stlldio in 1927, it examines the socioeconomic rela­

tions that govern black cultural production in the United States. At 
the Olltset, Wilson tells the reader: 

It is hard to define this music. . .. This musieis eal/ed blues. The men and women 


who make this musie have learned it from the narrow crooked streets of fast St. 


lou;s, or the city's fChieago's] Southside, and the Alabama or Hississippi roots have 


been strangled by the northern m.llmen and eUstoms of free men of definite and 


sincere worth.... ThuI, tluoy arp 1,lid OJlI'II to be (onsumed by ir; ... irs vislon and 
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prayer, which would imtruó and allow them to reconnec!, to rememble and gird up 

lor the next battle' in which they would be both victim and the ten thousand slain. " 

The reader is thus alerted that the ensuing drama \Vil! concem issues of 

identit)', though when enacted, it understandabl)' takes quite a bit longer 

for an audience to sense what is at stakt'. However, for me as director, a 

question that goes unnoticed by vírtue of reading the text ,vithout imag­

ining its embodiment in space, a question that a literdry-oriented criticism 

has left largely unaddressed, is this: why is the play called Ma Raíne)'~ 

Black Bottom? The obvious answers are, of COlme, that Ma is th e head 

of this fictional band of musicians, and that the historical figure around 

whom this drama revolves did indeed record a song with sLlch a title . 

But they are insumcient when one realizes that Ma is one of tlLe least 

visible characters in the play, and that the celebrated storyrell er August 

Wilson has given her no particular story to relate. 

Now certainly the tactic of delaying her entry onstage, while hav­

ing everyone else wonder when she wiU arrive, in creases spectators' 

interest; the actress has been scripted a won derful performance chal­

lenge, for she must exude so much presence as to war rant al! th e 

anticipation. But although it is possible, as critic Saodra Shannon has 

argued, to interpret this delay as a metaphor for the delayed justice that 

African Americans have histori cally experienced in the United States, 

it is also the case, as Shannon notes, that M a's entry interrupts the fas­

cinating stories the men are telling downstairs in the rehearsal room! " 

Thus, if Ma is to occupy the space of importan ce that the tjtle sug­

gests, she must engage in action whose significance secms to equal that 

of the meno She fulfllls this dramaturgic obligation through her bat­

d es with virtually al! of the men with whom she comes in contact: 

the white policeman who believes she has stolen a car and assaulted a 

cab driver; the producers who are eager to record her vo jce but will 

not give her such rl1inimal luxuries as a heated studio and a C oca­

Cola; the ambitious trumpeter, Levl'e. \V ho VV;lJlt , to supplant Ma's 

authority wíth his O\vn lllusical idl";lS; ,1Jld rho..:' b. IIHl k'acler, e uder, wh ü 

is tímidly skeptícal of h\'l" lb :i, iull l. , 11 .I\'l· h /·! ~ll l llcriT1g nephew record 

the verbal illtrodllctioll '" " lll· ,,1 tll l'l ! ~'IIIl!..\ 111 wI.lI1 gli ng w ith white 
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men, she cO!1stantly reasserts her right, as sanctioned by the folk, to 

function as Jn exp ert on black cultural productiün, and she dramatizes 

black people's relatíonship to American capitalismo Ma bitterly says, of 
her white manager and record producer, 

They don't care nothing about me. AIJ they want is my voice. As soon as they get 

my voice down on them recording machines, then it's just like ir ,'d be sorne whore 

and they roll over and put their pants on. Ain't got no use lor me then.'8 

And, "If you colored and can make them some money, then you all 

right with them. Otherwise, you just a dog in the aIley."'·) In interact­

ing with her band m embers , she must remind them that as their 

employer she has the right to determine their repertüíre. 

What one sees in action are aspects of the tremendous drive that 

presumably enabled women like Ma Rajney, Bessie and Mamie Smith, 

Victoria Spivey, and o ther blues queens to succeed.Yet, what one does 

no t get from Wilson 's written script is a sense of the cost at w hich 

this success is purchased . Recall that Wilson has w ritten at the outset 

that the blues are a consuming passion tb at allows on e "to reassemble 

:md gird up for the next batde." The men 's stories , told dO\,vnstairs in 

the rehearsal room, out of the earshot of the w hite producer and man­

ager, are extended allegories that function like-if 1 may sw itch musical 

iilloms-riffs or individual so los on the them e of justice for African 

Americans. Laced with irony. they constitute a variety of (spoken) blues 

perfor man ces on how to negotiate 1ife. 5<J T hus , there is, for example, 

a lesson abou t grace under pressure exemplifled in che story of Slow 

Drag's acquisítion of a nickname ; a discussion of African Americans' 

relati onship to Africa and to whíte America, lodged in a tale about 

reefer and peanuts in a stew that has become "Jeft over" from history; 

and the penultimate meditation on the existence of God, delivered in 

two parts as Levee reCOUl1ts his mother's rape by a group of white men 
jealous of his fathe r's agricultura] self-sufficiencj. 

TIllt if one judges frOlll the written script, Ma Rain ey has no com­

parable narratiV('o Ther~ i ~ never éln imtance of dOllbt or exhaustion 

w hcl! sil\' 11lU\t rt·- ;trl1l herst·lr fill· b;¡ttle; there is never a memory retold 
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and celebrated so as to teach the Ji.stener or remiod the teller of ao 

appropriate blues stance . .out an actress and director must ask w hat, 

other than thematic demands, has prompted the observation that occurs 

when the focus again shifts away fi-om the band to Ma, Cutler, and 

Toledo sitting ups tai rs in the studio. While in her previous scene she 

had complained about disrespect from her producers, here she says, 

It me done got quiet in here. I never eould stand no silenee. I always got to have 

so me musie going on in my head somewhere. It keeps things balaneed. Musie will 

do tha!. It ,fills things up. The more musie you got in the world, the luller it is. 

And co ntinuing in this mcditative mood, she asserts, 

White lolks don't understand about the blues. They hear it come ou~ but they don't 

know how it got there. They don't understand tha!'s lile 's way 01 talking. You don't 

sing to leel better. You sing 'cause tha!'s a way 01 understanding lile sl 

Why doesn't Ma sing, since music is a means of confronting lon eu ­

ness? Why doesn't she tell a story? 

One explanation may be, particularly if one looks at W ilson's other 

representations of women, that the playwright has litde idea of what 

kind of story this woman might relate.;: lnterestingly, W ibon is quot­

ed a~ having explained to New York Times reporter Samuel Freedrnan, 

The whole time I was writing, I was listening to reeords in my room. I was listen ­

ing to the male blues singers- Charlie Patton, Son House- beeause I was writing 

the men in the bando And I was trying to write honestly, .. . to aquire [sic] the 

loree 01 the blues.\J 

Seemingly, the tex.t appropriates the cachet surrounding the historical 

Ma Rainey in order to advance male narratives. replicating in a certain 

sense the kind of cxplo itation African-Arn eriC:ll1 l1lusicians have expe­

rienced vis ¿¡ vis Euro-Americans . l3ut WlHTl' dll~s sllch inclifference 

leave a11 actress, particularly if ,he II.IS b ~l..· lI II .tllIl' d in MethOd Acting, 

and thus is anxiOllS abolir h l'f 111<l11\ .llill ll 1I 11 11 \ !'Ili ll t in a tcxt w hosC' 

realistic gl'llfl' posits :1 \ ,11 N ' .¡ lId .-1 k , 1 1I 1 II ILl II· 11I11 IlIr heh;lviOl') W here 
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does it leave a director wbo does not wish to participa te in sllch an 


appropriation? \Vhere doe~ it leave audience IIlembers who may stand 


to benefi t ll-om seeing AfTican-American women function in roles other 

than nurturcr or Sapphire? 

I would suggest that this moment where "[llt sure done go t 

quiet ..." is an instance of an absence that in performance can be 


charged with potential. Having just flnished jockeying for respect with 


her white producers, and left in the company of her two most trusted 


band members, Ma might indulge the Illxury of laying aside her aggres­

sivc defensiveness, she might begin to sing, thereby displaying some of 


the vulnerability and self-reflexivity that fuel the blues singer's stance. 


D ependent upon the carriage of the body, the quality of che actrcss's 


unadorned voice, aIld spectators' Own sense of the terrors Jife poses, a 


moment of transcendence might OCcur when those assembled cxperi­


ence why "[T]his be an empty \\o rld w ithollt the blues.";' In chis 


rnomellt, absent from the printed page but "vondcrfully charged in per­

for mance. Ma's particular blues perfiJrmance can be constructed. 


NO\'I, I Suppose that someone like Bigsby would argue that my direc­

toria.l choice violates the tex'! by fillin g in a moment that is not " there" 


on the page. Some feminists rnight wonder why r would choosc to caver 


up or fix the chauvi11.ist appropr iatio.n tbar Wilson has written. My 


response to bot/¡ is to refer once again to an African-American folk aes­


thetic that understands a~ a generating motive, and values as an ideal in 


pelformance, the potency and heightened emotion arising ttOlll a dense 

interlock of compcting energies. T hus, the umvritten, or an absence 

fI-ol11 the script, is a potential presence implicit in performance. The vis­

ible, written "A" bring.; in its wake ics unseen double, the "not-A," that, 

when embodied, can re.s ult in a third entity whose identity is individu­

aUy determined by those in its presence. Maya Deren says that in the 

mathematics of Vodoun, 1 + 1 = 3;55 VeVe Clark cites the marasa (rois: 

Morosa consciousness invites us to imagine beyond the binary.... On the surfaee, 

morosa seems to be binary. My researeh 01 Haitian peasant lore and ritual obser­


vanee has revealed th;\t Ihe tension between oppositions leads lO another norm 01 


creativi ty- to intet.lCllfl l! 01 ¡h'(ooltruction as it were." 
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Ma Rainey, the Sapphire meeting all aggressive moves with her own 

calculated countermeasures, Ma Rainey, the mother insti11ing confi­

dence and decorum in a stuttering country bumpkin, can under the 

right conditions metamorphose into Ma Rainey, the.... 

You fi11 in the blanks. My job as a critic working in the theater 

is to locate and structure the moment for your final decoding. My 

job as a critic writing for a reading public is to note the absence and, 

given the multiple discourses in which the text, l, and a readership 

are embedded, to speculate on the ways that absence may become 

present in performance. 
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CATHY CA RU TH 


EVER SINCE ITS emergence at the 

turn of the century in the work of 

Frelld and Pierre Janet, the notivn of 

trauma has confronted us not only with TRAUMATIC
a simple pathology, but with a funda­

mental enigma concerning the psyche's AWA K ENINGS 
relation to reality. In its general defini­

tion, trauma is described as the response 

to an une>..-pected or overvvhelming vio­
Lel délirs enlretiennent lel rével. Mail la mor!,

lent event or events that are not fully 
elle, el! du cote du reveil. 

grasped as they OCCl1r, but retl1rn later 
- Jacquel Lacan I

in repeated flashbacks, nightmares, and 

other repetitive phenomena. Traumatic 

experience, beyond the psychological 

dimension of slIffering, suggcsts a cer­

rain paradox: tbat tbe most direct seeing 

o f a vio lent event may occur as an 

absolute inability to know it, that imme­

diacy, paradoxjcally, may take the form 

of belatedness. Tbe repetitions of the 

traumatic event-unavailable to con­

sciousness, but intruding repeatedly on 

sight-tbus suggest a larger relation to 

the event that extends beyond what can simply be seen or w hat can be 

known, and that is inextricably tied up with the belatedness and incom­

prehensibility that relnain at the beart of this repetitive seeing. 

1am going to look in w hat follows at the problem of seeing and 

knowing as il ,1J1l' ~"lrs ill a drcam told by Frel1d- the dreal1l of a fatber 

w ho h:¡s Iml 11 1\ ( 1li ld ól l1J ill the reintnpretation of this drcam by 

.J,l C llllt·~ 1 ,11 11 1111 hl> '. \ 11 1i lL lr "Tllc h0 :llld AutoIl1atOJ1." W hile Frcud 
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introduces the dream in Thc Intcrprctatíon of Drcams as an exemplary (if 

enigmatic) cxpJanation of why we sJeep-how we do not adequatdy 

face the death outside of us-Lacan suggests that alrcady at the heart 

of this example is the core of what wouJd later become, in Beyond the 

Pleasurc Principie, Freud's notion of traumatic repetition, and especially 

the trauma tic nightmares that, as Frcud says, "wake the dreamer up in 

another fright." In Lacan's analysis, Freud's dream is no longer about a 

father sJeeping in the face of an externaJ death, but about the way in 

which, in his traumatic awakening, the very identity of the fathe r, as 

subject, is bound up with , or founded in, the death that he survives . 

What the father cannot grasp in the death of his child, that is, becomes 

the foundation of his very identity as father. In thus relating trauma to 

the identity of the self and to one's rclation to another, Lacan's reading 

shows us, I wiU suggest, tbat the shock of traumatic sight reveals at the 

heart of human subjectivity not so much an epistemological but, rather, 

what can be defmed as an ctlúcal relation to the real. 

THE STORY OF A DREAM 

At the beginning of the seventh chapter o f T71e Inlelpretation of Dreanl,~ 
Freud introduces a surprising dream that links his theory of the dream 

to the question of external reali ty, and specificaliy to a reality of vio­

Jence and Joss. Freud narra tes the dream as follows : 

Alather had been watching beside his child's sick·bed lor days and nights on end. 

Alter the child had died, he went into the next room to lie down, but lelt the door 

open so that he could see Irom his bedroom into the room in which his child's 

body was laid ,\lu~ with tall candles standing round il. An old man had been engaged 

to keep watch over it, and sat beside the body murmuring prayers. After a lew 

hours' sleep, the lather had a dream that his child was standing beside his bed, caught 

him by the arm and whispered to him reproachfully: "Father, don't you see /'m 

burning?"He woke up, noticed a bright glare 01 light Irom the next room, hurried 

into it and lound that the old watchman had droppcd olf 10 ~Icep J/ld that the 

wrappings and one 01 the arms 01 111\ helov~ d rhillf'\ !lrall body 11.H1 betn burned 

by a lighted candle that had lalll'/I 1111 thrl1l 
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The explanation 01 this moving dream is simple enough... . The glare 01 light 


shone through the open door into the sleeping man's eyes and led him to the con­


dusion which he would have arrived at il he had been awake, namely that a candle 


had lallen over and set something alight in the neighbourhood 01 the body. It is 


even possible that he had lelt some concern when he went to sleep as to whether 


the old man might not be incompetent to carry out his task... . 


[T)he words spoken by the child must have been made up 01 words which he 


had actually spoken in his liletime ... For instance, "I'm burning" may have been 


spoken during the lever 01 the child's last illness, and "Father, don't you see?" may 


have been derived Irom some other highly emotional situation .. . 


Bu~ having recognized that the dream was a process with a meaning, and that 


it can be inserted into the chain 01 the dreamer's psychical experiences, we may 


still wonder why it was that a dream occurred at all in such circumstances, when 


the most rapid possible awakening was called lor. r 


Unlike other dreams, Freud remarks , w hat is striking in this dream is 

il o t its reJation to inner w ishes, but íts direct reJation to a catastroph­

1 .. reality outside: the dream takes its "moving" power, it wouLd seem, 

Irom the very simpJicity and clirectness of its refe rence-the burníng 

,,1' his ch ild 's body that the father se es through h is sleep. Seeing the 

I I~hr through his closed eyes, the father comes to the conclmion that 

I II.:! wo uld have co me to if he w ere awake: that the candIe has fallen 

'.11 rhe body of his child. Yet the ve ry directness of this dream, Freud 

l<'l llarks, does not, surprisingly, wake the f;¡th er and permit him to rush 

I <l S:lve the burning corpse, but precisely de/ays his response to the wak­

II lg reali ty: lf the meaning and reference of the dream are indeed clear, 

I-reud ~ugges ts, then ir is not apparent w hy they should appear at all in 

.1 dream , that is, in a form that delays the father's response-a response 

I hat is urgently called for-to the reality to w hich it points. Precisely 

1' i.!' C;UISé the dream is so direct--and because the real.i ty it refers to is 

',1) tlrg;ent in its demand for attention-this dream poses the question: 

111 th i! CCm text nf a violcnt l-eaJity, why dream rather rhan wake up? 
¡-:rcud lirq ,1CI C lIll' l~ to ,1Il swer this question by referring the dream 

l ,-) Ihe t h~' ()r } ,,1' \",, 1,, 1, lidldl lll l' nt. in spite of its direct representatíon 

11 1 tll (,' \ llIld \ 111 1\\ ,,11 l'd 110 1 d ~', I , h. I'or w hilc t1H.' drcallJ points to th e 
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horrible reality of the child's burning, it does so, Freud points out, 

precisely by transforming the dead child into a living one. The dream 

fulfl\ls , therefore, the father's \vi s.h that the child be still alive: 

Here we shall observe that this dream, too, contained the lulfillment 01 a wish. The 

dead child behaved in the dream like a living one; he himsell warned his lather, 

carne to his bed, and caught him by the arm, just as he had probably done on the 

occasion Irom the memory 01 which the fint part 01 the child's words in the dream 

were derived. For the sake 01 the lulfillment 01 this wish the lather prolonged his 

sleep by one momen!. The dream was prelerred to a waking reflection because it 

was able to show the child as once more alive. II the lather had woken up first 

and then made the inlerence that led him to go into the next room, he would, as 

it were, have shortened his child's lile by that moment 01 time. 

While the dream seems to show the reality of the burning outside, it 

in fact hides, Freud suggests, the reality of the child's death. The dream 

thus transforms death into life and does this, paradoxically, with the 

very words that rcfer to the reality of the burning. It is in order to ful­

fill the father's wish to see the child alive, in other wo rds, that the 

knowledge of the child's burning is turned into a dream. If the father 

dreams rather than wakes up, it is becll\se he cannot fa ce the knowl­

edge of the child's death w hile he is awake. It is thus not so much that 

the father simply does not see the burning corpse ("father, don't you 

see")-he does see it~but rath er that he cannot see it and be awake 

at the same time. For the father, Freud seems to imply, the knowledge 

of the death of his child can perhaps only appear in the form of a fic­

tion or a dream ." The dream thus tells the story of a [ather's grief as 

the very reIation of the psyche to reality: the dream, as a dclay, reveals 

the ineradicable gap between the reality of a death and the desire that 

cannot overcome it except in the flction of a dream. 
Mer completing his original analysis, however, Freud remains unsat­

isfied with the explanation and returns to the dream again at a later point 

in the chapter, where the problem of rhe dre:lI n's dehy ()f awakening 

comes back to take on IIl'W 1I1e;lI1i ng. Fnr liH' i ¡ ll l· '1 'r~·t'¡l i\l 1l of the dream 

as the fulfill lm:nt of thlo: f.'lth ¡,: r·~ w i"h ¡".Id', 11 1 I d"qll'r lj llestion that con-
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cerns not only this singular instance of dreaming, but the ,vay in which 

the father may represent the very nature of consciousness itself 

Let me recall the dream dreamt by the man who was led to inler Irom the glare 


01 light coming oul 01 the next room that his child's body might be on fire. The 


lather drew this inlerence in a dream instead 01 allowing hímsell to be woken up 


by the glare; and we have suggested that one 01 the !lsychical lorces responsible 


lor this result was a wish which ,prolonged by that one moment the lile 01 the 


child whom he pictured in the dream .... We may assume that a lurther motive 


lorce in the production 01 the dream was the lather's sleep; his sleep, like the child's 


lile, was prolonged by one moment by the dream. "Let the dream go on"- such 


was his motive-"or I shall have to wake up." In every other dream, just as in 


tnis one, the wisn to sleep lends its support to the unconscious wisn. (610) 


The wish in the father's drearn to keep the child alive-the first reason 

Freud gives for the fath er's dream-is inextricably bound up, it turns out, 

with a more profound and enigmatic wi~h, the father's Vvi~h to sleep. This 

wish is enigma tic because, as Freud suggests, it does not come on1y frolD 

the body but from consciousness itself, which destres , somehow, its own 

suspension. And this wish, moreover, is not limited to this single father, 

exhausted by his task of watching over the child, but indeed refers to a 

desire common to al! sleepers. The dream of the burning child does not 

simply represent, therefore, the w ish fulflUment of a single facher, tired 

,md wishing to see his child alive once again, but more profoundly and 

more enigm:ltically, the wish ftllfillment of consciousness itself 

AH d.reams ... serve the purpose 01 prolonging sleep instead 01 waking up. The 


dream is the GUARDIAN o( s/eep and not its disturber.... Thus the wish to s/eep (which 


the conscious ego is concentrated upon ... ) must in every case be reckoned as one o( 


the motivations (or the (ormation o( dreams, and every success(u/ dream is a (u/fill· 


ment o( that wish. (267- 268, translation modified) 


he speciflc wí~h beh ind tbe dream of the burning child, Freud sug­

~ests, as the wi ~h h~'hil\ll any dream, i" tied ro a more basic desire, the 

Jhin' nI" ,P II\( ¡,'II',lll'\\ 1\ ' lId l /lot to woke l/j!. It is llot the father aJone 
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who dreams ro avoid his child's death, but collsciouSll ess itse!! that, in its 

sleep, is tied to a death from which it turns away. The dream is thus 

no longer simply linked to a wish \vitbin the unconscious fantasy world 

of the psyche; it is rather sometlúng zn reality irse!!, Freud seems ro sug­

gest, lhal makes us sleep. The question concerning the father, lIJhy dreal11 

rather lhan wake up? thus ultimately becomes, in Freud, a more pro­

found and mysterious guestion concerning eonseiousness itself: What 

does il mean lo s/eep? And whal does it mean lo wish lo s/eep? 

THE STORY OF AN AWAKENING 

Freud's analysis of the dream, and its implicit qu estion in The 

Inlerprelat10n 01 Dreams, seems to !cave LIS wi th the sense of a con­

sciousness both tied up with, but also blinded to, a vio1ent reality outside. 

But when Lacan turns to the dream in bis seminar, he suggests that the 

question of sleep and Freud's aDJlysis of it contain witrnn them, inlplie­

itIy, another question, a question discuvered not through the story of 

the father's sleep, but rather through tbe story of how he wakes up: 

You will remember Ihe unlorlunale lalher who wenl lo reSI in Ihe room nexl lo 

Ihe one in which his dead child lay---1eaving Ihe child in the me, we are told, 

01 anolher old man-and who is awoken by something. By what! It is nol only 

Ihe realilY, Ihe shock, Ihe knocking, a noise made lo recall him lo Ihe real, 1M 

Ihis expresses, in his dream, the quasi-idenlity 01 what is happening, the very real­

ily 01 an overlurned candle setting ligh! lo the bed in which his child lies. 

Such an example hardly seems lo confirm Freud's Ihesis in Ihe Traumdeutung­

Ihat Ihe dream is Ihe realization 01 a desire. 

Whal we see emerging here, almosl lor Ihe firsl lime, in Ihe Traumdeutung, is 

a lunction 01 the dream 01 an apparently secondary kind-in Ihis case, Ihe dream 

salisfies only Ihe need lo prolong sleep. Whal, Ihen, does Freud mean by placing, 

al Ihis poinl, Ihis parlicular dream, slrming Ihat il is in itsell lull conlirmalion 01 

his Ihesis regarding dreams? 

1I Ihe lunction 01 Ihe dream is lo prolong sleep, il the dream, alter all, may 

come so near 10 Ihe reality Ihal causes il, can Wp nol lay Iha! il mighl correspond 

10 Ihis realily wilhoul emerging Irom Ilrrp' Aftrr ,111, 111m 1'. wh a thing as 
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somnambulislic activily. The question Iha! arises, and which indeed all Freud's pre­


vious indicalions allow us here 10 produce is- What is il Ihat wakes Ihe sleeper?Is it 


no~ in the dream, another reality?- the reality thal Freud describes thus- Dass 


das Kind an seinem Bette steh~ that the child is near his bed, ihn am Arme fass~ takes 


him by Ihe arm and whispers to him reproachlully, und ihm vorwurfsvoll zurauntVater, 


siehst du denn O/eh~ Father don't you see, dass ieh verbrenne, that 1am burning? 


Is there not more reality in this message than in the noise by which the lather 


a1s0 identifies Ihe slrange reality 01 whal is happening in the room nexl door? (57- 58)' 


In explaining the dream as fulfilling the wish to sleep, Lacan suggests, 

Freud implicitly points towards the faet that this wish is enigrnatically 

defied in waking up; for if consciousness is what desires as sllch not to 

wake up, the waking is in conflict with the conscious wish. But what 

is particularly striking for Lacan is that this contradiction of the wish 

to sleep does not simply come from the outside, frorn the noise or light 

of tb e ( ¡]ling eandJe, but &0 111 the way in which the words of the child 

bear precisely upon sleeping and waking: tb ey do not indeed simply 

represent the burn ing without, but rather address the father [rom with­

in, an d appea! to him as a complaint about tbe very fa ct of his o\>vn 

sleep. It is lhe dream ilself, that i.s, ¡lIat wakes ¡he sieepel; and it is in this para­

doxical awakenin g-all awakening Ilot to, but against the very wishes 

of consc iollsness-that the dre:lmer cor1fi-on ts the reality of a dcath 

&0111 which be cannot turn away_ lf Freud suggests that the dream keeps 

the fatb er asleep, th at is ,Lacan su ggests that it is because the father 

dreams, paradoxieally enough, that he precisely wakes up. The fo cus of 

che drea m tbus becomes, in Lacan 's analysi s, no longer a function of 

sleep, but rathn a function of aW:l.kening. If Freud asks, 1''¡Jat daes it mean 

lo s/eep? Lacan discovers at the heart of this guestion anotber one, per­

haps even more urgent: what docs il mean fo awaken? 

Tt might seelll , in his focus on awakening, that Lacan moves from 

che fi ctional dream world of Freud- the fictional world of tbe child 

on ce again alive---to tb e simple reality of tb e extern~ll world, the acci­

dent of th e (';111dk rdlin g on the body, w bieh is also the reali ty of the 

child 's d ~'; l l h . 1\ 111 ",".H l ' ,11 1 ir mean that tb e fath er is not av.roken 

,illlply b>' dl v 'l\l l l1 l d \ " ¡[ I L' ( .l lIdk \ Ctll. but rathcr by tlw wonis of the 
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child wit/¡in the dream, the dream that should have been, in its fulfill­

ment of the wish to sleep, a1so the resuscitation of the child? Indeed, to 

the extent that the father is awakened by the dream itself, rus awaken­

ing to death is not a simple movement of knowLedge or perception, but 

rather,Lacan suggests, a paradoxical attempt lo respond, in alVakenir¡g, lo a 
call that can only be heard within slecp. 1 would propose that it is in this para­

doxical awakening by the dream itself that Lacan discovers and extends 

the specifi c meaning of the confrontation with death that is contained 

within Freud's notion of trauma, wruch, in Freud's texts, is describedas 

the response to a sudden or unexpected threat of death that happens 

too soon to be fully known, and is then endlcssly repeated in reenact­

ments and nightmares that attempt to relive, but in fact only miss again, 

the original evento For if th e dreamer's awakening can be seen as a 

response to the words, to the address of the child witrun the dream, then 

the awakening represents a paradox about the necessity and impossibil­

ity of confronting death. As a response to th e request, the plea, by the 

child ro be seen, the father's a\Nakening represents not on1y a respond­

ing, that is, but a missing, a bond \Vith the chi1d that is built upon the 

impossibility of a proper response. Waking up in order to se e, the father 

discovers that he has once again .iWl. too late to prevent the burning. T he 

relation between the burning within and the burning without is thus 

neither a fi ction (as in Freud's interpretation) , nor a direct representa­

tion, but a repetition that, in its temporal contradiction, shows how the 

very bond of the faeher with the child-his responsiveness to the child's 

words-is linked to the missing of the child's death. To awaken is thus 

precisely to awaken only to one's repetition of a previous failllre to see 

in time. The force of the trauma is not the death alone, that is, but the 

fact that, in his very attachment to the child, the father \Vas unable to 

witness the child 's dying as it occurred. Awakening, in Lacan's reading of 

the dream, is itse!f Ihe sile oJ a traum a, the trauma of the necessity and 

impossibility of responding to another's death ' 

From trus perspective, the trawna that the dream (as an awakening) 

reenacts is not on1y the rnissed encounter with tll(' child's death , but the 

way in which that missing also constitut.c' dll' \"L'r v 'U rviV.ll of the t:,ther, 

a sllrviv;¡] that can !lO 1()1I ~~' r h\.' lIIH Il'r,rlllH I IlII'IlI} ,1' . \11 accidencU Jiv-
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ing beyond the child, but rather as a mode of existence determined by 


the impossible structure of the response. By shifting the cause of the 


awakening from the accident of the candle falling outside the dream to 


the words of the chiJd inside the dream, that is, Lacan suggests that the 


awakening itself is not a simple accident, but engages a larger question 


of responsibility. In retrunking the rneaning of the accident and linking 


it to this question about the nature of survival,Lacan is drawing here, 1 


would propose, on Freud's central emphasis in his later work on trau­


ma,on the example of the train accident, which is meant to show how 


the trauma ti c confrontation with death is sudden and unexpected, too 


soon to be grasped fully by consciousness. ; In Lacan's text, this peculiar 


accidentality at the heart of trauma in Freud is linked to the larger philo­

sophical significance of traumatic repetition: 


Is it not remarkable that, at the origin 01 the analytic experience, the rea.1should 


have presented irsell in the lorm 01 that which is unassimilable in it- in the lorm 


01 the trauma, determining all that lollows, and imposing on it an apparently acci. 

dental originl (SS) 


Likewise, in the awakening of the father frorn the dream, the gap 

between the accident of th e burning outside and the w ords of the 

child in the dream produces a significance greater than any chance 

awakening out of sleep, a significance that must be read in the relation 
between the chance event and the words it calls up: 

Between what o<curs as il by chance, when everybody is aslee¡r-the candle that 


overturns and the sheets that catch fire, the meaningless event, the accident, the 


piece 01 bad luck-and the poignancy, however veiled, in the words, Father, don '¡ 


you see ,'m burning- there is the same relation to what we were deaJing with in 


repetition. Jt is what, lor us, is repmented in the term neurosis 01 destiny or neu. 

rosis 01 laiJure. (69) 


If the awakenin¡; reenacts the father's survival of his son's death, then it 

l~ no longer ,il ll ply th~' etl\.'ct of an accident, but calTies within it, and is 

J l!fillc U by, ir , ' 1 '\Pllll~t: 111 , ll l' w(Jrds of' the dead child that lie at its root. 
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It is this determining link bet\veen the child's death and the t:1ther's 

survival, I would propose, that is Lacan's true discovery in the drcam 

and in its analysis by Freud: if Freud reads in the dream of the bum­

ing child the story of a sleeping consciousness figured by a father unable 

to face the accidental death of his chíld, Lacan reads, ín the awakcn­

ing, the story of the way father and child are inextricably bound 

together through the story of a trauma." Lacan, in other words, reads 

the story of the father as a survival inherently and constitutivdy bound 

up with the address of a dead child. The father's story of survival, in 

other words, is no longer simply his own, but teUs, as a mode of 

response, the story of the dead child. This story itself has a double 

dimension.Depending on whether the child's words are read as refer­

ring to the burning within or to the burning without, the father's 

survival can be understood, as \Ve shall see, in terms of two inextrica­

bly bound, though incompatible, responses to the child's address. In 

thus ímplicitly exploring consciousness as figured by the survivor whose 

life is inextricably Iinked to the death he witnesses,Lacan resituates the 

psyche's relation to the realnot as a simple matter of seeíng or of 

knowíng the nature of empírical events, not as what can be knO\vn or 

what cannot be known about reality, but as the story of an urgent 

responsibility, or what Lacan defines, in this conjunction, as an etlúcal 

relation to the real. 7 

A FAILED ADDRESS 

lf the words of the child ("Father, don't you see ['m burning t 
") can 

be read, in this light, as a plea by the child to see the burníng within the 

dream, then the response of the father in this awakening dramatizes the 

story of a repeated Jailure to respond adequately, a failure to see the child 

in its death. From this perspective the dream would appear to reveal a 

reality beyond the accident of a single empirical event, the chance death 

of a child by fever. For showing, in its repetition, the L1ilure of the father 

to see e\!en when he tries to see, the dream revéal, how the ver)' 

conscioLlsness of the bther ;IS flther - ....ns rlll' '1I 1l" w \w wisbes to see his 

child alive ahrain so lll11ch 1"11:11 11(" \h.'l'P' itl ' \' 11<" "r dI<" bllrllill¡2; c()rp~e-
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is linked in extricably to tbe impossibility of responding adequately to 

the plea of the child in its death. The bond to tbe child, the sense of 

responsibility, is tied to the impossibility of recognizing the child in its 

potential death. And it is this bond that is revealed, exelllplarily, as the 

real by the dream, as an encounter with a real established around an 

inherent impossibility: 

What encounter can there be hencelorth with that loreyer inert being-even now 


being deyoured by the flames-il not the encounter that occurs precisely at the 


moment when, by accident, as il by chance, the flames come to mee! him l Where is 


the reality in this accident, il hot that it repeat something ac!ually more latal by 


means 01 reality, a realíty in which Ithe person who was supposed to be watching 


oyer the body still remains asleep, eyen when the lather reemerges alter haying 


woken up! (58-59) 


In awakeni ng, the father's response repea ts in ane act a double failure 

of seeing-a failure to see adequately inside, and a failure to see ade­

qua tely ou ts ide. 

Indeed, Lacan's interpretive movem ent, from the accident of the 

candle falling, to the dream as what repeats something "more fatal" by 

means of reali ty, could be said to represent a parable implied by the 

movement from C hapter Four to C hapterFive of Beyond the Pleasure 
PrúJ(iple: fro 111 tbe speculation on cOrlSciousness that explains trauma 

as an interruption of consciousness by something-such as a11 acci­

dent-that comes too soon to be expected, to Freud's explanation of 

the origins of Ji fe itself as an "awakening" out of death that establish­

es the fou ndation of the drive and of consciousness." Freud's peculiar 

movemen t-fr0111 trauma as an exception, an accident that takes 

consciousness by surprise and thus disrupts it, to trauma as the very 

origin of consciousncss and all of Jife itself-is, Lacan suggests, a way 

of showing how the accidental in trauma is also a revclation of a basic, 

ethical dilemma at the heart of consciousness itself, insofar as it is 

c$sentiilly n:b tcd to dcath, and particularly, to tbe death of others:' Ulti­

rnatel y. th ~·II. d ll' ~ I qry ()f f:.lther and child, for Lacan, is the story of an 
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impossible responsibility of consciousness in its own originating rela­

tion to others, and speci6cally the deaths of others. As an awakening, 

the ethical relation to the real is the revelation of this impossible demand 

at the heart of human consciousness. "' 

AN UNAVOIDABLE IMPERATIVE 

But the words of the child, "Father, don't you see I'm burning?" can 

be read another way, as well: not 0111y as the plea ro see the child burn­
ing in the dream, but as the command to see the child buming without, 

as the imperative, that is, to awaken. While Lacan does not explicitly 

articulate this reading, he does suggest that th e missing of the trauma 

is also an encOLln ter: 

far what we have in the discovery of psychoanalysis is an encounter, an essential 

encounter- an appointment to which we are always called with a real that eludes 

uso (53) 

From this perspective, the awakening embodies an appointment w ith 

the real. The awakening, in other words, occurs not merely as a failure 

to respond, but as an enactmcnt of the inevitability of responding-of 

avvakening to the survival of the child tbat is now only a corpse. T be 

pathos and signi6cance of this awakenillg derive not simply fram the 

repeated loss of tbe child, in the father's attempt to see, bLlt rather from 

the fact that it is preciscly the child, the child whom the father has not 

seen in time, the child he has let die unwitnessed, the child WhOlll the 

dream (in the fa ther's desperation to make the child live again) shows as 
once again alive-j t is th is very child vvho, fram within the failure of 

the father's seeing, commands the fath er to awaken and to hve, and to 

live precisdy as tb e seeing of another, a different burning. T be father, 

who would have stayed inside the dream to see h is child alive once more, 

is commanded, by this child, to see Tlot from the inside--the inside of 

the dn.:am, al1d the mside of tbe death, which is t11l' unly place tbe child 

could now be trull' seen-bl.lt ro W~· ti', 11111111' Illll\id '·. l \l k'ave the child 

in the drealll so ;IS lo aw.I\..CI J ~· I ~\·\\ lit '" 11 1', I'\"¡ 1 ~ L'! y tl ll' d C: ld ch ild. 

TRAUMATIC AWAK ENINGS 

the child in ¡ts irreducible inaccl'ssibility and otherness, who says ro the 

father: wakc ¡¡P, ¡cave me, surtJive, 51uvivc fo tel/ the sto,'Y of ml' burning. 

To awaken is thus to bear the imperative to survive: to survive no 

longer simply as th e fa ther of a chilJ, but as the one who must tell 

what if means 110t to see, w hich is abo what it means to hear the unthink­

able words of the dying child: 

Is not the dream emntially, one might say, an act 01 homage to the missed real­

ity-the reality that can no longer produce itself except by repeating irsell endlmly 

in sorne never attained awakening? (58) 

Only a rite, an endlessly repeated aá, can commemorate this not very memorable 

encounter-for no one can say what the death 01 a child is, except the lather qua 

father, that is to say, no conscious being. (59) 

T he father must receive the dead child's words. But the on1y way truly 

to hear is now precisely nat by seeing and listening as a living fa ther 

lis tens to a living child, but as the o ne w ho receives the very gap 

between the other's death and his own life, the one w ho, in awaken­

¡ng, do es not see but enacts the impact of the very difference between 

death and life. Tbe awakening, in its very inability to see, is thus the 

true reception of an address that, precisely in ¡ts crassing fram the burn­

ing within to the burning without, changes and reforms the nature of 

the addressee around the blindness of the imperative itself. For in awak­

ening, in responding to the address of tbe dead child, "Father, don't 

yo u see I'm burning?" the fa ther is no longer the father of a living 

child but preciseil' now the ol1e who can sal' what the death of a child 

¡s . T he response is not a knowing, that is, but the performance of a 

speaking, a.nd as such, in the very seeming passivity and lack of agency 

and mastery in tbe repetition of the response, precisely carríes with it 

and traIJ.5mits the child's otherness, th e fa.ther's encounter with the o th­

erness of the dead child. 

Such an awakening, if it is in some sense still a repe tition of the 

trauma (a redrallllltization uf the cruId's dying), is however not a simple 

repetition uf t l1 (,' ' dI//(' fa.i1u rl! ,md luss--of the story of the fatber alone-­

¡' li t ~I fH':W .11; 1 111.11 1 1' 1 ll' , II~ I' re,: isely él departure and a difference: the 

http:seen-bl.lt


103 CATHY CARUTH101 

departure of the father at the command of his burniog child, and the 

difference, the intolerable difrerence, bet\veen the burning within and 

the burning without. 
As an act, the a\vakening is thus not an understanding but a trans­

mission, the performance of an act of awakening that contains within 

it its own difference--"Repetition,"Lacan says in the third part of the 

seminar, "demands the new." This newness is enacted in the fact, pre­

cisely, that the \vords are no longer mastered or possessed by the one 

who says them-by the child who has died and for whom it is eter­

nally too late to speak, or by the father who receives the words as 

coming from the place of the child, the self that \vas asleep. Neither 

the possession of the father nor the possession of the child, the words 

are passed on as an act that does not precisely awaken the self but pass­

es the awakening on to others. 
The accident is thus not a reality that can simply be known but 

an encounter that must take place each time anew in the accident of 

where the words happen to fa11: 

But what, then, was this a((ident? When everybody is asleep, including the person 

who wished to take a little rest, the person who was unable to maintain his vigil 

and the person 01 whom some well intentioned individual, standing at his bedside , 

must have said, He looks just as ir he is asleep,when we know only one thing about 

him, and that is that, in this entirely sleeping world, only the voiee is heard, Father, 

don't you see I'm burningl This sen ten ce is itself a firebrand-ol itself it brings fire 

where it falls-and one cannot see what is burning, for the flames blind us to the 

laet that the fire bears on the Unterlegt, on the Untertragen,on the real. (59) 

The accident, the force of the falling of the candle, is no !onger con­

finable simply to a real that consists in the empirical fact of burning, 

or the fever, the accident by which the child caught fever or by which 

the candle fell while the father slept. The force of the fall is precisely 

the accident of the way in which the child's words transmit a burn­

ing that turns between the death of the child and the imperativc of 

the father's survival, a burning that, precisely; líke the candle, falls to 

awaken, anew, those who hear the words. 

TRAUMATIC AWAKENINGS 

The full implications of such a transmission will only be fully grasped, 

1 think, when we come to understand how, through the act 

of survival, the repeated failure to have seen in time-in itself apure 

repetition compulsion, a repeated nightmare--can be transformed by, 

and transmuted into, the imperative of a speaking that awakens others. 

For now, however, I will simply point to the imperative of awakening 

that underlies Lacan's own text, the theoretical text of psychoanalysis. 

For it is in the language of theory itself, Lacan suggests, that psycho­

analysis transmits, as he puts it, the "fever" of Freud, the burning of 

Freud's driving question, "What is the first encounter, the real, that líes 

behind the fantasy?" (54).And it is to this burning question, and to this 

fever he sen ses in Freud's text, that Lacan's o\Vn text precisely responds: 

The function of . .. the real as encounter- the encounter insofar as it may be 


missed, insofar as it is essentially the missed encounter-first presented itself 


in· the hiltory of psychoanalysis in a form that was in itself already enough to 


awaken our attention, that of the trauma. (55, emphasis added) 


Lacan suggests that the inspiration of his own text is awakened by the 

theory of trauma at the center of Freud's text, and that the Freudian 

theory of trauma spcaks already (in this story of the burning dream and 

of the burning child) from within the very theory of wish fulfillment. 

T h e passing on of psychoanalytic theory, Lacan suggests, is an impera­

tive to awaken that turns between a trauma tic repetition and the ethical 

burden of a survival. 11 It is indeed not simply Freud's perception and 

analysis of a reality outside or inside (a reality of empirical events or of 

internal "fantasies") that Lacan transmits, but rather, most importantly, 

w hat Lacan refers to as the "ethical \vitness" of Freud. 12 The transmis­

sion of the psychoanalytic theory of trauma, the story of dreams and 

of dying children, cannot be reduced, that is, to a simple mastery of facts, 

~md cannot be loc3ted in a simple knowledge or cognition. 

Indeed, tlh' \.'wnt of the trJuma of the drearn and the story of the 

child's dl'. tt l! jll II\<" It Xl.s of Freud and ofLacan resonate uJílcannily 
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with the unexpected stories of their own losses: Freud's text is inad­

vertently shadowed by the death of Freud's own daughter Sophie from 

a fever, and Lacan's text gains prophetic resonance from the death 
of his own daughter, Caroline, in a car accident, a few years after the 

delivery of the seminar on the dream of the burning child.'3 

In Lacan's text, as in Freud's, it is rather the words of the child that 

are ultimately passed on, passed on not in the meaning of the words 

alone, but in their repeated utterance, in their performance: a perfor­

mance that, in Lacan's text, takes place in the mowment of the 

repetition and the gap between the German from which these words 

address the future, and the French in which they are heard and received, 

and in which they are endles.sly echoed: 

Qu'est-ce qui réveille? N'est-ce pas, dan s le reve, une autre réalité?-cette réalité 

que Freud nous décrit ainsi-Dass das Kind an seinem Bette steht, que I'enfant est 

pres de son lit, ihn am Arme (asst,le prend par le bras, et lui murmure sur un ton 

de reproche, und ihm vorwurfsvolllurauntVater, siehst du denn nieht, Pere, ne voit­

tu pas, dass ¡eh verbrenne? que je brílle? (57) 

The passing on of the child's words does not simply refer to a reality 

that can be grasped in these words' representation, but transmits the 

ethical imperative of an awakening that has yet to occur. 

NOTES 

1. Quotations fiom Freud are taken from nle Stalldm-d Edih'on ~rn1e CO/I/plele Psyd/OIi~([i((l1 

VVcJrks of Si'>:lI1und Frelld, transo and ed.Jame, StrachC!y, VoL V (London, 1953). 

2. 	On the rdation between the dream of the burning child and Freud's drl'aJ11 of his 

own üthC!r, see Jane Gallop, Rcadill,~ Lacan (N ewYork, 1985). 

3. 	Quotatious from the English texts are takctl fro111 Jacques Lacan , "Tuche- and 

Automaton," in The Fo"r Fundamental COllcep's of Psychoal1alysis, ed .Jacques-Abin 

Miller, transo Ajan Sheridan (N ew York, 1973). QlIotarions fmm the Prench text are 

taken from Jacques Lacan, "Tuché et autolll:ttun," in 1..,. shl/il/aire, li",re XI; Les qua/re 

cOl1cepls fondal11C11laux de la ps)'d/(II1<1ly'" (l'aris, 1'n3) 

4. 	Leon,lrd Shengold providcs .1 r,,~dillv. 01 lhr \'11 1111 11". J' 11/ 1',111) ,Y 'IIJ,l) li c ""d linked 

to desire in "[';111",r, D,,"nj'/I S,..- f'w 11111/11/Il' , oO 110/1,, '11' /1 ' PI' ,", , -":, /T¡1 '-,¡'w , S)'II/I}(,lisl/I, 

'111" AIII/'(/('f: I:mlll 1.:"<'1)' 111//11" ,1 \,'1/11 11.' (r'" 11 1 , 11 1')11 1) 1", ,\1,', It: :\ r ('('sists .111 
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oversymboli c readillg, 1bdil'Vl' , bUL he does link the bunung to dcsire in Chapter 


Four of the semiJJar, and in his fi nal ( Ul1Un ents in the fifth chapter. It ","ould be nec­


essary to rethink the drive thro llgh che cmious resis tan ce to symbolism of trauma, 


ra thcr than reading the tramnatj c n igh trnare through the es t:lblished repression and 


Oedipal theories of reeeived ps)'choanalys is. One nocion that sueh a rethinking 


would h;¡ve to engage would be that of ambi\ralence , and specifically the possibil ­


ity of the father', ambivakllce toward the child that Freud allows when he suggests 


in hi, interpretation thar me father Dlay fee! sorne guilt at having ldi: a mall to watch 


over the child who was not up to his task (see the complete Freud pa5sage). Rather 


than addressing this ambivalen ce in terms of th e individual father in a farher-son 


antagonism, Freud se<:ms to incorporate it intu a larger problem of consciousness 


as >uch w!len he says tbat it ís consciousness irsdf that does nor w ish to ",-ake up: 


for in this case the wish tu kct>p the child alive that Freud originally says motivares 


the dream indeed bccomes secondary to the wish of cOllicioLlsness tO sleep, and 


nuy only serve the wish of cOllsciousuess, even in rhe fa ce of the death of a child, 


to protect ies 0\\,11 slcep. 


5. 	[be passages 1 refer tu are the exarnples of tb e accidcnt nightmare in Be)'ol/d Ihe 

PleaSllrc PrIIlClple, and tbe eOlllpanso ll o f the trauma of the Jcws with a train acci­

denr ~ urvivor in N/oses al1d MO l/ otlleisII/. ",111ch 1 havc di,cu ssed at Icngth in 

"Uncbimed Exp er ienc c : Tra uma ami rhe Poss ibi lity of History," Yale Frefleh 

SII/ tlies 79 (199 1), pp. 181-192. 

6. 	Shoshana FeJman evocatively reads the Ll.ean cssay in tenm of the " cncounter 

between ~ Ieep ,lOd wa king" in La folie el la dlOse liflfrml'c (parís, 1978). It should be 

noted that rh(' rel" tion between sleeping and waking, :tmJyzed in my ess.\y in (erms 

of fatber and child , invo lvcs anorher charaee,er , th e W¿¡c/¡ Ier, \Vho has fallen aslcep 

next to tbe chj ld and rernains asleep <,ven w hen che fathe r awakens. Lacan describes 

rhe momenr between sleeping and ",,'aking abo in tCr l11S of tbis split between father 

and ¡,Vdcl,rcr, and pi cko up o n this no ti011 of , pLirting in rhe rhird pan of the ~em­

inar. H e rhus touches on ano th er dim ension of trauma rhat, in the history of 

psychiJtry and psychoanalysis, goes along,idc the temporal unuerstanding of trau ­

ma as expericncing too late: the notion of dissociation of the ps)'ehe around the 

event-the splitting off of " " traul1l3 tic Jl1cmory" from the rest of cOllsciousness 

(and unconsciousness, for that matter). This notion had bccn developed at length 

by Piare Janer, and in contempOl:lry trauma theor)' there is a cendin division around 

rhe Freudian underst.mding of ttaum;¡ as repetition and rc~emctment (which, ",bether 

acknowledged or not , has a constitutivcly temporal basis,) anu dissociarion thcories 

ehat are often identified w itb Jane t (a lthough Frelld ,üso wrotc on splitting). (On 

Jarree alld Fr<, ud, ~ee 13es~d A. \':111 der Kolk anoO ntlo van der Hart, "T hc Imrusive 

P"sr; I 'h,' 1'!exlh,hl1 "¡' II'J LUI~l ;md che Engr;¡Vlllg of MC1ll0ry," in Timlllta:Explora/iom 

i/l !\II'/II",)' ,,'d 1 ,d, \" ', 111111, 1I ~ . ,ltinlOn: . 19951) . It ¡s imercsting ro nore (ami lIIay 

1", helllll , ll ,, "1 . ' 1' 11 1, ,,, III'¡:) 111."11,,, [I,;'i,/¡"'I' in the dre,lIlI q( the hllrnillg chilu 
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resonares "virh Freud's own general definition of the dream, in T ite lnlerprelation of 

Dreams, as rhe guardian of sleep, "der Wachter des Schlafeus." 

7. 	My n:ading o f rhi s seminar (Chaptee FiV<" in Tit e Fo/u Fundam ental CO /1ecpts oJ 
Psyclroanal)'sis) can be, in p ~lrt, unde,.'to od as a reading of Lacan's eomm ents in 

Chapter Three: 

The srams of rhe uncollScious , which, as 1 have 5ho\\'11, is so fragile on 

rhe ontie plane, is cthical. In his rhirst for truth , Freud says: "Wharever 

ir is, 1musr go there, beeause, somcw here, trus unconscious reveals itSelf" 

... FrClld said: "There is rhe country where I shall rake my people." . 

I am nar being impressionistie whcn I sal' thar ¡:reud's approach here is 

erhical. ... Freud sho"'s thar he is very ",dI awarc how frag ile are the 

veils of rhe uneonsciou..\ whcrc this register is concerIlcd, w hen he opens 

rhe Jasr chapter of TI'le Intc'pretatioll o(Dn'ams with the dream which, of 

all rhosc that are analyzed in the book, is in a carcgory of its own-:I 

dream suspended arollnd the mosr anguishing mysrcry, dut w hich links 

a farher ro rhe carpse of his son elose by, of his dead son. .. (pp. 32- 33) 

Slavoj Z i :lek suggests that the awakening in uean's reading of the dn:am is a pre ­

cise reversaI of dIe usual understanding of drcam as fi CtiOll and ~wakcning as reality: 

he argu es that the awakcning of the tather, in Laca rú reading, is an "cscape" from 

the real into ideology. Aside fi-0111 th e d¡lliculty of accepting thar awakening ro a 

ehild's dead carpsc couId ever be undersrood JS an escape, the force of Lacall 's read­

ing IS clearly, 1 tbink, to suggest rhar the encounter w ith rhe real GUUlo t be 10Glted 

simply imide or outsidl' the dn:am bllt in the moment of the moverncm from Ol1e 

ro rhc other, w hat he calls "the gap that consritutes aW<lkening." See Slavoj ZiZek, 

7'l'w Subl"/"Ie Objcct oJ Ideolog)' (London, 1989) . 

8. 	One mighr al.so be able to lInderstJ.nd Fre lld's description of the death drive in th.is 

comexr in terms of the very specifie death in the bllrnin g child dream , thc death 

rhar is of a child. For [he de,nh drive, the originating and repeated attempt by tbe 

organism ro return to th e illan.i.m3te, the awakening imo Jife that immediately entails 

an attcmpt to return ro death., could be seen general.ly as a sc.nse that one has dicd 

roo lare. And what co uld it mean to die too lare, execpt to di e after o"e ~ e!JilcP. 

Ir is important ro note here the shift that is not arti culated in Freud bllt implied 

by Llcan's reading, froro the notion ol' trauma as a reb tiou ro one 's ow n deJrh ro 
rhe relari on to anorher's death; Frcu.d 's OWI1 shift from Bc)'ond rh e Pleas"re Principie 

ro ¡Woses ond ¡\I!ollo¡lreislll m ay Sllggest tbat the death nf th e nther W;IS aJways imep­

arable from his noríon of (m e's "o\Vn" dcarh . Thc pclt/h.,r tClllporaJi ty ()f trallll1.;I, 

and rhe seuse rhar lhe past it fi,isLS Ul'llll 0l 1C· i, ""1 UlI l'" ClW Il , 111 <11' pcr h ~l ps, fr0111 

this pcrspl'crivc, be' umkrs,."od ill 1" 1, 11' "t ,1 1" 1111''''' ,1/1 \ "r 111. · ..Iha (or rbe. o ther\ 

poremi:rl d l· :¡th). (l1l (·IlIj,II.''' / IlII', 11 ". 1,, '1'111 , tI, l\ '" lit" 11' 11'1''' 'r. lit ry, 1 .un t;¡king 

iss1l c' w ith Filie R,I~. ,",J '·, 1111 , 11'1,'11,,, ,, ,11 11, ""/"/! I~ ,1 ,, 1,1 ,,, , ·.IIIl , 111 w"ieh sh" 

illlrll '" tb.11 Ii" , ",'. ,,11 ,1, )\, NI' " , 111 dl l" i! . Ul llp 01 /1 d ;I L, ¡)PI'O","d '11 ¡lIlr 
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aH being potentially traulllJuzed, w h ich I beJieve is closer to tbe paradoxieal re m­


poral.ity of the death driw. SeC' R...lgb lld, ''Lacau, the Dearh Drive and the Burning 


C hiJd Drealll ," i.n Sarah Websrt' r G oo dw in and Eli.labe th Bronfen , ed., Death alld 


Represel1la/ion (Baltilll o re, 1993]), 


9. 	The description of the fo unclatio nal mo/nent of conseiousness as a r(~sponsibility 


towards oth",rs in their dcarhs (or potential dearhs), as indeed the r<.:spollSc to a eall 


from those: (pott' ntial) dearhs, [t' lo nates w itll th e e tbieal thinkillg of Emll1anuel 


Lcvinas. H e has indeed writ.ten of the " évc.il a partir de ¡'aun'e," whieh i~ linked to 


a foundational l110 m ent a1so associated wirh trauma in "La philosophi c et l'éveil ." 


Tbe erhical resonances o f the problematics of trauma wcre fmt brought to my 


allelllion by Jill Robbim, w hose bril liant work on Levinas (espec.ially " Visage, Figure: 


Spcceh and Murder in Levinas' Totaliry aHd trif!nity," in Cathy C aruth and D eborah 


Eseh, ed., CriricaIE,¡co'lII lers: R~fercl1(e and RespoI'Isihility in Deco"ls /nlrrillL' vV,úi' (g IN ew 


Brumw ick, 1994J, and her fonhcom.ing book, Erhics ""d the Litemry Insra"ee: RemUlle 


Le/,il1a.I), whose disCllssions with m e' abollt the intcrscction betw een the rwo fields, 


and whosc rcading and sl1ggestions concern.ing varioll\ chapters in this book have 


been invaluable. (On th e specifl e appearance of the notio n of trauma in Levinas, 


.Ice Elisabeth Weber. Vcif¡'Ig/II~~ llI1d Traul/la: Z,., Elll lllallllc/ L.elJi/Jas' nrllrcment qu'etre 


OL/ au-dele) de I'essel/ec lVienna , 1990].) 


10. This illsight \Vould indced resurface in rhe history of traumJ rescarch, in the ongo­

in g diJcrnnL1 oI " survivor gllilt," lllost norably rem arked by Roben Jay Liftoll as a 

paradoxical g llilt frcqu cntly attend.ing survivor eXjJerience: 

In all th.is , self- condemnation strikes lI.S as quite unfai.r. . . This guilt 

see rns to subsu me tbe individual vicrim-survivor rather harshly tO the 

evolutiof1Jry fun ction of guilt in rl'nd<:ring lIS ¡¡ccountable for OUt ré'b ­

tionship tO o thers' physical and psychological exi5tence. T his experience 

of guilt around o ne 's own trau ma suggcsts rhe m oral dirnensio n inher­

em 111 all coutllet and ~uffe ring. 

See Robert Jay Lifton, The Brolm'l Co,mee/io'1 (New York, 1979), p, 172. 

11. Jacques D errida sugg<:sts, in a reading of Be)'ol1d the Pleasure Pri,ICiple, that the pass­

ing on of psychoanalys is musr be understood through the survival of rhe farher 

beyo nd rus children, See Jacgues D errida, La carte Postale: de Soc/'{/le el Frcl.Id ct aLl-dela 

(Paris, 1980). D errida moves between the norion of traunlJ and me llo tion of rcspon­

sibili ty in "Passagcs-du trallmatisme á la prom esse," in his interview with Elisabc,th 

Weber in Poill1s de 5L15pCl15ion : E/lfretil.'llS (P,lris, 1992). 

To u ke up th e mateer of su.rvival in the senlÍnar fi.üly, one would \Vant to inelude 


also a readi.ng of the "knock.iug dream" with w hi.ch Lacan in rroduees 11.is discus­


siol1 uf lhe drC~ 1l1 of rhe burning ehild.ln a prospec tus fo r a d.isscrtation atYale 


U nivcr, i/ \'. Ikp.III"IIll'1lt l'lf COlllparauve Li te rature, cntitled '·Wak.i ng Dreams," 


\VI,i, 1, 1111 11, ,1, , 1 1""I''' '(''¡ chaptcl' Oll th e drca111 of the burning child, l\1ary 


(}'I.," I' '" '' . Ii ~ ~ " :\ ' ti" , ,,11" ' 1"11 /" .\I, /,{ I(' /!r illlhc kllockillgdrc:IIl1 ,:lIld poillts to 
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the text by de Quincey 011 this play. 1 \Vas intercsted to fmd that de Quincey Sllg­

gests that what the knocking signifies is not, as one rn..ight expect, death, but rather 

the return to life. The crisis, that is, is the survival. This makes a striking indircct 

introduction to the problem of survival Jnd the dcath drive in the dream of the 

burning child. (See Thomas de Quincey, "On the Knocking at the Gate in Mocbeth," 

in Miscellolleoils Es~ays [Boston, 1857].) As Matjorie Garber has pointed out to me, 

the l'vIa.beth resonauees in tne knocking dream mignt be rcad also in the drcam of 

the burning child through the emphasi.\ on the burning candle. 

(An exploration of the the Literary allusion in the Lacan text might open onto 

other questions concerning the literary dimension of the pas~agcs in both writers, 

and might consider the possiblc resonance in Freud's dcscription of the child's word, 

in the dream with the words of the child in C;oethe's "Erlkonig." 

12. 	On the possibilities opened by the death drive, as c1islocating an inside-outside oppo­

sition, for changc (in a fcmiJlist context) , scc Jacqucline Rose, "Wherc Does the 

Misery Come From? Psychomalysts, Feminism and the Event," in Richard Feldstcin 

and Juclith Roof, ed., Fm";llism and Psydwanafy;:is (lthaca, 19í1')), t:eprinted in Jaequdine 

Rose, W71)' Hfc¡r~-Psychoallafy;:i5, Politics, and che Retilrl! lo l'vIelanie K1cin (O:--{ord, 1'1'13). 

13. 	There is sorne evidenee in the third part of the senünar thatl.acan unwittingly 

inscribes the death of Sopnie into his text (and thus also unwittingly anticipates 

Caroline's). [n this part of the seminar he turns to a discllssion of the fo re-da game 

of the child that Freud describes in Bc)'ond Ihe P/eosure Pril'lciple, the game of his 

grandson that he interprets as a trallmatic repetition of the temporary departu res'Ir 
of his mother. As Jacques Derrida has pointed out (in La carte posta/e), this analysis 

refleces in an odd way wbar would soon be Freud's own permanent loss of this same 

woman , his daughtcr Sophic, who dicd towJrds the end of the writing of Beyond 

che Pleasure Pril1áple, a death at which Frcud was not able to be present.As Lacan 

describes th e fort-da game, moreon T, he sh ifts suddcnly into an autobiographieal 

voice that cchoes with the languagc of secing throughollt bis scminar:"I , too, havc 

seen, seen wüh my own eyes, opcned by maternal divination, the child, traumatized 

by the (¡et that [ was going away despite the appeal, precociollsly adumbrated in its 

voiee . .. ." (p. 63, translation modified) .Lacan's " 1, too, have seen" perhaps marks the 

transmission of Freud's own unwitting anticipatory writing of his daugbter's death 

into the psychoanalytic text of Lacan, whieh also, in its way, anticipa tes the death of 

his OWll child, (On the relation betwecn the perspective of the trJumatized ehild. 

analyzed in the fort-da game, and the dream of the burning child, whieh. appears 

to relate the perspeetivc of the adult, scc also pp. 34-35 of 171( FOIIY EII,da,."erllal 

CO/1CcpIS ~f Ps)'choanal)'sis). EJisabeth Roudinesco tells of 1'i1<' cleath oCLacan's daugh­

ter Caroline inJaeqlles [.Acall: Esqui.'.'c d'II"c "i.., !r ú' /,,;,,' ;/'11" 'Y'/{'II'" dí' 1J<!/lSée (Paris, 

1993). I diseuss this pare of the st'lllir];lr ill ,lll l'Xtl'I1l Il't1 W I ',IUII uf ¡lit, essay:see my 

í1dailtled E.'pcric"CC:7I(lIIIII", N¡/rI, ,, i, "., ,111,/ 111\'>1/ )' 

A NDREW FORD 

WHETHER ONE regards the 

sch01arship on katharsis as "a grotesque 

monument of sterility" or as "the Mt 

Everest .. , that looms on al! !iterary KATHARSIS
horizons,"1 there can be little doubt that 

it has cast a nearly impenetrable shad- THE 
ow over a word that is, after aH, barely 

mentioned in one of Aristotle's briefer ANCIENT 
and more peripheral treatises. But this 

academic overkil! at 1east makes clear PROBLEM 
that, at trus stage of the game, i( would 

be naive to hope to settle the meaning 

of katharsis once and for a11. 2 Accord­

ingly, although 1 strongly prefer a 

particular mjnority interpretation, I do 

no t expect to end the long-standing 

debate . Instead, 1 hope onIy to compli­

cate the modern search for a solution 

by turning to a broader questioll , w hich 

1 caH the ancient problem. By tbis 1 

mea!1 Ar istotle's problem: What needs 

in h1s poetic theory required that he 

insert this word into his definition of 

tragedy and then more or less drop it? What larger requirements of 

his systematic ph ilosophy made hilll posit katharsis as the answer to 

w hat questions? The ancient prob1em with katharsis, as I define it, is 

thus not simp1y its meaning in the Poetics-vvhich Aristotle must have 

thought trallsp:\Te nt. N or is it precisely the problem that is named by 

katltarsis [he 'pl'l' l:d :J ppeal of music and tragedy it ambiguously sig­

ni fi,·s. T IIl ' 11 ntl lli 1 ' l l1bl ~·III. rlw prubkl1l for Aristotle, i f unrealized 

http:present.As
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by him, was the one solved by saying kallzarsis, by bringing this near­

Iy opaque word into his writings on arto 
1 propose, then, to give only a sketch of the modern controversy 

in order to highlight what 1 think are the main issues in dispute. [ w iD 

then to turn to a passage on katharsis in the Politíes, which rcmains, 

though this fact is often enough obscured, our fullest extant discus­

sion of katharsis from Aristotle's pen.3 Although this text has long been 

consulted without decisive results for the interpretation of kafharsis, it 

nevertheless allows liS to give a more inclusive account of what was 

at stake in the enigmatic naming of the Poetíes: 

THE MODERN PROBLEM 

The Modern Problem has been to decide the meaning of katlw/"sis in 

Ari stotk's definition of tragedy: 

let tragedy therefore be defined as the imitation of an action that is serious, com­

plete and possesses magnitude, with embel lished language used va riously in its 

different parts, presented through acting and not through narration, accomplishing 

through pity and lear the katharsis 01 such emotions ' 

The las t difricult clause is added to supply the final cause of tragedy, 

its purpose, and so katILa/":iis would seem to refer to what Ar istotle else­

where calls "the special pleasure" of tragedy, the "pleasure arising fi'om 

pity and fear through imitation that the tragic poet is obliged to pro­

duce."" Defining the special pleasure that is katharsis has been ~ o 

controversial in subscquent Western literal")' theory because ir raises 

fundamental issues in the psychology and social use of art. ' 
But this is the on ly time in the Poetíes that Aristotle uses kathar­

sis in reference to the goal of tragedy." and the word is sufficiently 

amb iguous to sponsor very different views of th e function amI uses 

of arto Lexical studi es distin guish four rnain rneanings o f katllClrsis at 

the time Aristotle wrote ." [ts mot scnSl' W;I'; l'~Sl'l l ti:tl l y "c1e;ming," out 

it was e" rly used in rdif!;iolls vuuhlll.lr it·\ in l r ilLl,d "cil'<lmi ng" o( 

physicai objects, and for rll l ' "l' lIrilll.llli lll"111 ',11 111 , ¡ IlI11LI)!; iI Illllsi r :111" 
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incantations. l " The HippocrJtics also gave katharsís a special sense as 

a technical term for the expu1si on of noxious bodily elements through 

" purgin g." Finally, Plato <¡eCITt<; to have extended the word to intel­

lectual "clari fi carion" in a fcw passages, though he did not use it in 

connection with poetry or l1lusic. t t 

This broad range of usage allows fo r ,vhat \Ve may call " Iower" or 

" highcr" interpretations of the katharsís produced by tragedy, depend­

ing on whether it is conceived as a more bodily or spiritual experience. 

Giving katharsis a medica1 sensc in the Poetíes suggests a rather low­

level pleasure: watching a tragedy would be Iike taking adose of 

hellebore--the painful story is bitter going down, but somehow restora­

tive to the system. (Incidentally. the medical meaning of katharsís is the 

most common in Aristotle, especiaUy frequent, in his biological works , 

for discharges like menstruatiol1 and urinatian.) As a religious term, 

katharsís may be either high or low: conceived as the off~couring of 

physical dirt, the cleaning may be the simple removal of defilement; 

but conceived along the lines of the sacred songs that healed the in~ane, 

katharsis lllay suggest a moral refin ernent of the spectator's sou!. Evcn 

higher and more Platonic is katharsís interpreted as a psyc hological 

clearing up, perhaps even a clarification of moral ideas through woe­

fuI stories dramatically structured. 

T he search fo r high er functions in kath(\rsis has been going on 

since the Renaissance, when tl1e rediscovered Poeties \Vas quickly aligned 

w ith the Horatian ideal of poetry that blends pleasure and instru c­

tionll In v-arious ways, katharsis was associated with moral improvement 

through the eighteenth century, t~ until the contrary view was influ­

entiaUy argu ed by Jakob Bernays .t4 Ridiculing the idea of tragedy as 

a " moral house of correc tion," Bernays adduced the Po lítin' in sup­

port of his view of katharsis as a purely physiological phenomenon, 

an expu lsion of painful emo ti ons through painful emotions, as in 

homeopathic medicin e. T his text, to be considered in detail shortly, 

is the more suggestive beca use the Poetics often speaks of the "plea­

sure" o f tragdy, bu t never rnentions learning from it. lt is true that, 

in C haptl'r I m il , illlit. lt i0 ns are said to appcal te) an innatc pleasure all 

hUlIlall ¡',·i lll~S ,", d:l: 11I h· .l rnillf!;. hl1t Aristotle illustrates th is learn ing 
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at a rather low level: we look at a picture of Socrates and take plea­

sure in divining that "it's Socrates."I\ It is also true that, in Chapter 

Nine, poetry is pronounced a more phílosophic thing than history, 

beca use it deals in the kinds of things that might happen , rather than 

chronicling the things that have happened in given cases. I3ut this uui­

versalizing character attributed to poetry is, after all, only rclative to 

history, and it is not such a strong tendency as to exclude ilnpossible 
lo plots, provided they are persuasive.

But a view like that of Bernays leads to unwelcome conseguences: 

the sublime art form of Athenian tragedy would seem to be reduced 

to an emotional orgy, a workout of the passions for no other benefit 

than the pleasure of their cxercise. This hardly seems to square with 

the high opinion of ttragedy that Aristotle exhibits throughout tbe 

Poetics, nor does it help us see why he should have expended so much 

of his time in establishing the principIes of unit)' and intelligibility for 

an art form alleged to be fundamentaUy emotional in its appea!. 

Moreover, a katharsis that does not involve learning seems a poor 

response to Plato's charge in the Reptlblic that tragedy waters the pas­

sions and weakens the reason. 

Accordingly, after a century of dominance, Bernays has recent1y 

fallen to a new consensus among cxcgetes of the Poefics. l ) Charging 

that his theory is reductive and problematic in its details , they argue 

in various ways that tragedy does indeed improve us and teach us, by 

leading us to [eel the r ight emotions toward the r ight obj ects. The 

new consensus avoids simply returning to old didac tic models by 

insisting that a strict opposition between thought and feeling is too 

simplistic for Aristotle. Th e Nicornacheal1 Efhics and Rhefo ri{ show rhat 

for Aristotle emotions were inextricably tied to certain belicf5 about 

the world. To fee! pity, for examp1e, we must first judge that the suf­

fering is undeserved; to fee! fear, we must calculate tbat a given disaster 

is such as might happen to uso Sueh complexes of th o ught and feel­

ing have no need to be "purged," it is argued, ,lIld ulle can go further 

to 111lintain tbat attending tra~ ic pl ilyS 11:\\11111.11 v\ m tn red the r ighr 

emotiol1S toward tlw rigll[ nh.i l"I'. \\ hl< I1 1', .1 1\I. U' lr .:vnJition fór 
ArÍ.stotelian "virtllc" III h UIll.lII L \\ 1I I,:¡j "e ,l' 111 111 1' v iew, t r:l gi c 
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katharsis hecomes a complex engagement of our feeling~ and judg­

ments together, not a gross orgy (lf weeping, but a structured evocation 

of emotions that shapes them so they m ay better confonn to proper 

Judgments in reai Jife. Most w ould add that there is likely to be an 

epic and comic katharsis as well, so that allliterature has a role in tbe 

education of th e senses. 

The new consensus resto res a noble mission to art; yet 1join the 

suspieion of certain readers that this view, though coherent and even 

nieely Aristotelian, is simply not Aristotlc's.19 For the bone in the throat 

of all theories of katharsis as learning or moral improvement general­

Iy is the passage from the Politics which clearly distingui~hes the use of 

music for katharsis from its possible uses in learning or ethical trllining. 

In interpreting Porties 6, 1see no reason to resist the implicatíon of the 

Politics that katharsis is a k.ind of pleasing and rel;L"Xíng emotional expe­

rience which supervenes on certain stimuli; tragic kafharsis w o uld be 

the specific form of this response that attenels rhe aromaJ of our emo­

tio ns of pity and fear in an environment made safe by the [aet that the 

trag ic spectacle is only an imitation of suffering."lI1 

This is not to S3y that our rninds are numb at a tragic performance. 

We must use them to follow the plot, and the basic surprises of tragedy 

are not available to LIS unless we luve formed certain reasoned evaJl1­

atioos and exjJectations. B ut the function of this well-crafted plot is 

never said to be to guide us in drawing moral conclusions; Aris totle 

offers no Platonic deman d that tragic storie~ be true or morally improv­

ing. 21 The role of structure is simply to drive us more surely into 

invo lvernent with the experience : a plot is probable or necessary so 

tbar we wil! not distancc ourselves w ith incredulity; a plot is unified 

so that all the components of a tragedy may be focused on its single 

proper end-the "katha/sis of pity and fear arising through irnitation .".ll 

When Aristotle ranks tragic plots in C hapter Thirteen , he prefers 5to­

ries of reasonably good l11.en falling throu gh sorne hamarfia, because 

such plots elicit m ost specifically the rcquisite emotions of pity and 

fear. Playing 00 w hat people commonly bdicve to be fcarfi.tl and pitiable 

may do link 1' 1l\I',l ll d lhc ir moral an d illtel1ectual horizoIlS, but it 

Jl)C~ illvlllv.· tlll~ l lI . 
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Aristotle 's response to Plato, then, '-'vould be that the pleasure afford­

ed by tragedy is hannlcss, not that ir incorporates a morallesson or 

promotes moral habits. To those who would chargc mm with a Philisnne 

insensitivity to the high value of art, Aristotle might reply that they are 

extravagant in their expectations of an art form developed in and for 

a democracy. And he could add that there is a certa in inhumanity or at 

least inexperience in making all civíc activitics serve learning. 

MUSIC IN THE CITY 

Even if one resists a direct extrapolation from the Politics to the Poetics, 

there is much to be learned about the nature and role of katharsis by 

considering lts context in the former work. The passage iR question 

occurs within a largcr discllssion of the ideal state which fills books 

Seven and Eight. Dook Eight is devoted chieny to the education of 

citizens, and katharsis comes into the discussion (a long with glancing 

mention of another illlitative art-painting) apropos of music and its 

possible uses in civic educaticll1. '" 

It is not necessary to rchearse the entire plan here, but a few pre­

lim inary detail, may highlight the important point that Aristotle's idea 

of education aims at shaping the citizen's body and charac ter as much 

as and evcn befo re developing the inte ll ec t . 2~ Accordingly, the pro­

duction of the best citizens begins with a scheme of eugenics and then 

proceeds to a number of res trictions designed to render children 

" immune"-the medical metaphor is Aristotle 's-to unwholesome 

influences (7. 15.9 1336b 23). Even before they are old enough for for­

mal learning, childrcn are to be kept away from si aves as much as 

possible; public pro fanity is to be outlawed, and SOllleone is to keep an 

eye on the bedtime stories mothers and nurses tell. The indecent (askhé­

mon) paintings and statues featured in certain cults are to be confrned, 

like their rites, within the temple precincts ; childreo should not be 

ailowed to go to comedies or other satiric f(-,s t i\" itlcs until they are old 

enough to drink and dine with adlllts. 

This kind of habitl1atioll h 1111 111 l',lI l' , ' 1:,1\1\ \\ 1\("11 Il )\'IIt;¡] instruc­

tion begill\ , hUl tbi n)..,1\ h l'cOllW 11 1111,' i'iH1\l'hullll \ 111,' ,' tllen: is littk 
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agreement about what th e contents of this schooling should be, or 

even about its precise purpose. Aris totle takes a cOll1prehensive view 

of the debate, and accepts the competing claims that education should 

be practically useful , moraUy improving, and directed at more recher­

ché knowledge (fU .4 1337a 40--43) . He reasons that schooling ought 

to impart what is necessary. sho uld improve onc" S character if possi­

ble, and Illay appropriately include higher studies with littIe irnlllediate 

use. To show the worth iness of more refrned study, Aristotle consid­

ers dosely the case of music, w hich raises perplexing questions: although 

induded in aristocratic education since time immemorial, music is not 

useful in the way that reading and writing are; nor does it promote 

health and strength, as gymnas tics docs . Why then should one study 

it? Aristotle observes that rnost people partake of music for its plea­

sure, but he deduces that it was originally induded in education as a 

way for fr'ee men to occupy their leisure in a noble way, as one can see 

from the banquet scenes in Horner at which a bard perfol"ms. 

The peculiar case of m llsic thus iilustrates that there is slIch a thing 

as liberal education, the pursuit of certain arts for th eir OWl1 sake by 

those fi'ee enough to disregard th eir possible utility. ( shall return to 

the economic structure of liberal educatíon, but here we sho uld fol­

low Aristotle's argument about wh at to teach, and w hy. N o\\!, the 

teaching of music in order to provide enhancement to leisure in later 

Jife, while traditional and undeniably appropriate, may still be a mat­

ter of historical accident, and \Ve cannot be sure that the original rcason 

for its study is th e trul)' right rcason . To determine the real purpose 

of induding music in education,Aristotle is led to consider the nature 

of music itself and what its powers are (8 .5 .1 1339b 13-14). 

In defining th e powers of music Aristotle again enters contem­

porar)' debates, and notes that sorne hol'd that music serves for 

;unusement and relaxation, like sleeping or taking a drink; others hold 

that ir is for ethical training, as gymnastics develops the body; final­

ly, it is said to contribute to intellectual development in cultivated 

leisurc (p!Jronfsi.\ and diagógé) (H.4.3 1339a 25-26). Again , he wiU wel­
carne all thrl't.' tht:ses: music is un iversally agreed to be a p!easure, 

and :\ r¡'; lI dl ,l y hl· l ()Il~\ in yo ungcr pcnpk'~ educatíon becausc it is a 
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harmless pleasure that is suitable for that context (8 .5.2 1339b 26). 

For the same reason, music is also appropriately included in civilized 

leisure, because lcisure should be pleasant as well as noble. But in this 

capacious mood, Aristotle wiLl also argue that tbere is a yet "nobler" 

function for music in education, a use that improves the character of 

the soul. Aristotle is very clear that this is a special and higher use of 

mllsic,one that is aboye the "natural" pleasure that it affords to "peo­

pIe of all ages and types" (8.5.4 1340a 3-5). This noble use of music 

for improving the character has been seized on as a prototype of trag­

ic learning by those who wish to see an intellcctual (phronesis) or 

improving (dia,í;oger' power in tragedy. But if we are attentive to the 

mechanics of erhical training tbrough music, we can see that the 

intellect is litde involved. 

The potential of lllusic to influence character depends on a pecu­

liarly Greek idea of its effect on the soul. It was widely assumed by the 

Creeks that certain kinds of mdodies and rhythm5 actllally "changed" 

the soul, and by their sh eer physical nature directly put it in various 

emotionaI states (8.5.6 1340a 22). Aristotle agrees and instances the 

"songs of Olympus"-a piercing bllt apparently fascinating set of 

Eastern tunes for the pipes that put their hearers in a state of fre nzied 

religious excitement called "enthusiasm." In a similar way, other rhythms 

and melodies were held ro be naturally "imitative" of other moral states, 

in the sense that listening to them was very like undergoing actual emo­

tional expericnces, such as anger or gentleness, bravery or timidity, 

moderation or excess.2
" Given this strong effect on the psyche and its 

ability to produce ethical states in the auditor, the pleasure afforded by 

music has a potential for ethical training: "since music happens to be 

something plcasant, and virtue has to do \Vith feeling delíght in the 

right way and in l~ving and hating the right things, obviollsly llothing 

is more important than that children should learn and become habit­

uated tO judge correctly and to delight in virtuous characters and noble 

actions" (8 .5.5 1340a 14- 18).At school. che n..'pctition of music imi­

tating noble character will habitu.ltc s tlldt'llh 1<1 f i.'I· 11I1 ~ that way; aod 

its at tendant pleasure wi lt t' 11C<1I1 r.l gt' 111<'111 " 1 1~ . 1l1 Y \lVl,'r those saJlle 

states of Illind illto r~' ,l l liti.', 11I 1"'1'1111-1 lIt .lt"llI,d ~j ~II , HHlll~ . Por ir we 
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are train ed to respond in a certain 'vYay to an imitation, \Ve are likely to 

fee! the salllC' W;JY toward the original. 

Thus the potential contribution of music to ethical habituation is 

the most "honorable" beneflt it brings tu education, but music does 

not, strictly speaking, teach us anything: it impresses itself strongly on 

the audience, and fc)[ this rcason Illust be used selectively. It is onl)' this 

sclective use that makes music improving rather than vulgarizing, for 

sorne music has that power too. It is much the same with the visual arts: 

not only are obscene paintings and statues to be hidden from public 

view, but children are to be encouraged to look at the idealized paint­

ings of a Polygnotus, who painted people better than they were, rather 

than the satirical representations of Pauson, who rendered them worse.:?1 

Still, if this ethical habituatíon throllgh music develops only rudi­

mentary intellectual ski11s, it is very significant that a properly policed 

instructioll in music gives citizens an ability to respond to it on a leve! 

aboye its common charms: sheltc red fro m a11 evil influences-from 

lewd pailltillgs and low comedy, drinking partie~ an d riotous music­

tbey w iU go beyond dclighting in l11usic to "delighting in it correc tly"; 

in short, th ey w ill become "judges" or cr itics (kritai) of rnusic (8.6 
1340b 25). 

O nce Aristotle makes it clear that the ultimate result of musical 

educa tion is ro produce citizen-critics, he is able to settle a nagging 

question he had raised and dropped earlier, of w hethe r the young 

shoLtld learn music by actually singing and playing instruments them­

selves, or just by listening. 28 Th is may seem a trivial issue, but ir rnakes 

a great deal o f difference to Ar istotle whether one performs music 

oneself or mere!y listens to others perfonn . Some even held that actu­

ally practicing mmic would vulgarize future citizens, for most public 

music in Athens was slIpplied by professionals, and these were uSl1ally 

foreigners or slaves. Aristotle does believe that professionalisll1 in music, 

as in any activity, degrades its practitioners in body and soul, and should 

be left to nonci tizen s.Yet he decides that tbe chiJdren should learn to 

play at least ;¡ littk bit, on the grountb that, to be a good "jl1dge" of 

a.nythin¡,;, OIH' Il l 't',f, l O llave engaged in that activity (8.6.1). Later, they 

are fj' ('l' 1(1 "It'I ' 1 '¡ ,I~ l f l ~\ .dlogc: the r ir rhey wish, but tb ey w illluve 
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learned "to delight in fine melodies and rhythrns" and not the com­

mon pleasures of music, which are available "even to sorne animals, to 

say nothing of Sla\leS and children" (8.6.4 1341a 15-17). 
In acquiring this more refined experience of ll1usic, the gentle­

man critic \ViII have to descend to actualIy playing a httle, but any threat 

of vulgarization can be neutralized: one must omit exercises that caIl 

for extreme technical proficiency; one should drop those in.struments 

that are only suitable for professional performance; and one should be 

careful in selecting which rhythm s and melodies to employ in educa­

tion. It is in discussing which kinds of music belong in the cIassroom 

that the katharsis passage occurs: 

Since we accept the division of melodies proposed by certain philosophers into 

(1) ethica!, (2) practical, and (3) enthusiastic, with distinct modes corresponding to each, 

and [since] we maintain that music should be used not for the sake of one benefit 

only bul lor several (Ior it should be used for education and lor katharsis as well­

whal I mean by katharsis I will indicate generally now but more dearly in the work 

on poelics- and thirdly lor employmenl in cultivated leisure [diagóge] both lor amUle­

ment and lor relaxation Irom toiling), it is dear that one mult make use 01 al! the 

musical modes, but not use themall in the same way: lor education, the mosl ethical 

modes are to .be employed; bu! lor listening to others perform we must al so use Ihe 

practica! and the enthusiastic. For any alfection that occurs strongly in sorne sou~ occurs 

lo a Imer or greater degree in all, such as pity, fear, or again religious ecstasy [enthu­

s;asmos]. There are sorne people who are particularly susceptible to this lalter lorm of 

excitement and we see them, once they have availed themselves 01 melodies Ihat thor­

oughly excite Ihe soul, put back on their leet again as a result 01 the sacred melodies 

just as il they had obtained medical treatment and kathars;s .People prone to pity or 

lear or those who are generally emotional necmarily undergo the same experience, as 

do others to the extent that they share in each 01 these emotions, and for all there 

arises a certain katharsis and relief mompanied by pleasure. In a similar way [to the 

sacred melodies], (he kathartic melodies olfer a harmless pleasure lor all.)' Hence the 

use 01 such modes and melodies must be permitted for those whose business is pro­

viding music lor the theater; the audience alter all is double, pMtly Iree and educated 

but pardy vulgar too, composed 01 Iaborers and farmm Jnd nlhH luch, ~nd Ihese peo­

pie too must be granted their spectad~ al d rtlmlloll 1I 11 ~wopri~!e Ihul 10 
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permit those who perform publicly to make use of this sort 01 music; but for educa­

tion, as has been said, one must employ ethical melodies and modes.JO 

Basing his discussioll on expert opinion (alld incidentaIJy sniping at 

rhe Iikes of Plato, w ho philosophized ex"tensi vely about rumic with­

out any expericnce in elementary education)," Aristotle accepts a 

tripartite division of melodies and l1l0des into (1) ethical music, which 

"imitates" moral sta tes such as courage or anger in the way described 

aboye; (2) "practica!" or "action" musi c. \vhich rouses its hearers to 

activity (one might think of a Sous.a march); and (3) enthusiastic music, 

w hich, like the songs of Olympus, crea tes a state of emotional exci­

tation in the hearer (8.7.4). The relevant questions are w hether aIl the 

modes and rhythms are use fui or not , and which ones are useful for 

formal education (8 .7.2).'2 Unlike Plato, Ar istotle is w illing to allow 

that music is to be used for more than one benefit; it is uscful not only 
for education (paídeía, the sole and lifelong purpose granted it by Plato) 

but also for katharsis, and thirdly, for cultiva ted leisure (díaRoRe). T he 

trick is to use different kinds of music for these distinct purposes: we 

should use the ethicalmodes for educatia n, and the practical and enthu­

siastic fo l' listen ing to w hen oth ers perform (8 .7.4- 5). R ather than 

abandoning o rgiastic music,Aristotle sim ply puts it in its own place: 
professiona l entert,tiners can use noneducative music in the theater, 

for we llave to give th e uneducated, tbe vulgar, and the corrupt spcc­

tacles for rehxati on . 
From this it should be clear that, however the experience called 

katharsís works, it does not instruct us; its use is for othcr occasions that 

oHh other beneftts. T his cIear distinction bel:ween katharsis and learn­

ing (math esis, 1341 b 32) would seem to excIude any Aristotclian theory 

of learni ng from art, beyond the very basic sense in wh ich \Ve are 

impressed by the character of w hat we hear and see. Of this kind of 

music Ar istotle would agree w¡th Artaud , one of the strongest twen­

cieth-centu ry anti - Poeticisfs: " If music affec ts snakes, it is not on account 
of th e sp iritual l1o tions it offers thell1 . . .. ,." 

Tbis r;ll lwl Ill\v \l iew of ka fharsís is confirmed in a slightly earlier 

pa~sagt' \\ 111; 11 l' I p a:l.. l lIt io l1 agaitlSt pro/Cssiollaliz,ttio n and its 
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attendant vulgarization, Aristotle stipulates which instruments are to 

be excluded from school use: 

It is also c1ear Irom these considerations [namely, that children are to learn !by 

playing instruments themselves only so as to be able 'Iater to judge performances 

rightly] what kinds 01 instruments must be employed. For we should not admi! into 

the c1assroom either the pipes {aulos] or any instrument that requires prolession­

al skill, lor example the concert Iyre [kithara] and anything 01 that sor~ but only 

such instruments as make children good listeners at their musical and other lessons. 

Moreover, the concert Iyre is exciting rather than expressive 01 character, so that 

use 01 it must be reserved lor those occasions in whi{h the performance aims at 

katharsis rather than learning.J
• 

We drop any instruments that require a professional degree of skill 

(since kithara is the word from which comes "guitar," \Ve might trans­

late this injunction as: learn a few nice songs on the guitar, but not the 

e1ectric guitar); we also drop {rom education instruments that are inher­

ently exciting (o~l?iasikon-arousing the kind of frenzy associated with 

ecstatíc, especially Dionysiac, rites): they not only lack an ennabling 

character but can actualiy interfere with learning. O nce again . the excit­

ing instruments are not driven out of the polis altogéther, but are 

assigned to those occasions in which the spectators experience kathar­

sis rather than learning (mathesis, 134h 23); and such occasions inelude 

no doubt the public entertainments such as tragedies (1341 b 10). 

Soon atter this discussion, Book Eight breaks off, apparently incorn­

plete. It thus leaves room for champions of different forms of katharsis 

to imagine mitigating or confirmatory arguments; but \:Ve have already 

seen enough to realize that katharsis belongs to a complex organi;n­

tion of musical and artistic activities in the state. Surnmarizing this 

discussion allows us 10 place katharsi5 among a number of distinctions 

that are far more significant than learning and not-learning. 

THE THIRD USE OF POETRY 

The political theorist appJ'();¡c1w ~ 11 111 \ 11 .1'•. 1 ".III II ,tI ph~m)lllen.ol1 that 

appeals to all kinds ni p l ' () l' k .l lId U ' c./I :. fJ l ll i~ ,\1 11 \1 1. 11 <;, T he political 
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problem is to order its undeniable charms so that they may benefit the 

state, if possible, but certainly so that they do not harm it.Among the 

pleasures of music is katharsis, which sorne tunes and rhythms broad­

cast to the meanest tanner and the noblest philosopher in the theater. 

A common pleasure cannot be a very high pleasure, and katharsis is a 

strongly emotional rather than intellectual response. Yet it is not one 

to be dismissed. Aristotle 's ideal state is formed on analogy with the 

structure of the soul, with the Im,ver, less rational elements bound to 

serve the higher; but the lower elements are not to be neglected,even 

if they cannot be refined aboye their nature (7.13) . Musical katharsis, 

base as it may be, is use fuI when relegated to public performances 

where there is no need to teach anything. In the theater, for example, 

everyone may take the pleasure of it to the extent that each has a lit­

tle enthusiasm in the soul. If Aristotle's view of public art frees it from 

a need to be dogmatic, it does not make art revolutionary. The free 

and educated will be pleased at the city's spectacles, but will be immune 

to any vulgarizing effect; the lower orders will perhaps be even more 

pleased by a form of music that matches their natures, but they will 

also be refreshed, and so enabled to go back to work. 

The regulations proposed for katharsis and for music generall)' not 

only harness its powers, bur use thern to under\vrite important social 

clistinctions. An obvious but significant distinction is that segregating 

professional musicians from amateurs. The public performer is grant­

ed wide scope in employing his arts, and the elite suffer a sort of 

restriction in only availing themselves of the pleasures of katharsis 

when it is supplied by menials. But of course this disenfranchisement 

results in freeing for other activities-such as voting-those hands 

which can barely strum a Iyre. Music enters Aristotle's state only with 

a division of labor. 

The most important, if less visible, distinction in the uses of music 

is the one that separates the free and educated fium the rest of the pop­

ulation, the women, slaves, laborers, and foreigners whose birth has not 

rendered them fit for formatian . The educated will respond to music's 

lower prolllpli ll~, but they wil! also be able to do something more: they 

wil! judgl,,' t h ~' Iwrfl.lr m<lllce. lb be surc, this is 1l0t aesthetic or literary 
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criticism-art was never separate from politics for the Greeks; the citi­

zen-critics will judge only whether the character of the representation 

is noble or not. 3S Yet it is still a separate and higher response to music, 

bespeaking a separate and higher status. 

There is something paradoxical in this divisive use of music, since 

its broad appeal would seem to make it rather democratic. Of course, 

it is precisely by such divisions of humans from animals, and thcn from 

each other, that civilizations are constructed. In the Politíc:,~ the divid­

ing process begins when the pursuit of music is refined into its study 

as a liberal art. Something that is a source of joy to slaves and of income 

to laborers must be found to have a higher use, so that the free may 

continue to enjoy it without losing their distinction. Hence, if a phe­

nomenon like katharsís shows that, on one level, the entire city may 

respond to a musical performance in the sarnc way, its re6'Ulation enables 

Aristotle to sustain a nest of political distinctions withill a single audi­

ence, betwecn professional and amateur, free and unfree, noble and 

common. Now, the Athenian thea ter had alreadl' inscribed significant 

social distinctions in its very seating of the audience: at the great 

Dionysia, to which the entire city carne, separate blocks of seats kept 

foreigners apart [rom citizens, and the citizens themselves segregated 

by sex and status.o(, Aristotle's educated "critic" adds a new division to 

the audience, a division based on know ledge. If Plato appropriated 

public art for political good in the obvious \Vay of expelling most of 

it and ccnsoring what was lefi: behind, Aristotle is more subtle in rcmov­

ing only the most lascivious art from public view and leaving the rest 

as it is. For at the same time, he appropriates a speciaJ know ledge of 

it, the abihty to judge it, and bestows this on his elite. 37 Katharsis thus 

stands, in the Politics, as an example of an intense but widell' available 

response to music that must be overcome; it llames a low power that 

paves the wa)' for "criticism" and even rnakes it necessary. 

If we wi~h to ask what kind of power CO!1lCS with chis knowl­

edge, we should ask where the Illusically (·d LH.. II l' .! w ill deploy thó r 

skilL In an ideal state, sllch kn()wkJ~t' U l\ dd l\(~l ll II'S b ~' tu rueJ UltO 

laws ensuring that the right 111 11\11' l ' f I1 lp lnY('d ;)1 1 tlh' r¡~ht occasions. 

13ut Aristotle's politil's uf 11 11 1' 01 ' .11 1. 1. 11 fll "l· I ~L "I.,II ~· rllall Plato's in 
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the Republic or Laws. I doubt Aristo tle would have expected musical 

eduCltion to have much practical effect in an actual Athens. lt would 

hardly be likely to change the way dramatic prizes were awarded, since, 

as a safeguard against corruptiofl , the judging of festival competitions 

was made deliberately randolJ'l through an elaborate series of lotter­

ies. No one could hope to elevate public taste by educating al! potential 

judges in InllSic, and anyway. the festivals art" fo r the entirc populace, 

not only for the wise. 'ij ]ust because citizens are able to judge public 

art does not mean that public art must form ideal citizens. 

It mal' be imagined that, in the actual theater, musical edllcation 

would have served as a badge of status as reflected in the citizens' com­

portment: if the virtuous have learned to. [eel emotions appropriately, 

they may have refrained [mm the \¡vailing and weeping at plays that so 

disgusted Plato. But 1 suspect that the most significan t arena for the 

deploymcnt of judging in the real world would have bcen those occa­

sions of "cultivated leisure" (diagógé) of w hich Aristotlc speaks so highly. 

Specifically,Aris totle 's allusion to Homeric banqueting scenes suggests 

that we should think of those elosed ar istocratic gatherings w here 

invi ted guests mjght produce a song or two if they liked and pass com­

ment on the l11usic of oth.ers.30 After all, gentlemen and la dies had sung 

and talked of poetry at symposia since the archaic age, and had not 

failed to mark sympotic conduct as an index of breeding and politi­

calloyalty. But styles of dining, like styles of criticisrn , change along 

w ith styles of polítics, and one of the results of sophistic education in 

the democratizing fifth century had been to make cultivatcd table talk 

more widely practiced and less tied to in-group politics. In certain cir­

eles, after-dinner conversation was aestheticized to the extent that 

Sophocles could banter with a schoolteacher over drinks about whether 

it was permissible to call a blushing boy's cheeks "purple.""\ plato (and 

probably Socrates before him) had found sllch pastimes unworthy of 

gelltlemen, and gave us an irnage of truly refmed leisure in his 

Symposi¡¡m, one that dispensed \,vith the Hute girl and found its enter­

tainment in philosophical conversation. StiU, he seemed to realize that 

music CQuld no more be banished rrom such conviviality than Alcibiades 

and his r~'\'l'h,r. \'lllI ld be kept fTOfll h lrging in on the party. and Aristotle 
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is at least as wise. He has enough respect for such communal meals that 

he provides for them specificaHy from rhe public revenues of his ideal 

state (7.11.1 133la 25) , and a little hymn he composed to virtue that 

survives would have made a ni ce presentation on such oceasions : · It 
would be interesting to know what \Vas discussed at the common meals 

Aristotle instituted in his Lyceum, and in the monthly symposia presided 

over by the master himself. To judge from the Poetics, one wOllld haz­

ard that, at a Platonic dinner party, one would tal k aboLlt \\he ther 

poetry was good; at an Aristotelian party, one talked abou t whether it 

was weH done. In any case, the most significant use of musical educa­

tion \,vas as a way for aristocrats at leisure to display models of conduct 

to each other, all the \vhilc showing to the city at large a tmly refined 

way of passing time. As Aristotle says : "it were disgraceful if, having 

secured peace and prosper ity, \ve were no better than slaves in OUT 

leisure" (7.13.19 1334a 3H-40). 

Such 1 conceive to be Aústotle's provisions for music in the Pa!ities. 

He maintains popular arts , with their popular satisfac tions, but at the 

same time crea tes an intellectual and social space for elite ar to As the 

solution to a political problem, katl1lJrsis presides not at the b irth ofC· 
tragedy out of the spirit of music. but at the birth of literary criticism 

out of the needs of cultivated leisure. 

What, then , does this teD LIS aboLlt how to read the Poeties? O n the 

modern qu estion of the nature of katharsis, it wou ld seem to suggest 

th :'1t the katharsis of pity and fear is a complex but finally irrational 

pleasure of the quintessentially democratic ar t formo It is in a seme 

dismissive: public thea ters seem to be good for a city in a way more 

like a system of sewers than like mLlseums. Be this as it may, the analy­

sis pursued here suggests that ,ve lTlay also consider th e Poeties as ye t 

one further refmement in the appropriation of public art, as indicat­

ing one other place where special know ledge of poetry might be 

deployed. This is the leeture hall, wb ere poetry may become, as far as 

possible, the objeet of scientif¡e knowlcJgL' . NIlW, th e citizen-critic 

need not be a philosopher, sincl' he II l oI y 1J(.I 11I 1I.k 1 ,;t ,llld lile causes of 

hisju dgmems (which tll1'Arisloll,' d d lll, ··. IIII I.' • .• Wlllilll kll " wlcdgc). 

For th e Polifics. ir ~ lIt1¡ n's iI 111 , t 1. 1... 11. ' .1111 1'.11I1 1I 1I1I ~ ,Ill'ord wirh tlw 
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philosopher's . But for those fl.' W wll o can exercise the highest part of 

the soul, pure theoretical rcasoning (7 .12.7 1333a 27~31), there is a 

knowledge of poetl"y even aboye judging it, and that is knowing the 

causes of the judgments. 

This, oC COLme, is the task of the Poeties, or Aristotle's "theory of 

literature," which is after 311 the equivalent of peri tés poiétikés in our 

time. Despite its scattered pieces of advice to playwrights, the Poeties is 

not a handbook, since Aristotle is indifferent to whether poets succeed 

by art or by knack.'2 It is rather, as it announces itself in its opening, a 

description of the nature of poetry in itself, its particular forms and 

their particular powers, and what is the best \vay to rnake poems so that 

they do what they are supposed to (1.1447a 7-10). The philosopher's 

technical knowledge of poctry is a knowledge of its species and of the 

means of producing the cffects proper to each. In the case of tragedy, 

this most scientiftc know1edge wiU be of how ro arouse pity and fear 

to the degree tnat th ey lead to a k.atharsis of such emotiom. For the 

Poeties, as for the Polities, katharsis is a phenomenon tha t is taken for 

g ran ted . In a sense, it is relatively insignificant for the Poeties, sin ce 

explaining the nature of katharsis is not its task. This were better left to 

psychology,just as the mes of katharsis are a matter for political inquiry. 

To become, as it appears to be, the very first art of poetry in the West, 

the Poetics must conf¡ne itself rigorously to explaining th e means of 

achieving katharsis and the other emotions proper to literature. 

T he brief mention of katharsis thus acknowledges and confines to 

the margins of inquiry the traditional bdief in poetry's irrational power 

and appeal . T he god-sent "enchantment" of poetry had been widely 

proclaimed since Homer, and had been influentiaUy analyzed by the 

great sophist Gorgias, when he spoke of the "marvellous" power of 

poetry to waken pity and fear and compared the power of language 

over the so ul with the irresistible influence of drugs on the body's 

humors.'3 Aristotle's view of tragedy does not neglect its power to " move 

the soul," psyehagógein) as it was called: 4 but he severely limits his study 

to a very fe w psychagogic effects. f o r example, he dismisses discussion 

of se t design from his treatise, allO\ving that it "is ce rtain ly psychagog­

ic, but IWltl'1' Idi: to the art of the scene pailltl'rS" (6.1450b 16-20). 
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In a similar way, we should understand the neglect of music in the 

Pocties, despite the recognition that music makes the pleasures of tragedy 

"most intense" (26.1462a 15-17; cf. 1450b 16). The extent of this 

restrictiveness can be indicated by Aristotle's remarkable comment that 

tragedy should produce the same effect when one reads or hears the 

story as it do es when seen, and he takes notice of acting only to deplore 
it as a vulgar and inessential adjunct to the tragic art." In the end, 

Aristotle reduces the tragic poet to a maker of plots, and the only mcans 

of "moving the soul" he explores in the Poeties are the revcrsals an-d 

recognitions that can be powerfully woven into a plot. 

All these dismissals make the project of writing a Pocties a rather 

abstract affair, and once we have bracketed discussion of the nature and 

value of katharsis, it seems inevitable that the most elite knowledge 

about poetry wil! be functionalist and formal. Aristotle 's concerns are 

sufficiently circumscribed to allow him to rule that "correctncss in poet­

ry is not the same as correctness in politics or in any other art" (25.1.460b 

13-15). Far from being obliged to intimate polítical or moral order, the 

poet, "just like a painter or any other maker of images," is free to rep­

resent things as they actually are, as they appear to be, as tbey used to 

be, as reputed to be, or ought to be (25.1460b 8-11); the ultimate con­

sideration is only that he provoke the pleasure proper to the chosen 
formo This may seem to make poetry an autonomous art, and Aristotle 

has certainly sponsored reductive aestheticizing readings of literature. 4<· 

But it is not fair to the Poetic5 to make it a manifesto of formalismo 
Aristotle is keenly sensitive to history, and speaks about the historical 

[orces that shaped the individual genres. He narrows his gaze in the 

Poeties not because he believes poetry has no influence in the state, but 

because the particular knowledge he seeks requires an object less hybrid 

than drama. Unlike Plato in his Republie and Laws, and unlike his OWD 

Polities, the Poeties aims ro consider drama as a species of poetry, exam­

ined "in itself' as well as in respect to its effects on the <ludien ce. Within 

this context, katharsis is allowed to be ;¡ re;d ;In.! pllwerful psychologi­

cal effect of tragedy, and its pursult slllHJld dil,-.. I ,di th e ,·hoiees of the 

playwright; but fl)r the tlH'()J'I~t pI' IJl l' !.ll ll r l_. 1I I H' ¡' )J' ~~ with th ose ele­

ments of dr:ulI;J t";tl are lun Ul11l 111111ln l l'l lll. I')\l h.l'd .It. Such a change 
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in the object of study is momentous, for to make theater an object of 

knowledge means reducing it to a form we caH literature, abare text 

whose inner dynamics seem to \vork its strange and unique effects. This 

severe but enabling reduction of the drama is analogous in its import 

to the later shift in the notion of literature itself, from a term for any­

thing written, to a special kind of writing with its special ends.'7 

Hence, by giving katharsis a place in his treatise-and a very high 

place as the end of tragedy-Aristo tk is able to put the magical, reli­

gious, superstitious, and irrational aspects of poetry outside the scope 

of his art. In the Pocties, the ancient probJem solved by katharsís was to 

delimit the field of the literary theorist. All the while acknowledging 

poetry's irrational appeal, Aristotle yet marginalizes it to his own pro­

ject, which is to describe the best ways to produce this effect. He needs 

the ter m to name the evident if paradoxical plcasure we take in pitiable 

and fearful representations, and the end is essential in defining any­

thing. Yet he also needs it to remain largely outside the pale of the 

Po e tics, if poetics is to have a definable subj ect. By naming this briskly 

and moving on ro account for its production, Aristotle is able to gíve, 
as far as possible, a scien tific accoLlnt of poetry. 

The Poeties thus purges karharsis from its account of drama as a 

way to make tragedy intelligible. But it is also fair to say that katharsis 

purges poetics in general, since its exclusion makes a higher than com­

Ino n account of poetry possible. R emoving katharsis performs a 

lc,tration on a field of inquiry, and makes possible a nev/ literary genre, 

the theory of literature:~ Of course, much of the play has been lost 

by this exclusion-its scenes , costumes, music, gestures-cverything, 

in short, hut the scr ipt. But some notable things have be en gained: in 

the cour~e of this resistance to poetry's grasp on us, so as better to get 

a grasp on poetry, the theory of literature becomes possible, and drama 
enters the field of literature. 
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NOTES 

1. 	Thc respective verdicts of]. Morlcy, as quotcd in Stephen Halliwcll. A ristotle s Poeties 

(Ch;Jpcl Hill, 1986), p. 35, and G. ¡:: EI,,~, Aristol!es "Poetics":71lc Algwllcnr (CalIlbridge, 

MA,I 9Cl7),p.443. 

2. 	See, (or example, M artha Nll ssballm, "Aristotle," in Al1cieul vI/ritas, ed. T.J. Luce 

(Ncw York, 1982), p. 405: "This famom definition [of tragcdy) ... has probably gen­

erated more COllll11cntary than an)' other semenee in Aristotle's work." 

3 . At Polítics 1341 b 39-40, Aristo tl e refers to "the work on poctry" for a "fuller and 

clearer" di,eussion of katharsis. As it seems this can hardly refe r to the single cnig­

matic use of the word in Poetics 6, most scholars suppose that the fuller disclI ssion 

was contained in some work on poctry now lost , perhaps a "sccond book" o( 

the Poetics, on which see, m ost recently, Ríchard janko, Aristo/le 01'/ C011ledy:Tol/'ards 

a ReCOl1Slrllction of Poelics JI (lkrkdey and Los Angele" 1984). [ have th o ught it 

conveniem (or this disCllssioll to cite the Políúcs nccording to Schncider's chap­

ter, secciono and semence numbers. which are primcd in thc Locb Classical Library 

translation by H . Rackbam. Aristotle: Polit ics (Cambridge, MA, 1977). [ have addcd 

Bekker numbers (e.g., 1336b 23) as a guidc to o ther editio11s. M y few divcrgc11ces 

C· 	 from th e text of D. Ross , Aristotelis Poli/ica (Oxford, 1957) are remarked in the 

notes. 

4. 	['olilies 8. 1 341 b 33-1342. 29. As can be scen frolll l. Bywarer, ..M il ton Jne! th e 

Aristotdian Definition of Tragedy,"joumal oI Philolo,~}' 27 (1901) , pp. 267-275. 

the passage '\llIS ofien cited in the RenaisSJ11Ce, though in suPPOrt of w idely va ry­
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;\loces (New Yo rk , 1 <)82). 

6. 	 Pocties 14.1453b 11-14; cf. 13.1453a 36, 1452b 32-33. Natmally, tbis equatioll 

has been called iuto yucstiOIl, as in Else's vie'" that kallw rsió i ~ an operation O ll the 

plot, not o n the audience. For his own later ql1alifi ca ri o ll s. see G. P Else, Placo and 

Aristotle 011 ['oetr)' (Chape! Hill. 1986). pp. 1 ('()- I (,~. 

7. For Jn intL'rcsting, but nm whol\,' Il·li .lhk, Lll llctlj. ,tl ,,1 V I C\~"c·spt'n.t1ly ¡rQIll t\Ven­

ti eth - ccmury critiO,sl·l·A.K 1\1,,11111.1 ( ,/1 /1>1'11' III /II" .II IIU · (111,l('I/linglOll. '1985). 

8 . lt, only other ()l'l' /l rrt- /lI l' /11 11, . 1'.,. ,/" 1 1\ " 1 I .,j[, 1... ". dnr rihe :1 scc ne in 
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EuripiJcs's l}Jlúgenrifl f1111V11.~ cheTal/rians, in svhich ()rLStes is "saved thruugh la cer­

emon)' o( religiol1sJ purification." 

9. A basic 	history is to be fOllnd in f Smemihl a11(1 R . D. Hi cks, A riS loclc's Po[¡tics 

(London and New York, 1884) , 3:641 - 656; see :ll.<o the disc lI ssions :¡r¡d references 

in Halli \Vell , Aristoclc s ['oclics. pp. 185-1St!, ~nd Elizabeth Belfiure, ]'-a.~I( ['lcaSl/rcs. 

Aris/olle on PLol al1d [;/1/01101/ (PrincctOn , Nj, 1992). 

10. 	I )iSCU';Séd in E. R . Dodds, The Creeks and the Irmliol/al (Berkeley and Lo> Angeles, 

1957). pp. 77ff.. 154. and n. 119. 
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ter from \\'orse, as in Willllo\Ving or strdining. Thus Leon Golden, in .4rislolle 011 7hlJ!ü: 

arld Comic Mil/lesis (Atlama, 1<)92), p. 24, goes too far in saying "kalharsis is jUSt as 

much part of an intel\ectual tradition in whieh it significs It'arning and clarifica tion 

as it is part o f a m edical tradition in w hich it represems purga tion." 
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STEPHEN ORGEL 


TeE OPENING is irresistible: 

I have heard 


That guilty creatures sitting at a play 

THEHave by the very cunning 01 the scene 


Been struck so to the soul that presently 

PLAY

They have proe/aimed their malelactions . .. 


/'11 have these players 
 OF 
Play something like the murder 01 my lather 


Belore mine une/e .... 
 CONSCIENCE 
II he but blench, 


I know my course.... 


The play's the thing 


Wherein ,'11 catch the conscience 01 the king. 


To talk about the fortunes of catharsis 
in the Renaissance is to deconstruct this 

passage. 

1 am concerned here with Renaissance 

readings of the catharsis clause, but 1 

have also necessarily to deal with the prior assumption, quite cornmon 

in the modern criticalliterature, that \Ve now understand what Aristotle 
meant when he wrote that "drama effects through pity and fear the 

purgation of such emotions," and that \Ve can therefore see how far 

the Renaissance was, unlike us, adapting the Aristotelian dictum to its 
own pmposes. The two major commentators on the fortunes of the 

Poctirs in si xlC:enth-century I taly, R. S. Crane and Bernard Wcinberg, 
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observe repeatedly-and undoubtcdly correcdy-that Rcnai ssi\nce 

crities tend to vicw Aristotle throllgh Horatian glasses . This not only 

affects the obvious assumptions about the dramatic unities, but more 

subtly, determines the nature of claims about the social and political 

function of drama, its public status as rhetoric and oratory, and there­

by its utility within the Rellaissance sta te. Weinberg's and C rane 's own 

assumptions, both about drama and about Aristotle, form no part of 

the discussion, but they ,lre where 1 want to begin: both eritics, like 

most commcntators on Aristotlc throughout the history of criticism, 

assume that, by the term "catharsis," Aristotle is describing the cffcet 

of the drama on the audience, and that it is thercfore the spectators 

who are purged through pity and fear. There has been no such gen­

eral agrccrnent about \" hat the spectators are purged of. 

How exactly the purgation works has been a matter for endless 

debate; what has had little resistan ce is the notion tbat Aristotle is in 

fact talking about the audicnce here. T hat, therefore, is th e part 1 wish 

to prcss on first : this has seemed to be the one th ing we have thought 

we could be sure of about Aristotle's intentions. For modern schol­

arship, the chief opponent of this vi ew has been Gerald EIse, wl10 

argues that what is being described makes more scnse if we under­

stand it as something that takes place elltirely wíthín the drama itself, 

an element of dramatic structure, rather than of dramatic effect. T hus 

the pitiable and terrible events that precipitate the tragcdy--Oedipus's 

murder of his father, O restes's of his mother-are purged by the 

pitiable and terrible sufIerings of the hero. The catharsis takes place 

within the structure of the drama: it is Thebes or Athens, the world 

of the play, that is purged, not the audience. Sllch a reading makes 

good sense within the logic of the Porties beca use. as EIse points out, 

the context in w hich the catharsis clause appears is not con cerned 

with the audience: it says that tr,1gedy is ,1n imitation of a seríom 

action, that it uses heightened language, operates tbrough pelfonnanec 

rathcr than narraríon, and that it ends by brin:.;il1l~ :'lhll ll t . th rougb pity 

and fear, the purgation of such ern()ti o ll \ , l\ ri~IIlII ,' I 11 L' 11 goes O!1 ro 

diseuss the eb~lractcrs, and ro J l'du< "l' 111\' ~I' P,III\ .)1 d r.l lll~l. Rt'ad 111 

this 'Na)', eatharsis prnvidl''i'1 ') "IIII<" I1 I ( d IlIf1\"\! i1 I ~~ IIl . I~~ II 111t' J r ;I Tl h lt-
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ic aetion. An elliptical and parenthetieal shift to the psycholob'Y of 

audicnccs at this point would need S0111e explanation. I 

Few critics have been persuaded by this argument, though to my 

knowledge there has been no real refutation of it,just a general insis­

tence that it is inlplausible.1 T bis is doubtless true, but will hardly 

settle the mattt'r: plausibility is the kast transhistorical nf critical cat­

egories, the mast partieubrIy time-bound. The principal objection 

that has be en raised to EIse's view is that it leaves out of accollnt a 

passage in the Politics about the cathartic efIect of mllsic, which is cer­

tainly concerned with audiences, and refers the reader for an 

explanation of catbarsis speeifically to Aristotle's works on poetry. But 

this is less than conclusive, because the catharsis clame in the Poetics 

can hardly be the explanation intended (it clocs not explain anything), 

and ir is impossible to kn ow how broadly or narrowly defmed the 

presumably lost account of the ter111 would 'Iuve been. After a11, if we 

are inventing definitions of eatharsis that Aris totle might have writ­

ten in some work that has not survived, we can certainl)' imagine one 

that explains the operation of dcments of the tragic plot cm the char­

acters in terms of the operation of musie on its listeners-for example, 

that the process of revelation an d purgation endured by Oedipus is 

like rhe cmative operatíon of ritual m usic 011 the pathologieallisten­

erJ Needless to say, 1 am not claiming that this ís w hat Aristotle wrote, 

but on1y that a formalistic argument that takes the laconic reference 

in the Po lit ícs into account is perfeetly plausible. Ir is clear, however, 

why no refutation of Else has been found necessary: for a1l its clari­

ty and elegant simplici ty, Else's Aristotle does not say what we want 

Aristo tle to say. The great disadvantage of Else 's reading for the crit­

ic w ho wants what crirícs bave wanted from Aristotle since the Poeties 

was fmt rediscovered at the end of the flfteenth century, a compen­

dious guide to dramatic praxis , is preciscly that it makes catharsis a 

purely formal element, and thus leaves the Poetics saying nothing what­

ever about dramatic effect : if Aristotle is anywhere concerned with 

!ludien ces. this h a ~ got to be the place ' 

As a 11l l'CI \1h or for the operarían of drama on the audience, how­

cvcr, (h .: 1111111111 01 I'tII'gtttioll has always bccn fOllnd problematic, not 
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least in Aristotle's apparent assumptioll that ridding ourselves of pity 

and fear is something desirable. A few erities, starting in the 

Renaissance, have undcrtaken to deal with this difflCLIlty by arguing 

that it is not we who are purged, but the emotions-that is, we end 

up with our emotions in a puriflcd form-but this raises as many 

problems as it solves: what is impure about pity and fear? Moreover, 

most critics have been at least uncomfortable \Vith the medical 

metaphor itself, observing that its operation is at best obseure. How 

does the evocation of pity and fear purge these emotions? Students 

of classical science point out that this is not evcn an accurate version 

of Greek medicine, which worked on the whole allopatbically, by 

opposites, not homeopathieally, by similarities-that is, tú purge melan­

cboly, you made people happy, not sad. Therefore, if Aristotelian 

catharsis is really a medical metaphor, drama would purge pity and 

fear by evoking their opposites, whatever these might be. Tbis has 

been more a problem for modern commentators than it was for 

Renaissancc exegetes, since much of Renaissance medicine did work 

hOl11copathically, and therefore Aristotle, however ahistoricaU y, seerned 

to be saying something true; but this fact did little to clari.fY the ambi­

guities of the passage. One re cen t critic, E lizabeth BelEio re, has 

undertaken to resolvc the question by imisting on the Iiteralness of 

the medical mctaphor, arguing that i.f we conceive pity and fear as 

purging not more pity and fcar, but thcir opposites (she is rather vague 

about what these migh t be), the proeess makes perfeet seme. ~ She does 

not notice that this requires us to believe that when Aristotle says that 

drama effccts through pi ty and fear the purgation of such ernotions, 

what he must mean is that it effects the purgation of the opposite 

emotions. Unless "the same" in Greek can mean "the opposite," allopa­

thy will not solve the problem. 

Aristotk wrote a sompressed, elliptical, and radically ambiguous 

passage about catharsis that has, historically, simply nut been eapable of 

any single ftrm e1ucidation and has defied any critical consensus. J take 

this as the single, basic, incontrovert.lhll' hn .I bout the passage: Ijke s 

many biblical and Shakl'speare:11I ( 1'11-:\(", ih 1 1 H' , II1 I1I ~ has only devel ­

oped over tillll', has l]¡:III ~t"l1 \V II II tll!' r,I '¡"I!; I.IIII! I J".l lld ildllT('~ (' Iltircl y 
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in the history of its e1 ucidation . Indeed, it was the ver)' indetenninacy 

of the dietum that made it so extraordinar ily enabling a feature of the 

Poeties as a basis for both the theory and practice of R enaissance drama. 

Nevertheless, \Ve should begin by noting the genuine insignifteance of 

the passage within Aristotle's argument, in contrast with the tremen­

dous emphasis that has been placed on it by the critical tradition 

generally. This is the on ly place in the essay where tragic eatharsis is 

mentioned; the c1ause occupies a total of ten \Vords, and the subject is 

then dropped. In the one other reference to catharsis in the Poe/írs, the 

term has nothing to do with dral11 Jtic theory, but refers to the ritual 

purification of Orestes when he is recognized by Electra in Sophocles' 

Iphi(!C11ia in Ta/./ris. (' The reference in Poli/ies 8 is, as we have seen, equal­

ly unhelpful, merely referring the reader for a diseussion of the operation 

of catharsis to Aristotle's work on poetry.1 O ther uses of the term in 

The Genera/ion <1Al1ima/s and TI/ e His/ory (1Al1íma/s seetl1 even less rel­

evant, referring ro physiological proeesses like menstruation , mination, 

and the ejaculation of semen. To understand the nature of tragic cathar­

sis, those ten words in the Poelics are al! the help the ~urviving texts of 

Aristotle provide. 

11 

T he textual history of the Poefies is a meagre one, ~ No manuscript of 

the work was known in Western Europe until tbe end of the fifteenth 

century; and it was first published not in Greek, but in a Latin transla­

tion by Giorgio Valla in 1498, ten years before the first publication of 

the Greek text, the Aldine ~:dition of 1508. Before this time, the essay 

was known in Europe only in Latin versions of Averroes's in complete 

and often confused Arabic texto1 want to take a moment for a close 

look at the earliest translations of the cathars is clause. 

H ere, to begin with, is how Averroes renders the passage: tragedy 

"is an imitation which generates in the soul certain pas~ions which 

incline people toward pity and fear and toward other similaT passions, 

w hich it induces and pronlotes through w hat it makes the virtuous 

imagine :lhout honorable behavior and morality.' ''' Obviously a good 
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deal has been added to the clause to attempt to make sense of it, but 

one indubitably elear thing about it is that pity and fear are conceived 

to be good things, and far from being purged, are what we are expect­

ed to end up with. No\V, of course it is neces~ary to remind ourselves 

that Averroes has none of the context essential for understanding the 

passage in any historically rd evant wa)'. H e does not even know what 

drama is, and assumes that tragcdy and comedy are simply poetic forms 

analogous to eulogy and satire. Nor does he understand that Aristotle's 

categories of character, plot, melod)', :md so on, are all elements of 

the same single poetic structure, but assurnes them to be the names 

of other sorts of poetry. AII these matters are , ho\o\"(~ ver, tangential to 

his real interest in the P(1eties, which lies in its discussion of figurative 

language. He takes mimesis to mean simply the devi sing of tropes; he 

has no real concept of imitation, since he assumes that the function 

of poetry is merely to tell tbe truth and makc it beautiful. Nevertheless, 

despite all the confusions and lacunae, Averroe~'s notion that the Poetics 

promulgates a view of drama as ethical rhetoric is one that persists 

long after the discovery and analysis of the Greek texto Averroes in 

many rcspects continued to be the basis of Renaissance views of the 

essay, ena'bling it from the outsct to be easily harmorllzed with H orace's 

Art o( Poetr)'. 

1 \vant now to cOllSider the earliest Renaissance translations of the 

elause from the new ly discovered Greek; but it is necessary first to 

pause over two key terms in the passage. First, the word catharsis itself 

is made to carry a good deal of philosophical and spiritual baggage 

when it is transbted "purgation," as it generally is in English. But in 

Greek, the word's basic meaning is simply "eleaning" (one cm speak 

of the cathal'sis of a I}ousc); it can imply any sort of purification, fi:om 

the most elementary and practical to the most profound and complex, 

and the standard rendering invol.ves an unacknowledged assumption 

about the contexto The second term is Aristotle's pathcmata, the \.Vord 

that refers back to pity and fear, usually rendered "emotions"~"tragedy 

effects through pity and fear the purgation of such Cl110tions." Pathemata, 

too, is a term upon the interpretatian af w hich a good dcal depends. 

It means literall)' "sufft'rillg~"; irs mot, I'¡IIM, is rr.mslated by Liddell and 
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Scott as "anything that bdalls onc." (In contrast, when Plato talks about 

the emotions, he uses th e much more abstract ter m thumos, \vhi ch is 

also the \Vord for the soul , or the much more specific word o~~é ., pas­

sion in the scnse of violcnt cmotion.) Path emata thus in elude both 

actions and reactions, both what the hero undergoes and how he feels 

about it. Thc word irnpUes, !iteraUy, passive action, "vhat is implied ety­

mologically in English by its cognates "passion" and "patie1íl.ce," which 

together comprise the passive of "action." 

Now to our Renaissance translators . Giorgio Valla, in 1498, has 

tragedy " completing through pity and fear the purgation of such 

habits"'O- " completing," lermínans, is an e tymologically precise trans­

lation of the word usuaUy translated " effecting," Aristotlc's term 

perainol/sa, literally " bringing to an end" : both words have as their root 

the word for a boundary or lirnit. Valla 's Latin , however, probably mis­

construes the force of the Greek: peraino¡.¡ sa can also mean simply 

"bringing about, accomplishin g; ' w hich llecd Ilot imply aIl acrion 

airead)' in progress. Valla's word fo r Aristotlc's patltell1ala, passions or 

emotions, is, oddly, disciplinae, w hat we have been trained to do (tbis is 

the word 1 have translated " ha bits") , A generation later, Alessandro 

Pazzi, w bo, in 1536, edited and published the Greck text w ith a Latin 

translation tbat becam e tbe standard one, has tragedy " through pity 

and fear purging passions of t!lis kind": " the passions in this case are 

perturbationes, disorders or violent emotions, something more like the 

reek or,(!ia, and a more loaded term than pathemata. In both these 

cases, there is obvl0usly sorne baffiem ent about what is being described 

alld how it works; both attempt to make the process a more reason­

able one, something we would want drama to do-rid us of (implicitly 

bad) habits, cure disorders . A more subtle problem that neither trans­

lator really knows how to address is w ha t Aristotle means by "such 

emotians," ton toiOI,¡to/'l pathematon : are they the same emotions , of pity 

and fear, tha t are being purged, or others like them , or perhaps che 

w hole range of emotions to w hich pity and fear belong? Valla's ver­

sion ,"taliul11 disriplínarum," impli es that the purged emotions are the 

same as tbe ones doing the purging, whereas Pazzi 's "perturbationes Imil/s­

IlIodi," l' ll \lJ ti(lm of this kind, le;lve~ the questioI1 open .'J 
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This, then, is what the Renaissance theorist of the effects of drama 

had to go on when he wished to invoke Aristotle on catharsis . The 

first COIlllTlentary, that of Francesco Robortello, did not appear till 

1548, but thereafter elucidation and debate were frequent and ener­

getic-the matter was , indeed , increasingly important in the 

development of dramatic theory. N eedless to say, there was no con­

sensus, but most commentators offered sorne version of one of three 

standard views: that tragedy is only concerned with the two passions 

of pity and fear, and it is therefore only these that are purged (and the 

argument then centered on trying to explain why this was benefi cial); 

or that, on the contrary, pity and fear are good things and it is the other, 

antisocial passions that tragedy purges- for instance, envy, anger, hatred, 

and so on; or (the position enllnciated by Guarini in the course of 

defending his Pastor Fido) that tragedy purges us in a much more gen­

eral way, by temp ering all our passions throllgh its vision of the pity 

and fear inherent in the uncertainties of great men's lives, thereby mak­

ing our own ordinary unhappiness easier to endure. The last of these 

has obviously added a good deal to the ten words of Aristotle's clame, 

but it is also the One that makes Aristotle most easily applicable to the 

uses of the R enaissance playwright. 

If a]1 these interpretations seem uncomfortably res trictive, they 

nevertheless enabled R enaissance theorists to proj ec t a surprisingly 

broad critical and psychologicaJ perspective fo r drama, and one not 

at a11 irrelevant to modern views of the passage. For example,Lorenzo 

Giacomini, in 1586, produced a protopsychoanalytic argument (antic­

ipating the more famous protopsychoanaly tic argument of Freud's 

uncle,Jakob Bernays , in 1857), 11 explaining that we purge our pas­

sions by expressing them, and that tragedy permits the spirit to vent 

its emotioos , and thcreby releases us from them. H Giraldi Cintio, 

in 1558, preempted Gerald Else's new critica! reading by suggesting 

that, through pity and terrOr, "the personages introduced in the tragedy 

are purged of those passio os of \\'hich th l:)' wcre the victims" f·' ­

the catharsis, that is. takes phce in tlH' d\.ll , I ~ , II ·r,. llol ill lhe ::Illdiencc. 

And Giason ]')cnol'l's, ill ,1 \ l rJI-- llw ly I li ~ l cll'il : i/l·d ( \lo t tl) -:; ;)y 
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New-Historicized) accollnt , anticipating Jack Winkler by four cen­


turies, explain ed Aristotle's focus on pity and fear by observing that 


Greek drama constituted a vital part of the citizen's training for "var­


fare and the defeos e of the state, and hence ridding the prospective 


soldicr of thesc potmtially disabling emotions was of primary illlpor­

tance to the playwrigh t. 1f> 


O f course, there are also commentators who rej ect al! three posi­

tions , w hich sometimcs involves rcjecting Aristotl e entirely-it is 

important to stress that, for all the age's notorious de'V'otion to the author­

iry of the Ancients , this was always an option.]. C. Scaliger, for example, 

denies that cathani, can be a defining feature of tragedy, observing suc­

cinctly that it simply does not describe the drccts of many tragic pIots. 17 

Tasso similarly argues that catharSlS \Vil! not account for the operation 

of many kinds of tragedy, citing as cxamples "those tragedies which con­

tain the passage of good meo from misery to happiness, which cmlfirm 

th e opinion tllat the peopIe have about God 's providence"I ~-catharsis 

is fuulted, in short, fOl' llOt being applicable to medieval tragedy; and lIlore 

specifically; III this construction at lcas t, for not being Christian. Eut the 

Iargest iSSlle ill the debates over the clause, and the source of the gener­

al unw i11ingness to treat it simply as an abstruse and margin al Dloment 

Hl Aristotle's argument, W'aS its apparent assertion of sorne sort of real 

~ocial utility for drama. Ir is, fi-om late antiquity on\-vard, generally account­

eel for as an answer to Plato's charge rhat poetry conduces to imIrloraJity, 

and the cOilSequent exclusion of pocts fi'om his ideal republic. On the 

ontra.ry, the catharsis passage seems to IDsist, poetry scrves an essential 

function, someth ing more vital than its mere persuasive force as ethical 
rhetoric, in maintaining the healrh of the sta te. 

But even here, many commentators observe that such a reading 

pu ts Aristo tle in the position of contradicting hill1self. Early in the 

es~ay he implies that the purpose of drama is to give plcasure;i') how 

then can its function also be to purge liS through pity and fcar? There 

;Ire some attclllpts to reconcile these two claims (for example, we fee! 

bt:t tcr whe n w e're purged), but rh e real p roble l11 is tbat, for most 

Rena issallce tll l'Orists. the definin g featllre of drama has nothing to do 

Wilh Ils II lnJ 11 111.11 ,· ILILl ctcr. hut lies in its C]llality as spectacle. and its 

http:ontra.ry
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consequent ability to evoke wonder-this is w hat makes it different 

from epic poetry, thougb critics are fairly equally divided about whether 

it is therefore better or worse. Woe and wonder constitute the essence 

of the tragedy Horatio proposes to produce out of the story of Hamlet, 

and Harnlet says it is "the very cunning of the scene" that strikes the 

spectator "to the soul." Poetry alone will not have this effect; theater­

"the scene"-is of the essence. el' 

As 1have indicated, this is not invariably a point in tragedy's favor. 

Castelvetro, for example, al'gues that plays are designed to appeal to 

the ignorant multitude, who are incapable of reading philosophy; 

drama's sol e end, he concludes, is to satisfy the vulgar desire for plea­

sure. 11 And though this is Jn extreme position, it is n everthel ess the 

case that the Renaissance is in general so deeply concerned with the­

ater as a way of managing the eJl1otions that the notioo of drallla as 

a mode of knowledge (as, fo r Aristotle, it is a form of Jogic) hardly 

plays a significant role in the poetics of tbe Renaissance stage. 

Renaissance theorists are interested in everything Aristocle rnarginal­

izes in his argument, a11 the emotive, perfonnative, and spectaculal' 

elements of drama, and just for that reason catharsis, w hich has so 

momentary and casual a presence in Aristotle, becomes, for the 

Renaissance, of correspondingly vital import;:mce.22 T hrough the invo­

cation of catharsis, most critics are able to present drama as a genre 

of considerable social utility. The Belgian schoJar N icaise Van Ellebode 

sums it up \vhen he recommends the patronage of tragedy particu­

lady to rulers, as a way of improving the citizenry, obsel'ving that the 

effect of virtue: 

is especially to hold in check the turbulent movements of the soul and to restrain 

them within the bounds of moderation. and since tragedy. more than that. curbs 

these emotions, it must surely be granted that tragedy's usefulnm to the state is 

extraordinary. for it causes two troublesome passions, pity and fear- which draw 

the soul away from strength and turn it toward a womanish weaknm- to be reg­

ulated and governed by the soul with precise moderation.1I 

It is only ti1\' c;lth;¡rsis ('LIIISI' 111 .1\ 11101 111; 1\ fl dliP l l l1 .dl ! . ~' I1.lhk. 
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IV 

The bruadly political implications of catharsis for the R enaissance 

assurne tbat the alldiellce of drallla is cOll1posed of basicalIy virtllOUS 

people, who attend the tbeater for virtuous rc'asoTlS, to be perfected, 

refin ed, or made better citizens. C ritics like Castclvctro who deny this, 

w ho aSSUll1C that audiences attend theatel' primarily to be arnused, and 

that the fllnction of dr.una is to amllse them (though it may thercby 

succeed in inculcating in them sorne of that philusophy they are too 

ignoran t and sha1\ ow to read), also necessarily deny that Aristo tle is 

correct about catharsis. C atharsis tends to be the basis for any utilitar­

ian c1aill1 that is m ade for theater in the R enaissance. 

xcep t, that is, in England-England is in this, as in its theatricaI 

practices generally, the grcat exception in the European Renaissance. 

Tu begin w ith, Aristotle does not figure espccially significantly in 

E ngli sh discussio ns o f tragedy-it is to the point that th e first English 

translation of the Poetics appears o nly in 1705, and was itself a trans­

lation of él Frcnch version. T he m ajor Elizabetban literary theorist , 

Sidney, is ccrtainly aware of the classic essay, but he bases his claims for 

drama primarily on the rnimetic and idealistic qllalities of the arto The 

one gesture toward catharsis fo rms a marginal and curiously arbitrary 

part o f th e argument, but its claims are characteristically both hypn­

bolic and ambiguous: tragedy is praised because it " maketh kings fear 

O be tyran ts, and tyrant5 manifest their tyrannicaI hllmors; that, with 

stirring the affec ts of adm.i ratiun and com miseratio n, teacheth the 

uncertainty o f this world."!' T he second "tyrants," those \'"ho "mani­

fest their tyrannical humors"- or perhaps, on a second reading, those 

who fear to manifest rheir tyrannical humors-tllrn out on a third read­

ing, after we get throu gh the next c1ause, to be only stage tyrants; bllt 

syntactically they are identical to the kings, and that extended moment 

o f syntactical ambigui ty is surely to the point , a retlection of the pro­

fO llndJy ambiguo l1s theatr icality of the Renaissance monarchy. Tragedy 

i ~ c1ailll ed bere to gllarantee tbat the onJy tyrants w ill be stage tyrants 

111 a wo rld W hL'Tl ' tbe :l uci!ence is composed of kings , but it takes us 

rh ree n' .ld il lh' 11\ I S~ l ln ' ourselws that Sidney has moved fi-orn rnonarch 

ro I'!,¡Yl' T". 'lll;C l, lllll tn ,1 \ toro .llld t ll<: di~ti n¡,;t i()ll b l'tw c l'1l real killgS and 

http:moderation.1I
http:import;:mce.22
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theatrical tyrants is perceptible only through repeated and very close 

reading. Is Sidney's use of the gendered "kings," in preference to "mon­

archs," or " rulers," or even "princes" (the term the queen used to refer 

to herself), a reflection of just haw close to home such an observation 

might have hit in the England of Elizabeth? 

George Puttenham's account of drama, in The Arte of En,Rlish Poesie, 
does not mention catharsis at al!, which, however, appears instead in 

its most literal medical sense to explain the operation of elegies or 

"poeticallamentations": 

Therefore of death and burials ... are the only sorrows that the noble poets sought 

by their art to remove or appease, not with any medicament of a contrary temper, 

as the Galenists use to cure [i.e., not allopathically] but as the Paracelsians, who 

cure making one dolor to expell another [i.e., homeopathically], and in this case, 

one short sorrowing the remedy of a long and grievous sorrow.'\ 

It was, ironicaliy, the enemies of theater who found in the concept of 

catharsis a potent argument through its acknowledgment that drama's 

function is in fact to elicit the emotions-though in these accounts, 

instead of freeing us from passion, theater only enslaves us to it. Such 

arguments are, of course, intended as refutations of the claims to social 

utility made in .Aristotle's name, but insofar as catharsis is interpreted 

throughout the Renaissance as a kind of physical mimesis, an exten­

sion of dramatic mimesis into the audience, the amitheatrical polemics, 

for al! their obvious Platonic bias, might be said to be perfectl)' 

.Aristotelian. Needless to say, however, the Poetics remains a tacit source, 

never directly cited in such arguments . .Aristotle appears as an author­

ity on drama instead, ubiquitously, in a passage from the Politics where 

he recommends against young men attending theater "till they be set­

tled in mind and immoveable in affection." Where {talian theorists had 

used .Aristotle to answer Plato, Gosson, Stubbes, and Prynne use Plato 

to refute .Aristotle.2
(, 

One would expect Ben Jonson. the lIlost thllnlll ~hgoing dramat­

ic classicist in Renaissancc England, :llId Ihn nll1~: l d y ¡iUllil i,lr wi ril both 

.Aristotle J.nd tbe Contilll'IlI".d l ' CIiIIIIll'I I L! 1 H . \. , 11 1".1\1 1\1 ta kt;' SOlllt' 
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notice of the catharsis clause. 13ut the long account of the Poetics in 

his Díscoveries is concerned only to harmonize .Aristotle and Horace, 

and catharsis again is not mentioned. The theory here is the mirror of 

Jonson's drarnatic practice, v,;hich \Vas, in its primary emphasis on the 

unities, more Horatian than Aristotelian. Only Milton in England saw 

in classic catharsis a genuine theoretical basis for tragedy, once again 

through the medi ation of homeopathic medicine: 

Tragedy . .. hath ever been held the graves!, moralest, and most profitable of all 


other poems: therefore said by Aristotle to be of power by raising pity and fear, or 


terror, to purge the mind of those and such-like passions, that is, to temper and 


reduce them to just measure with a kind of delight ... for so in physic things of 


melancholic hue and quality are used against melancholy, sour against sour, salt to 


remove salt humours." 


So Samson, his followers, the audience, al! conclude the drama of 

SaItISO/1 Agonístes with what the Renaissance understood to be an impec­

cably.Aristotdi3.n purgation, with "calm of mind, a1l passion spent."2~ 

T his is surel)' the purest example the English R enaissance affords of 

the explicit utility of catharsis to the practice of drama. We may per­

haps wisb to find some notíon of the .Aristotelian doctrine at work in 

plays like Kin,R Lear, Macbeth, and Hal1llet, but if we think of their end­

ings, it is clear that Shakespeare is far less convinced than Milton and 

the theorists that the experience of catharsis leaves us in any way rec­
onciled, calm, or happy. 

v 

Let us now return to Hamlet on the therapeutic drama he plans to 

present before the king. The play within the play is itself part of a 

much larger purgative drama, as Harnlet's pathemata work to effect the 

catharsis of his father 's spirit in Purgatory: in this sense, which is the 

sense described by Gerald EIse, catharsis may be said to be the subject 

f the whok pl.ty.13ut Hamlet's more pragmatic notion, that tragic 

cJ tlursis " c1 I' \l l'lwd lIol for the satisfactory resolution of the plot, nor 
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for the refining and purification of virtuous citizen-spectators, but for 

the exposure and punishment of criminals is, to say the least, a very 

special applicatioll of the Aristotelian doctrine, an cxpansío ad avsur­
dum of the dramatic theory, so to speak. Behind Hamlet's i\.10Ilsetrap, 
however, lies not only Aristotle's catharsis cbuse, but a moral topos that 

reappears in a number of forms throughout Shakespearc's age. Thomas 

Heywood recounts two versions of it in his Apology JOY Actrrs, one of 

the very few defences of the stage in Renaissance England; the topos 
is invoked as a telling argument in favor of theater. It concerns J \\loman 

who has lIlurdered her husband and years later attends a play on the 

same theme, and when the rnurder is represented on th e stage, sud­

denly cries out in a paroxysm of repentant guilt, confesses, and is duly 

punished29 This is, in its \ovay, a genuine instance of the Renaissance 

notion of Aristotelian catharsis at work, the pity and terror of the 

action eliciting a particularly pointed reaction of pity and terror in tbe 

spectator. Such a story is an obvious model for the projected revela­

tion of Claudius's crime. 
But in Hamlet's play, does the catharsis realiy work? C laudius sits 

through the dumb show, a cIear mirror of his villainy, apparently quite 

impassively--directors have a good deal of trouble with this, and often 

deal with it by cutting the dumb show entirely (radical surgery is the 

normal theatrical cure for the dangerously interesting moments in 

Shakespeare). Nor is Claudius alone in failing to rise to The Mousetrap's 
bait: the Player Queen 's implicit criticism of Gertrude's doubly cul­

pable remarriage, "In second husband let me be accursed; N one ,.ved 

the second but who killed the first" (Act I1I, Scene ii), elicits no 

acknowledgment of an overhasty and inces tuous union, but only a 

famously cool response: "The lady doth pro test too 1l1uch, methinks." 

The king, indeed, seems tú feel that what is potentiany offensive about 

the play has to do with its relevJnce to the queen, not to him. And the 

point at which he fmali)' rises and flees is not when the murder is rep­

resented, but when H amlet identifJes the murderer. "one Lucianus, 

nephcw ro the king," and reveals bis imellti!)ll. lO sl' izc tbe throne­

when it becollles ckar that the pbyers .IIT I' n:'L' II(¡II ~ ,1 phy abollt tlll' 
murder of a king lIut by h¡, 1I\11l 1"1l ~' 11111111('1 111 11 I,y Ilis lIsurpIllg 
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nephew. ClauJius is drjvelJ fi'om the th ea ter by the revelation of 

H amlet's threat to bis throne and bis Jife ; and the crucial admission that 

has been elicited by the play concerns not Claudius's crime but Hal'nlet's 

intentions. StilL Harnlet is partly correct about the ultimate effeets of 

tragic catharsis, which does elicit a confessional soWoquy from Claudius 

in the next scene, witbout, however, any corresponding gesture of 

repentance. In effeet, Claudius refuses the catharsis. 

A more striking instance of theatrical dubiety about the effects of 

catharsis is found in Massinger's play The Roman Actor. I assume this is 

unfamiliar, so I summarize the plot: Parthcnius, the toadying factotum 

of the tyrant Domitian, has an avarieioLls father. Paris, the Roman actor 

of the title, proposes curing him through the operation of dramatic 

catharsis: he wil! present a play about a rniser in which tbe father will 

recognize his OWI1 vice, and will reformo The effectiveness of the treat­

ment is guaranteed by reference to the usual story abollt the murderer 

brought to conJess by w itnessing a play on the subject . Domitian 

approves of the project, and orders the father to attend on pain of 

death. T he miser in Paris's play acknowledges the error of his ways 

and is duly cured of his avarice, but Partheoius's fath er in the audience 

is unimpressed. and declares him a foo!' Domitian warns the father that 

he is in mortal peril if he fails to take th e play's lesson to heart, but he 

remains adamant, and is led off to be hanged. 

In a second performance, the empress D omitia, already danger­

omly infatuated w ith Paris, comm ands him to play a tragedy of 

unrequited love. This so moves her that, at the point when the reject­

ed hero is about to kili hiImelf, she cries out to stop him (like the 

famous spectator at the murder of Desdemona), and the emperor CJlls 

a halt to the play. T he love scene has, in fact, evoked a violent pass ion 

in her, and she determines to have Paris as her lover. She sends the 

t'l1lperor away, summons the actor, and orders him to make love to her; 

che emperor is informed, watches her woo hil1l , interrupts them, has 

her imprisoned, and devises a theatrical punishment for Paris. He com­

mands th e :lCtor ro perform a play about él master who, as a test of his 

wifc '~ fidd i( Y.I'rl' l~·llds to go üT1 ajourney, lcaving her in the care of a 

lrmt l'd ,1I \ 1111 ~ 1' .11 1' ¡, (o rlay tl ll' Sl'rvant; D omitian <1nnounccs his 
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intention of playing the role of the hlJlsband bjmself. The play begins: 

the wife declares her pass ion for the servant. He initially refuses her, 

but fmally yields when she threatens to claim to her husband that in 

his absence the servant had raped her. They embrace, Domitian enters 

as the husband, draws his s\Nord, kiUs Paris in earnest, and pronounces 

a self-satisfied eulogy. 

The final act abandons the metatheatrical for the dubiously moral : 

all the principal characters who remain alive, including the lustful empress 

and the toadying factotum,join together and assassinate Domitian. 

There is a certain Tom Thumbish quality to the dénouement, as the 

conspirators shout "This for ml' father's death"; "This for thy incest"; 

"This for thy abuse"; and the empress-whose seduction of Paris \vas, 

after all, direcdy responsible for his death-stabs her husband crying 

"This for my Paris!" But the play aborts any Bakhtinian tendency to 

an anarchically celebratory finale with the rather lame promise that tbe 

assassins will be duly punished by the tyrant's successor. 

VI 

If one \vanted a text to demonstrate the gcnuine reJevance of the wiJdcst 

antitheatrical polemics to actual theatrical practice in Renaissa nce 

England, The ROnJ em Actor \Vould do nicely. It acts out the charge that 

mimesis can onll' be pernicious, ,ince \Ve inevitably imitate the bad and 

ignore the good; it shows drama confirming us in our passions, 1l0t 

purging them, and far from providing moral exempla, turning US into 

mOllsters of Just. Massinger represents theater just as Gosson, Stubbes, 

and Prynne do, as the appropriate art for a pagan tyrant. 
This is no doubt an extreme example, but it is also a very English 

I 
one. A much more positive version of the same sort of directly thc­

atrical catharsis is presented in Corneille's L'fllusÍol1 Comiquc, in which 

a disapproving father, confronted with a spectacle revealing the ilnpli­

cations of his demands regarding his son's carcer, reknts, and the two 

are reconciJed: across the Chanl1cl. thc did,lctic pll rr;.ltinl1 of rbe plav 

within the play works ,illsr as ir is SlIppll\ l d 11 1 ( l ll ~' ot" Ihe 11l 0st strik ­

ing characteristics ()f t IIC FI11.¡( 'l' III .l1I .111 .1 ~UI," 1 \l.IgL~ 1'. I he u l..'gr l..' t' ro 
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which its playwrights seem to share, and even to make dramatic cap­

ital out of, the prejudicial assumptions of their most hostiJe critics. 

Marlowe's damnable Faustus is a theatrical illusionist, the dangerous­

ly, seductively theatrical Cleopatra herself condemns the quick 

comedians who stage her and the squeaking actor who bol's her great­

ness,]onsonian drama constitutes a positive anatomy of antitheatrical 

attitudes-think of Epicoene, with its transvestite con-artist haoine, 

and The Alchemist and J..'Ólpone, those handbooks of chadatanry, greed, 

whoredom. Hamlet himself, attending the play within the play, offers 

to lie in Ophelia's lap, and thereby confirms the essential interdepen­

dence of theater and lechery. But perhaps even these examples are 

cathartic, miming the moralists to disarm and expell them. 

[ am indebted ro the late D avid Sachs. who first ca lled roy attention to Gerald EIse 's 

reading of the catharsis passage and pcrsuaded m e that it was worm taking sériollsly. for 

guidance through the classical minefields, [ am grateful to Andrew Ford,Jay Recd, David 

Halperin, and especially to Franei, Sparshott's excclJent essay "The Riddle of Katharsis ," 

in Eleanor Cook, el al., ed., Cenlre and Lavyrinth (Toronto. 1983), pp. 14-37. Thanks are 

dlle for suggestions ami enhghten11lcnt on various paines to Randall S. N akayama, Bradlcy 

Rubidge, and Pecer Stallybrass. Fillally. a tirnely an d choughcful question fromJonachan 

Arac helped to clarifY clle argumento 
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THE SHUDDER OF 

CATHARSIS 

IN 

T W ENTIETH­

CENTURY 

PERFORM ANC E 

In the final analym, aesthetic behavior might be 

defined as !he ability to be horrified.... The subject 

is lifeless except when it is able to shudder in 

response to the total ¡pell. And only the subject's 

shudder can transcend that spell. 

-T.W. Adorno ' 

Is IT POSSIBLE, 1 wonder, to recover 

the shudder in catharsis? 

In Jacques Lacan\ essay, "Anamor­

phosis," 1am struck by the juxtaposition 

of two statements about seeing and feel­

ing. The statements are: " 1 see myself 

seeing myself" and "1 warm myself by 

warming myself."2 For Lacan, the fi[st 

statement, " 1see myself seeing myself," 

signals the deludedness of the Cartesian 

co,{?ito; the subject who thinks that her 

talent for self-reflexiveness means that 

she masters the visual fleld. Such hubris 

conceals what Lacan calls the "primal 

separation" that founds subjectivity, and 

as a corrective he proposes the dialectic 

of the eye and the gaze ; th e subject's 

l/eye is always "caught, manipulated, 

captured" (92) in the fidd of vision that 

precedes her. The subject never really 

sees hersdf, then, except through the 

gaze of the other. Contrary to this dance 

of deception, the statement "1 warm 

myself by warming myself" is w inningly straightforward. "1 feel that 

sensation of warmth,"Lacan writes, "which from sorne point inside me, 

is diffused and locates me as a body." At the felt convergence oC body 

and warmth, self-reflexiveness drops away. My body radiates heat. 1 feel 

it and am absorbed in it. 

Lacan is , in part, worryill!; tIJe l', 1I111l', 1101 11, 111'1 \\"\' l'll his psychoall­

alytic theorizillg ;Jlld Ml' rk,lI l 1'''Illy\ l'"l lI l.I lll! 1llIlnn. IH It Ic)¡- Illl' t11l' 
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juxtaposition has ti-lis estranging eHect: seeing and feeling seem to occu­

py completely different registers. The "l/eye" is bound up, dangerously, 

with the look of the Other, caH it a bobbing sardine can, the fi eld of 

discourse, or the Name of the Father, w hile bodily sensations, pleasur­

able or painful , mark, with an authcnticity that goes unquestioned, the 

fact of being in the body. The radical disjunction between the eye and 

the gaze is replayed, in this paragraph, in the disjunction between see­

ing and feeling. As a feminist living in postmodern culture, in the age 

of Al OS, 1 find this notion both ludicrously Platonic and completely 

plausible. Why s/lOuld feeling and seeing cohabit, much less harmonize? 

Because we are speaking today of a profoundly embedded concept that 

says that they must; that concept is catharsis. 

W hatever ebe it might have meant to Aristotle, catharsis involves 

a disturbing oscillation between seeing and feeling. Using for the 

moment my old Bywater translation, let me offer a conventional read­

ing of the catharsis clause in Section 6 of the Porties: my perception 

of the obj ects in tragedy causes m e to exper ience the unpleasant 

emotions of pity and terror, which are somehow expelled or quelled, 

pu rged or purified, in my recognitioll of the object's meanin g and 

truth . In C hapter 14 of the Poetics, A ristotle, even in EIse's tran sla­

cion, makes the shudder of emotion vital to tragedy 's plot:"Anyone 

who hears the events as they unfold wiU shudder and be moved to 

pity... ." l f or Julia Kristeva, Greek tragedy 's rhythm and song both 

arom e and harmonize the impure desires of the " mind's other," the 

pa5Sionate, corporeal, sexual body. 4According to Manha Nussbaum, 

appetites, feelings, emotions, sexuali ty, were for the anc ient Greeks 

"powerful Lnks to the world of risk and mutability," thus sources of 

disruption that disturbed the agent's " rational planning" and 

produced distortion of judgment. 3 Such disturbances \\Tere "weak­

enjng, threa tening, degrading to individuals and society,"" which is 

w hy riddi ng oneself of the body's shudder is consonant with the 

dfects o f w hat N ussbaum caHs the "katharsis ... word-family";7 by 

Aris totk\ tÍl 111.', psychological, cognjtive, and epistemologica] rnean­

i ll ~s lllil1 ¡.!; ll ·d \\I ltl l thL' physical. C~ltharsis dcscribed the '''clearing up' 

'11' ' d; tl'l f l< ..Hhll l· . 111,' n.' lll ()val of S()III C obstacl e (dirt or blot, or 
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obscurity, or admixture)"-in sum, the "clearing up of the vision of 

the soul by the rernoval of [bodily] obstacles."8 

Catharsis, it would sccm, situates the subject at a dangerous border. 

We recall that the Lacanian subject, when seized by the loo k of the 

Other, sufrers a disturbance in the totalizing vis ion that affirms con­

sciousness and mastery. In catharsis, the subject is seized by her 

shuddering body, which mars her rational vision and produces an 

unhealthy di"ision of self and social being-a division which only 

catharsis itself can hea1 and regulate. For Brecht and Artaud, self-con­

scious modernists both, it was eas)' enough to reject catharsis on the 

grounds of bourgeois regulation. But it \Vas lcss easy to ignore its per­

formative power, the fact that catharsis marks and remarks a scntient 

convergence of body and meaning, ·when the material body, in al! its 

otherness, makes itself felt to conscious.ness even as it enters discursive 

categories that makc it mean; when it becomes not the body but the 

visible form and social incarnation of the body: that is, an embodiment. 

Since Foucault, statemcnts about the body with th e verbs 

"becomes" and "enters" seem nostalgically on tological, presumi.ng a 

body not airead)' penetrated and disciplined by discourse, by gender 

codes, by culture. Therc is (and 1 would agree) no body without 

embodiment. But this btter assertion is never a forego ne conclusio tl 

in Western performance theory. For Plato, the embodiment of bod­

ies for the purposc of mimesis was generative and volatile, an incitcment 

to uncivil passions ; for Aristotle, it was heuristic, ameliorative, univer­

salizing. For some twentieth-century theater theorists and feminists it 

is, problematically, both. In quite differcnt ways , Luce Irigaray and 

Adrienne Rich propose that materiality and discourse work in pro­

ductive tension, al~o"ving one to imagine a (Iocatcd) body, at times 

excessive to discourse, that can Jct performatively, efrect new coali­

tions and nevv intimacies, improvise new identity-fictions ." 

To investigate catharsis in twentieth-century performance, 1 will 

stay with "embodiment," not discourse, because embodiment i5 haunt­

ed by w·hat it has s\\"allowed, th e ll1 :m: r i;¡ J " h()dy," .ll1d bccause the 

orchestration of that haunting is, I w O l dd .l l f, I I " .1 (\lI C I ,tl datulll oC 

performance. In my AII/lT;ct/1I 11", ;11/.1'" dlll l l ' " I1 ~ . l l ' lh" c1 I I1 ICll t l'lIjOY\ 
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the same playfulmdteriali ty/ cliscourse oscillation as th e word "perfor­

mance": embodi.ment is both tbe "act of embodying," and the "condition 

of being embodied," just as performance is the immediate act of doing, 

and the thing done. 

Uut something is wrong here: 1 seem to have made catharsis insep­

arable from twentietb-century performance. If th e shuddering body, 

particularly the female body, poses a vital question in performance, 

catharsis itsclf has com e clown to us too thickly larded with bourgeois 

idealism and apolitical aesthcticism for us to, as Brecht would say, refunc­

tion it. Or if we are to refunction it, we will need some conceptual 

disturban ce. When Lacan sought to illustrate the dialectic of eye and 

gaze, he imported from optics "anamorphosis," the phenomenon of the 

distorted imagc that can be viewed without distortion only from a spe­

cial angle or with a curved mirror or cyJindri cal kns, as in Holbein's 

famol1s painting of 1533, "The French Ambassadors." In this work, two 

well-fed, bourgcois gentlemen, surrounded by objects of wealth and 

worldliness, confidently solicit the viewer's gaze; for the viewer, though, 

the image is marred by a confusing blur which , only when seen from 

a sharp angle, clarifies itself as a skull. This bJur i5 what Lacan calls the 

"Iache," or blot in th e visual fidd, w hich seems to gaze at the subject 

froJO a point that totalJy escapes her v iew; in effect it stands for the 

O ther, or the pet;t o!y"et a, the Lacanian sign of primal separation-infant 

fr0111 breast, body fram mirror image--ultimately the object and cause 

of desire.lIl Catharsis , we recall , means the clearing a\vay of blots from 

the visual field, but anamorphic il11ages cannot be cleared, and Llr from 

harmonizing seeing and feeling, anamorphosis is inseparable from anx­

iety-in Ned Lukach er's fine phrase, it gives us the sense of "feeling 

seeing, like fec1ing th e gaze of the other without seeing the other's 

eyes ." 1! Invented in early modernity, anamorphosis seems the perfect 

modernist trope, an unresolvable, oscillating object that deflects the sub­

ject's mastery, and yet, according to Lukacher, the anxiety of "feeling 

seeing" produces its own clarifYing shuclder. "The anamorphic image," 

he argue~, "is a kind of catharsis insofar as it c1arifles the disorder, the 

illness tll.lt illll<' r~', withill intellectual inaccuracy . . . the untrmh or per­

versity tI!.l! 1\ d" I\'\ l ll llS titutive of the trutb."!' 
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In modernist and postmodern performance, the precarious border 

between body and cultural embodiment has provoked acts of anamor­

phic catharsis addressed not only to spectators but to a culture deemed 

ill and oppressive. Despite the efforts of scholars to purifY the term of 

its primitiveness, residues of ritual purification and medical purgation 

have returned to twentieth-century performance, dilating its connota­

tions outside the precincts of the theater to areas of social behavior and 

health. \3 Similarly, to think about catharsis in art contexts, as 1am about 

to do, is not to remove performance from questions of social agency. 
Twentieth-century performance theory deliberately sought a concep­

tual overIay between the space of theater and the spaces of social action; 

indeed, the theorizing about reception was based on the assumption 

that the actor's body, as much as and finally more chan the text, was the 

crucible of discovery, and that production was less about product than 

cultural rehearsal, a means of discovering new, revolutionary embodi­

ments. H This is why my discussion of catharsis moves back and forth 

from spectator to performer, the latter reflecting back to the former the 

oscillation of seeing and being seen, body and embodiment. Eleanora 

Duse, Helene Weigel, and Karen Finley, theorists in their own media 

of anamorphic catharsis, may or may not induce such effects, but they 

will certainly show us what they might be. 

1offer, then, three glimpses of catharsis in twentieth-century per­

formance under these rubrics: "Bourgeois Catharsis: Duse's Sublime"; 

"Social Catharsis: Weigel's Mouth"; "Permanent Catharsis: Finley's 

Twist and Shout." An epilogue follows. 

BOURGEOIS CATHARSIS : DUSE ' S SUBLIME 

When in the midst 01 reproaching her lover [Duse heard] the cries 01 Hme Raquin, 

she trembled, a shudder went tbrough her whole being and one lelt so moved that 

one was actually unable to applaud.'! 

At the end of the nineteenth century, c.ll ll .lI ~ i \ wa~ lhe legitirnating 

imprimatur of the l1l'W lIIollcllI di ,lI ll. I IIH I I ill' II t'W \cienct' o( 

psychoalJ,uys i~. foreud ;lIl d Un' l lel 1. 11 1C: II~ d IIIL.~ II 1I11HIV.II IW t n:au m'llt uf 

111 " S I-lUD O~R OF CA THARS IS 

hysterics "the ca thartic method," in which hysterical female patients, 

narrativizing the scenes of their originary traumas, were purged of 

debilitating symptoms. William Archer, Ibsen's major English transla­

tor, praised the "new drama" for" castfin g] out the foreign eIements of 

rhetoric and lyricism"-the overblown language of melodrama-in 

favor of "natural" dialogue, and the "purifLCation or katharsis" of dra­

matic form.' · In their search for truth, p~ychoanalys is and the new 

realism pri\iileged what nineteenth-century uterine-theory phy'3icians 

and melodramatists had ignored: the complex etiology of motivation­

the inherited trait~, socialla'Ns, and forgotten traumas that shaped human 

character. In the interior of Freud's consulting room and on the object­

filled stages of the small subscription theaters that mred to present the 

new drama, that character was often the hysterical woman: the \-voman 

with a past became a theater of discovery. 

It is important to remember that in the industrialized European 

cities of the late nineteenth century hysteria seemed ubiquitous. E.M. 

Stutfield sat through a matin ee performance of Ibsen's Uttle Eyoif in 

1897 and msisted there were as many hysterical women in the audi­

ence as on the stage.17 And Janet Lyon has recently documen ted the 

conunon j ournalisti c attribu tion of "hysteria" to avant-garde mani­

festoes, political posters, and ro the wildly performative suBiagettes who 

marched into Parliament, chained themselves to pillars, \Vent on prison 

hunger strikes, and who, in the words of later civil rights marchers, put 

their bodies in the way of a uthority.'~ It is tempting to think that the 

terrific popularity of Jakob Bernays's treatise on hysteria (1857,1878), 
which insisted on the purgation reading of catharsis, was both a recog­

nition of the severely diseased state of modern society and a recipe for 

expunging its more noxious (read "female") elements. 1
" 

In emplotting hysteria, eady realist theater was a potent source of 

compIex cultural ernbodiments for bourgeois professionals and intel­

lectuals, including Freud, who turned Ibsen 's Rosl1l ersholm into material 

r a case histo ry. More to my purpose here, this theater created the 

desire for a difti.'rem perforrning body. Melodrama had offered com­

plete adC(]II,ilinll lwt\Vl'l'1I the symptomatology of hysteria-eye-rolling, 

choking, 1111 , 1111 11" II ,lhk I¡¡ughter-and the actor's verbal and physical 
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signs. Th e hermeneutic plcasure of the 11C\"/ realism lay in its dimin­

ished gestural range, tbe presen tation of a corporeal tcxr riddled by 

gaps, feints, evasiom. H ysteria in effect crcated the performance text 

for dramatic modernismo Spcctators werc offered the physician / ana­

lyst's point of view, invited to scrutinizc the performer's body for the 

signifiers of psychi c trauma, and thus incited to write, often lInder 

great perturbation, their own explanatory narratives. 

It was Eleanora Duse (lR58-1 924) , the most celcbrated European 

actress after Bernhardt, who \Vas able to dcmo nstrate the full range of 

cathartic action in this theater apparatus which, like the p~ychotherapist's 

office, was dedicated to discovering th e truth. Able to blush at \ViII, to 

make herself symptomatic, Duse gave rapt audiences the intense plcasure 

of watching a [¡ctional embodiment disappea.r into a shuddering eroto­

genic body. Though she was raised in an itinerant theater famiJy, among 

actors whose techniques were formed by acting malluals dating back to 

the seventeenth century, Duse invcnted a form of psychological realisJll 

that took her far beyond the style of Italian verismo of the 1870, and 

1880s or French naturalisl11 of the 1880s and 1890s, By the turn of the 

century she had created a hysteric's sensorium, replete with what Ol1e 

colleague called la jarcia cul1lml.!i iva (tbe distorted face), a rigidity of chest 

muscles and shoLllders, and, aboye all, hands that scerned cu t off frOI1l all 

volition, that wound handkerchiefs, played with rings, bunches of flo\V-,· 

ers, flcw up, clutched, and flew again.-'~ Considered by her fri ends to be 

le type l1Ieme of the fin de si2cle hysteric, Duse seemed able, in fac t, to pero 

form the radical anamorphosis implied in Freud 's analysis of hysteria, 

When he was convinced that hyste rical paralysis had no organic 

basis, Freud explain ed his patients' symptolJls by the tenu "hys terical 

conversion;' a process which he could never fully describe, in which the 

affect attached to trauma is withhe!d fi'O!n consciousness and diverted 

into bodily innervations, In hysteria, the physiological body is in effl'u 
supplanted by a distorting erotogen ic body, and it is thi_~ body tbat Freud 

learns to listen to and to read, 21 Duse's ch;¡r;¡ctt: ri ,tic ~l'~ture, wrOtc O lll' 

observer in 1897, "has a11 autolllatl'd qll,d i tv,.~ ("l l. li~1 'l iff kttillg!jo ni 

her arms dovvn ber ,ides Ith l'lll ,1 n'n II11 \\.1\ "r 1,11\ 111 )', 111'1' Ilpe l1 h;) lId, 

with JII fiw f1ngl'1's pnilltill l.', l) 1 ~ 1 \\ ~!d . Ili d \,,,¡.ld 11, Illt ~' tly h , ll'l l l llll' 
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were any other actress to try to imitate her,"22 The gesture was baroque, 

that is, nonreferential, hysteria's somatic pantomime---as well as perhaps 

D use's means of deflecting the voyeurism of the realist theater appara­

tus. In 1923, at the age of sixty-five, Duse perforrned in Ibsen's The Lady 
fro m the Sea in London, and here's what James Agate wrote: "If there be 

in acting such a thing as pure passion divorced from the body yet 

expressed in terms of the body it is here, Now and again Duse would 

seem to pass beyond our ken and where she has been there is only fra­

grance and a sound in our ears like water flowing under the stars,"21 

From one sentence to the next. the erotogenic anamorphic shud­

der passes into the ethereal sublime, Sucked into what Adorno called 

the " total spell," Agate testi[¡es to the experience of bourgeois cathar­

sis-Duse's consumers \vere invited, in performance atter performance, 

to fetishize her body's sublation, Wi~hing for most of her \ife to puri­

fy the language of the stage (she referred to the theater as a "charne! 

house"), Duse would have been pleased with Agate's description, By 

aH accounts, in th is performance and throughout her career, Duse 

offered her adoring audiences spiritua\ity and relief- relief from the 

confusions of carnality, from the ülcreasing standardization of what 

was called " modern !ife"; relief, too, perhaps, from the sight of hyster­

Ical suffragettes messing up the street, 
O ne of Duse 's favorire parts was Nora in Ibsen's A Doll Housc, 


When she danced the tarantella, it was noted, "she turned pale, cast 


down her chin, and her tormented eyes screamed out in silen ce," 


1 would like you to remem ber this image, 

SO CI A L C ATH ARSISI WEIGEL'S MOUTH 

, ' , lor a performance 01 Oedipus. one has lor al! practical purposes an auditori­


um 01 little Oedipuses, 


-Brecht" 

Of all th t:.l t ~'l II lt'or istS in this century, Brecht leads the \Vay in vili ­


fy ill~ (,ll ll.ll ;oI ~ . I ~ 1111' ~lIpprcss io l1 of critical reason. In this. he <lnd 
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Adorno were in rare agreement. Traditional theater, I3recbt charged, 

beca use it encouraged emotional identificatiolls with arresting actors 

in linear plots, reneged on its revolutionary potential to scrve up the 
stories, A-effects, intellectual Spass-the nourishment a spectator in 

the "scientific age" n ceded to throw a wrench into capitalism, not to 

mention fascismo Catharsis-driven bourgeois theater, Brccht insisted, 

used emotionallures to avert our eyes and minds fi'om the social dialec­

tic informing every gesture, ever)' \Vord. Brecht's theatcr practice was, 

in effect, deliberate!y anamorphic. The idea of the j/e~Fcmdll11gsq¡ekf 

was to drive a wedge not just between actor and character, but between 

the historical subject and the actor's function. While the critical actor 

is presumed to have superior know.Jedge in relation to the character, 

the subject herself remains as skeptical and uncertain as the ~lUdience 

to whom the play is addressed. She disappears neither into a rcprc­

scntation of the character nor into a representation of the actor: each 

remains processual, contingent, incomplete. Thus even in the GestllS 

(a constructed moment, usually a gesture or a tableau, designed to 

compe! recogni tion of the play's social attitudes) the actor remains 

insufficient and open: a social embodiment demonstrating at least two 

fictional em bodiments. 

Brecht would have bccn happy to refunction Lacan's gaze as the 
dialectical forcc field of history, in which the spectator 's imaginary 

identifications-the plenitude of full seeing-are interrupted by the 

contradictory reJations of the symbolic. What Brecht called the dialec­

tical zigzag, that which threatcned the scarnless unity of tbe real, would 

become the unseeable blot, that which installs lack where there had 

been narcissistic identification. For Brecht, the Lacanian lover 's plaint, 

"You never look at me from the place from which I scc )'ou" (i acan, 

103), would be welcome testimony to the way capitalism distorts social 

relations. It also glosses beautifully the Brechtian disjullction betwecn 

subject, actor, spectator: this is how the alienJtcd actor should fed scc­

ing. Of course, sllch fantas)' refunctioning 11Iah·s h~ISb ofLacan , alld 
on Brecht's side, ananlorphic anxiery p;dt'~ ht'i; 11 l' ti W '\<:IISlltlll': dc1ight" 

in the "historical sensc" that he hClp l.'d lo Illllllll l t' A lld yt: t this vl' ry 

desin.: f()r a IIt'W ,digll1l1l'1I1 ,,1 W I ' lIl f'. . lIld 11 '1 11111: WI I\ II IH IS plt\ IS llrC 
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in bistorical cognition-camed bis fj'iend Walter Benjamín to atrempt 

to refunction catharsis for Urecht. 
In "What is Epic Theater?" Benjamin Iinked Brecht's "gestural" 

gestic moment to his own concept of "dialectics at a standstill." Thc 

"astonishment" it produces, should "be inserted into the Aristotelian 

formula ... should be considered entirely as a capacity. It can be 
learned." ~(· This reference to a capacity that can be learned points in 

at least two directions. On the oll e hand, to Brecht's Lelmtüke from 

the late 1920s, his plays designed for workers ' assembly halb and for 
students in Marxist schools, not for formal production before spccta­

torso In the learning plays, performers learn by doing, exchanging solo 

and choral roles-a praxis "grouuded in a dialectic of Iived theory ;md 

thought bchavior."" On the other hand, a capacity that "can be learned" 

suggests that it \Vas once known , 1ike the capacity for mimesis-that 

w hich, according to Benjamin, we had as children, and tbat rn )'s tics 

and other so-caJ1ed primitives retain: the capacity to experience sen­

suous similarities and correspondences despi te our reifIcation in an 
administered wodd.~ For Benjamin , Brecht's "quotable gestures" inter­

n tpt the flow of performance, "damning the stream ... [making] Jife 

spurt up high fi-om the bed of time and, for an instant, bover iridcs­

cent in space . .!'! Such moments show that epic th eater is a th eatcr of 

recognitions, "thOllgh the specific recognitions of actors and audience 

may well be different from one anotber.")(1 This is of course a crucial 

point in Brechtian theory, wbere most of us have stopped. But what 

if we went on? 
According to Benjamin, these moments of recognition and aston­

ishmen tare not on1)' intellectual but deep1y sentient. Nor is this a 

private (itillation , but a way of feeling the otherness of the other. 

W ithout sentient knowledge of this otherness, there can be no aes­

tbetic consciousness, or even subjectivity. Let me complete the epigr::tph 

by Adorno with which 1 opened th is paper: 

In Ihe final analysis aestheti( behavior mighl be delined as Ihe ability lo be hor­


rified .. . Iht lubjt'C1 il lileless excepl when il is able 10 shudder in response lo 


Ihe IOI~1 Ippll And only thf lubject's shudder can Iranscend Ihal spel!. Without 




163 ElIN DIAMOND161 

shudder, consciousness is trapped in reification. Shudder is a kind of premonition 

of subjectivity, a sense of being touched by the other.JI 

The much-vaunted spectator's detachment in Brecht does not con­

tradict chis "sense of being touched by the othec" [n fact, as his later 

writings indicate, Brecht saw the A-effect, the Gestus, and historiciza­

tion as enabling profoundly pleasurable encounters with alterity ("what 

... of our delight [in differences], in distance, in dissimilarity-which 

is at the same time a delight in what is close and proper to ourselves?").'" 

The shudder marks the body within its embodiments, estranged but 

palpab!e-a sensorium of dialectical consciousness. If Brecht did not 

know how to incorporate this notion into his acting theory, Helene 
Weigel did. 

There is a much-discussed scene from ¡VIother Coura,~c, when Helene 

Weigel is forced te identifY the corpse of her son, Swiss Cheese, his 

death the result of a firing squad because she "bargained too long" 

with his executioncrs. In Brecht's text, Mother Courage refuses, t\Vice. 

to identiJy the corpse. In performance, when the questioners left, 

Helene Weigel completed the moment by turning her head with 

mouth extended fully and mimed, silently, the cathartic scream her 

character couId not utter. George Steiner, who w itnessed the "silent 
scream" at the first Berli¡r¡ er Ensemble production in 1949, compared 

it to the screaming horse in Picasso's Guerniea. He wri tes: 

The sound that carne out was raw and terrible beyond any description that '1could' 

give of it. But in fact there was no sound. Nothing. The sound was total silence. It 

was silence which screamed and screamed through ¡he whole theatre so that the 

audience loweredrits head as before a gust of wind. ll 

Like Agate, Steiner struggles to find metaphors for what was "beyond 
... description."J4 In photos of this moment, Weigel's facial contor­

tions, the tension in her chest and bKk Illllsck s. S LJ ~g~\t another text, 
Ouse's "faeda CO/'/vl¡{siva ," \Vith its l11eslllt.'r il'·inv l'yt'S t1 l.lt sc:n:amed Ollt 

in silence. lt's a telllptillg (l1l111'.lIi ,nll, 1'1 11 11 " 111'1 1'. IIlt' 1,llhn tl.ldillllS 

questioll uf \vlll'th t'r Wt'i g~' 1 \\ 1'. l I \ II II ~ 1111l' 1J11.•", lI t psydwlngin l 
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expressivity, and whether the audience's shudder-the involuntary low­

er ing of their heads-\Vas llot acknowledgment of the very empathy 

Brecht tried to foresta~l. 

lt is more interesting, l think, to see that famous image not as the 

transcendence of thought, but as an anamorphic realization of "dialec­

tícs at a standstill," in which what caunot be thought-death-becomes 

the felt other. J5 As in the Holbein painting it is the gaze of the death's 

head that causes the spectators to, in Lacan's words, lay down their 
gaze. J (· What \ve see-the fully extended mouth as aporetic hole­

stands for the terror of the unseen in the seen, both the blot in th e 

visual 6eld, and in this case, the Mother's lack-an intolerable sight. 

Language spreads itsclf over the inJescribable hole-" [we] lowered 

[our headsl as before a gust of wind," Steiner ,Hites. Weigel might 

!lave been pleased by the effect, but in her Brechtian practice shc 

would have wished that wind to be histürictl, not the apocalyptic 

blast that blovvs Benjamin's wide-mouthed angel out of the contin­

uum of history, but th e w ind and crosscurrents of revo lutionary 

change. A theater historian w rites that the idea for the scream carne 

from a newspaper photo Weigel had seen of an Indian woman cry­
ing over the rnurder of her son. )7 Through her mimesis of the other's 

pain, Weigel blasts out of the Mother C ourage context, and gives 
body to an embodiment of public pain. 

PERM ANENT CATHARSIS: FIN LEY'S TWIST AND SHOUT 

I like lo do work thal deals with hur!. .. . 

-Karen Finley" 

She stands sweating, sometimes weeping, at the end of the perfor­

mance, arms outstretched like a diva, her near-naked body wrapped 

111 a bedsheet. H er las t monologue was explicitly about the willed 

l'lnbodim (" lIt ll r suHcring ("1 wish 1 could relieve you of your suffer­

in¡.;. I wi~ h I , Il ldd H: li l~w you of yo ur pain ... J wish I co uld relieve 

YO ll of y01J1 ~ 1. . tI" ·') l'll l' au dicllce :lppbuds wild1y, approving her 

http:other.J5
http:other.JI
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suHáing, grateful for the cnd of her sutláing. An Artaudian harpy, she 

ha~ signakd through the flames at fiat-out intensity for well oyer an 

hour. Now she is at peace. For the moment. Her arms cross over her 

breast. She IO'vvers her head, then raises it. She might scream again. She 

is not ours. 

Karcn Finley's performances, born in the Reagan years, attempt to 

reinvent the possibility of catharsis in postmodern culture. Accustomed 

as we are to media saturation-the constant newspaper coverage of 

Bosnian women scrcarning over murdered children-to bodily display 

that works harder and harder to lure our fantasies, Finley marks and 

remarks the trauma of social being, of embodiment, by making us tra­

verse her shuddering impure woman's bodl'. ,In most perf(xmances she 

covers herself with symbolic ddilement (chocolate pudding=excre­

ment. alfal6 sprouts=sperrn). Her mouth, unusuaUy large, like Weigel's, 

is more th:ll1 an orgo.n of speech, it's an orifice that seems infinitely 

extendible, a necessary passage for the shouting, railing, and trancelike 

chanting of scenarios tbat are too shocking to remember fully until, 

at the end, she wraps her visibll' tired bod)' in a shroud and recites the 

Black Shcep monologue, closing with "silence at the end of the road."'" 

lronically. her performance texts of the late 1980s, w hich provoked 

Congressional censorship in 1990 and made her a coast-to-coast, real­

life cultural pariah, were gathered under the explicitly cathartic title 

We Keep Qur Victims Ready. 
There is a context for Finley\ work that 1 can lim.n only briefiy 

here. When the historl' of postmodern performance in the United 

States is written, it should not be neglected mat Gerald Else's trans­

iation of Aristotl e's Poetics (1957) and Leon Golden's revisions (1962) 

removed catharsis from the bodies of spectators and actors to the for­

mal workings of the tragic plot just when our government planned 

intervention in Vietnam, and when the Living Theater (founded 1951) 

and the Open Theater (1963) w ere displacing or eliminating the 

authority of the text to explore the radical textu ality o f th e actor\ 

bod y. Performance art of the 1()(,()s. in opp(l ~ il iUII In conventioll;ll 

theater,sought to fi'l'C Wh:lC 1 k rb HI.\II < .111 \ 11 11"" Jl llhl ll Orphous think­

ing body" frOlll th e "l.lIl q ll¡ ~ .tI , 11,lIllI\ 1 " 1\lIel"· III .tI illspir;lci()11 
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for these early experiments wa~ less Brecht than Artaud, in whose 

cruel thcater "an immediate and physical language" (Artaud's words) 

would penetrate its spectators , "act ... upon lthem] like a spiritual 

therapeutics." Artaudian cruelty is a theater of "total spectacle" intend­

ed to destroy barriers between "anall'tic theater and plasti c world, 

mind and body"-a theater cornposed of and addrcssed to the "entire 

organisrn." 1l f or Artaud, the bubonic plagues of Europe provided the 

best metaphorics for physical, psychical, and cultural transgressions. 

He identified the body's blistering eruptions with the invasions of 

brain and lungs, mind and respiration, anJ these with the frenzy of 

violcnt, gratuitous acts--sodomy with corpses for example-of a pan­

icked population. From such gratuitousness, Artaud says, from such 

acts withollt use or profit, fmm such total expcnditure, a theater of 

cruelty is born. 

If Finley's explicit protest against racism, sexism, and homopho­

bia connect her to the femini st performance work of R.obbie 

MacCauley, Split Britches, and Auna Deavere Sm.ith, -L\ her particular 

acts of total expenditure bring her c10se to Kristcva's concept of abjec­

tion and le llréel, the true-rea1. .... The latter refers to the psychotic's 

fo reclosure of the Law that Kristeva hears in the words of modernist 

poe ts like Artaud. To take the sign ifi er for the real is to make the 

signifier the body; this means that tbere is no space for the signiúed, 

for rcpresen ta tion. The true-real is the refusal of embodiment. of 

discourse, of separation. Lacking subjectivity, the "1" knows only 

th e abject, that which "draws me toward the place where meaning 

collapses ."~5 The body tries to discharge the abject, but "1 cxperience 

a gagging sensation and , still farther dow n a gagging in the 

stomach; it's not good enough to expel food so 1 expel myself, 1 spit 

myse!f out. ...".6 Aggressively accepting the link in Western meta­

physics between thc female body and nature, matter, substance, Finley 

piles on defilement, defl ecting voyeurism into disgusto There is no 

way out of the abject body except through death, and dcath, for Finley, 

is patriarclly'~ girt to women. 

UllI o¡- ( (11 11 'l" wll.lt Finley smears on hersclf is pudding. not shit. 

13t'CllISl' 1111 ' l' \11 11' l 'I' I I ~)rlll ; II1("l', Ilot trlle ps)'chosis, there is still, as 
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ToriJ Moi puts it, sorne space for the signifted, but as n<:~arly as possi­

ble, as mimetically as possible, Finley seems to open herself to the torture 

of the true-real, the body riven by the signifier. "Such a practice," 

Kristeva says, "cannot be carried out with impunity."l? "1 want my 

body," screams Finley, "but it's never been mine," her head lowering in 

symbolic testimony to the suffering she performs. '" This is a mimesis 

of anamorphosis at its most cruel: the subject seized in the spectac1e 

of the world with no means of masking-of objectifying-its sub­

jection. Both victim of and enraged witness to a varicty of cultural 

oppressions, Finley works to immerse us in her immersion. Though 

at sorne point the performance \ViII end, \Vhat is suggested is shud­

dering without end: permanent catharsis:" 

Finley's gaping mouth is mOst evident when she screams the pro­

noun "I"-as in one of my favorite lines, "1 was not intended to be 

talented." '" Here the material enunciation of subjectivi ty is simulta­

neously affirmed and cancelled by the passive construction of the 

sentence. Body mobilized and annihilated by discourse. There is, how­

ever, a more disturbing, more revealing instance of her gaping mouth 

that is fixed permanently in my memory. In a small, hot thea ter on the 

Lower East Si de, Fin1ey was completing an exhausting performance. 

She walked over to the side of the stage near where 1 was sitting to 

begin the "Black Sheep Monologue," a mourning incantation about 

a friend she lost toAIDS. Suddenly someone at the back of the room 

opened the door and a wide shaft of light cut through the blackness. 
Finley's mouth opened in horror. She yelled, "Shut the door!" 

EPILOGUE 

1don't want an angry political funeral. 1just want you to burn me in the street 

and eat my nesh. 

Jon H. Greenberg 

Recently 1 went to ,1 Illl'lIlOri;t1 ('\'1 '111 I} II ' :I JlI ~II¡ \\ Iln di\.'d nf AII )S. 

This l1l:1n had b Cl' 1l ,1 Illl'III IJl'I ..1 NI.\\ Ylllk AC.' I' U I' (A II ) .... Cnalit l o ll 
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to Unleash Power) , a group rhat has over the years perfected a unigue 

style of performative pobtics. " 1 knew him through his best friend, 

now a close fri end of mine. whom 1 met when 1 regular1y attended 

ACT UP meetings in 1990. We gathered in :1 dirt park at First and 

H ouston. A beat-up van arrived vvitb bis cofii.n, and six male friends 

hoisted it out. Someone started beating a drum. We moved onto First 

Avenue, stopping late Friday afternoon traffic, then turned right on 

SeventJ1 Street toward Tompkins Square Park, seventy or so peopIe 

following and walking with the raised coffin. We passed a nice cafe on 

a gentrifted comer of Seventh wbere sorne welJ-dressed foreigners, 

theit coffee cups suspended in disbelief~ watched as the coffin passed . 

At the park, the man's friellds opened the lid. He was Jon 

Greenberg. H e had started TAp, Treatm ent Alternativcs Program, and 

inspired many who were desperate about governme-nt apathy. His writ­

ings were distributed. He had bad the ide:! tbat AIOS, tbe viral assault 

on the body\ immune systern, h:1d to be refunctioned ro mean "aggres­

sive acceptance," a way of embracing th t' o th er and, in so doing, of 

taking responsibili ty for one's own physical and spiritual bcalth. "Tbe 

virus is breaking down my defenses," he wrote, " so 1 can learn how to 

live in harmony, in unity w ith the other." 

O ne by (me his fr iends spoke before the open co/lin. They looked 

in, touched him, k.issed hi..l11 , spoke to h1m lovingly. From where 1 was 

sitting, 1 cou1d see the sbut eyes oE his face as his fri ends loaned bim, 

their meJJl ory of him, a kind of subj ectivity. 

A volleyball game started behind us. Then some young boys who 'd 

been running througb the park stopped on th e periphery. 1 saw them 

incb c10ser to the edge of the cofii.n. They Jooked in. My fri end who 

was standing vi gil by the casket made an involuntary movement toward 

them . She w anted them to leave but was afraid to disturb the speak­

ers. 1 understood wby my friend wan ted to turn as ide their curious 

gaze, but for the first time tbat afternoon 1 felt something like relief. 
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inist pertormance art by Valie Export,Judy C hicago, Elel1110r Antin,Linda Montano, 

l'vlartha J:t.osler, and Gralee Schneeman, ~/1long others, produced var ious critiqUL's 

of the acsthetic demateriahzatioll of me woman's body in order to disturb the view­

C['s rationalizing. feti~hi zing !,'aze. As dangerous as Burden's body work and more 

political, Austrian Valic E:\:port's pertürmances of the 1970s used live battcries, dC,1d 

bir¿s, lllanacles, and video to explore " the sensa tions of the body w hen it loses its 

iclentity. \Vhen tbe ego gnaws its way through the scraps of ski/!, when stccl casing,; 

maightcll tbe joints . .." (A l/sIria: BicrllJalc di Vellc.úd 1980: J/álie Export [Vienna, 

19801. p. 13). The rigoro us deconstructiollS of Export, Rosler, and Antin constrast 

sharply with the radical feminist idealisDl of C:trolee Schnceman in her aptly named 

E ye Borly (1963), w hich sought to conwrt nudity into "a primal, archaic force" 

(Sayre, p. 96) . In her welI-known In ten'o r Scroll (1975), she undressecl, painted her 

body in Iarge strokes , unrolled a tt'x t frolll her vagina and reJd it. A decacle later, 

[inley 's work is no le5s bocly- centerccl , but Schneemann 's t:XlIberance has become 

Finlc.-y's abjectioo. 

42. Anaud, pp. 85-100. 

43. In the posl1l1odern vein of ¡.he 1980$, these very difTeren t pcrform ers resignify 

the body w ithin bigh.l y sclf-consciolls cliscursive and pcrfonna tivc framcs--sto ­

ryte llin g, parody, collage-as a lIl eans o f exploring desire , sexual and racial 

iclentit)', commul1ity, and political struggle. Fin k y is rhe only one of tb is group 

for w bom th e nude body has been, consisrently, a central signifying elemento 

For a d.isclISsion of Finley's hody-abj ec tio n in cultural politics, see Lynda Hart, 

"Karen Finley's Dirty Wo rk : Censorship, H om ophobia, arrd the N EA: ' Gene/ers 

14 (Fa 11 1992),pp 1-15. 

44 . See Julia Kristeva, "The True-Real," in The Kristeva Reader, ed. Toril Moi (Nc\v 

Yo rk , 1986) , pp. 216-237. 

45. Kristcva, Powm oJHorror, p. 2. 

46. Kristeva, PO l/Jcrs rifHon'O/; p. 3. 

·~7 . Kristeva, "The True-Real," p. 236. 

4·8. Karen FinJey, Sho(k Treotl1lellt , p. 113. 

49 . 	lnteres tingly, the shudder of Finley's cathar.;is comes <!fierperf()rmance:"After I per­

¡onn I l41ve t<) vomi t, my whole body shakes, I havc to be picked up and sat clown. 

It takes lile' ;¡bl'l llt Jf1 hom bd órc I stop , hakillg" (Schcchncr, p. 154). 

Sil , ~, hl'tIIJI'· I.I' . 1117. 

http:Vellc.�d
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51. For an important discussioll of ACT VP~tylc activism in relation to the ccaselcss 

condition of mOllrning Ifl whICh rhe gay 311d lesbian conununiry finds itsdf, sce 

Dougbs Crimp's "Mourning and MilitallCy," Oaober 51 (Winter 1989), pp. 3-18. 

It is my hope that this scction of rhe cssay wiU be read as a [ootnote ro the COITI­

plex recognition Crimp urges at the close of his essay. 

CI NDY PATTON 


O N SUNDAY , March 7, 1993, 

controversia! AIDS-beat journalist Gina 

Kolata repo rted on the N ational 

Re, earch Callnci l's newly plIblished 

repart, "The Social Impact of AIDS." 

It appeared th..1t the Reagan-Bush silence 

W 3$ over, and that the Clinton adminis­

tration would wake up to the necessity 

of producing prewntion material and 

prograrns, even if these migbt be offen­

siw to those outside the communities 

In w hich tb ey hao been developed . 

.l3ut veteran AIDS activists, w ho had 

for a decade chafed under goverrunent 

unwilJjngness to support meani ngfu l, 

normatively etTcctive safe-sex organiz­

ing within coml11uni ties, were skeptical: 

the "experts" apparent "discovery" of tbe 

value of "messages whose lallguage and 

unagery were intended fór specífic neigh­

borhoo(is" (26) was oll trdgeously late.2 

Undern eath the rentative cOllver­

gence Qf"community organ izing" and 

PE RFO R MATIVITY 

ANO SP ATIAL 

O IST I NCT ION 

THE END OF 

AIDS EPIDEMIOLOGY 

With AIOS now entrencbed in many American citiel , 

lome expertl are reaching a startling and contro­

versial condulion. They say the epidemic in the 

United Statel can be all but stamped out, even 

without a vaccine or wonder drug, by prevention 

errOrtl that mo in on 25 or JO hard-hit neigh­

borhoods acrOSI the nation .' 

"targe ting" hes a massive discursive refiguration of the epidemic. But 

rile shi ft Kolata descr ib es, fr0111 "anyone can get AIDS" to a proposed 

gro lll1 d-zero ap proach to preve ntioll, substitutes for the inaction 

o f vagueness an ac tive cam paign w hich would only ever arrive after 

~c roprevaIence rates were so high that prevention couId only mean 

~'O ntaillllll'lIl within spaces marked out for destrucrlon. Kolata's opu­

(i: llt revi\u, I1 ií'. llip ll of HIV (and more subtly, of homosexuals and drug 
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users) from a macroscoping blanket "spread throughout the nation" (1) 

(we are cverywhere) to a microscopic patchwork of hotspots, " clus­

tered in two of nine [NewYork City] Z IP codes" (26) (they are there), 

obscures the larger dispute between scientific theories of the epidemic: 

epidemiology ve rsus tropical medicine. The cnabling moment of this 

acco unt of a shift in perspective, a shift that is immediately linked to 

plans to "stamp AlDS out" (1), is KD!ata's premise that the debate stem~, 

not fiom long competing social SCiClltific rrameworks, but fi0111 a break­

throu gh- a ncw, more effective techniquc for producing H IV 

epidemiology: "The new view of the disease's pattern of spread 

emerged from a rec ent analysis by a comrnittee of the N ational 

Research Council that suggests AIDS is devastating a handful of neigh­

borhoods \Vhile leaving most of the nation relatively unscathcd" (1). 

She acknowledges, howevcr, that "others disagree" w ith this vicw : 

The AIDS epidemic "is very rapidly spreading throughout smaller and smaller com­

munities each year," said Dr. June E. Osborn, chairwoman 01 the National Commission 

on AIDS. "AIDS sustains itsell awlully well . As soon as the virus is present, as it now 

is everywhere, ris k-taking behavior becom es significan!." (26) 

The critical shift Kolata enacts has everything to do w ith misun ­

ders tanding Osborn. In Osborn '5 account, risk is contingent 011 viral 

presence, a drifting territorialization of already existing behavio r by 

an agen t which now traces its course through dispening spaces of 

"smaller and smaller comm unities." T his is the epidemiologie l1lind 

at its clearest, marking spaces through describable trajectories of a dis­

ease phenomc non, performati ve ly reinve nti ng the meaning of 

quotidian acts by placing them in a model of transmiss ibili ty. T he 

only lack of clarity is the linkage of space and tim e, w hich creatl:~ 

the paradox O shorn is describing, where once-innocent o r comp1ctely 

unnoticed Jets are redescribed as "risk-taking behavio r" only becau s(' 

a transmissible agent may now take adva lll (l g~' ,)f-inscribe the ve r) 

trajectory of-an alre:ldy t'x i, ting, hllr 11t H ""¡gJlil ica llt" COllduit. Th i ~ 

description , whic h !<ol:H;¡ r t'd ll l ,., 111 III L~ 1. ' \ II 1\'. ,i,k ill ;1 d isagrcl' 

mellt, highlights t1 11' p VI 11111 11,11 1\ <.' ,;' ''':1,1 .:.j' Il' ld . 11I1I '¡ tl\4Y wh ich Lh!.' 

PERFORM AT I V ITY A N O S PATI A L OISTINCTION 

heteronormative culture fmds so troublin g: si tuating risk as a fonn of 

transient presence in a chaúl of transm ission breaks down th e line 

betwecn "homosexual " and "heterosexual behavior," destroying both 

the idea that homosexual bchavlor can be considered risky regardkss 

of the presence of opportwlisti c microbcs, and the presumption that 

heteronormative practices are by definitioTl safe:' 

Kolata's insertion of dle epidemiologic perspective is desif,'TlCd prin­

cipally to fulfill the obligations of journalistic objcctivity; the bulk of 

her account sides w ith the " wide var iety of experts from a var iety of 

disciplines [who are] urging a tighter foc us" (1). TIut the debate she is 

describing is !ess about the " pattern" of "spread" than it is about which 

poliey framework should be pri vileged in explaining the proliferation 

of Hrv during the Reagan-Bush decade of oHicial nonrcsponse. Thc 

presentational surface of the "deba te" as one among scientists elides the 

work of commu nity activists who have toiled fo r a decade in the face 

of inacrion, and transfonns the resistant cornmunities formed and pro­

tected by preven tion organ izing into the "targe ts" of a "new" 

government-spomored, heat-seeking-missile-like, HN prevention pro­

gramo C ritical to this shiti: is a refif,>uration of the rdatíon between bodies 

and ~pace , concepts that rely on 1ll0re compJ ex noti ons of space and 

movement already embedded within two pr inciple policy discourses 
which underwrite very diiferent ideas of the "solution" to disease. 

TH E SUBJECT OF THE OTHER 

Making sense ()f this discursive shift and understanding its ramifications 

ur activism requ ires reevaluating a theoretícal move which has come to 

occupy a central place in work on AIDS discourse and practices. 1 want 

lO augment important and excellent work on the relatio11S of power and 

knowledge in the discourses and institutions administering che epidemic 

by reintroducing a notion of space linkcd to movement. In particular, I 

will suggest rhat detailed work on the lllodes of constituting the Other 

in AIDS discourses and policies has obscured or lcfi: untheorized concepts 

01' 1ll 0Velllent ;md of spatial intcrrelation which are ec¡ually critical in 

AIDS discOll N', 1I0t only at the globallevcl. in terms of international 
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border restrictions and trave! policy, but also at the most proxímate level, 

in terms of embodiment of transnüssion and its interruption. 1 propose 

these revisions , not out of an idle intercst in theory-tuning, but in an 

effort to better unde1'stand how local organizing interventions collide 

with or may be aided by larger institutional and discursivc formatiolJS. 

1 wiU return eventually to Gilla Kolata 's account of the dispute Sllr ­

rounding the National Research Council report of February 1993, but 

first 1 will describe why 1 think the subject-centered account of Othering, 

though important in signalling relations of power between central and 
marginalized groups, misses a critical dimension of tbe systcrm which 

underv,rrite medical policing. 

KNOWING THE SELF:THE INSIDIOUS SUBJECT 

One of tbe most cogent social science accounts of th e cOllStruction 
of the self-other dyad and its re!ation to historical and contempo1'a­

neous containment strategies in the context of H1V educaríon is Ronald 

Frankcn berg's article, "The Other W ho is AIso the Same: The 

Relevance of Epidemics in Space and Time for Prevention of HIV 

Infectrion."" While this work signals the temporal and spatíal di men­

sions of epidemics, it ultimately grounds tb ese in concerns about 
boundary maintenance by creating a distinction between w hat are 

called ",elf" and " other." 1 want to argue that this move returns us ro 
a model of knowledge/power rcliant-at a minimum, by analogy­

on a transcendent subject akín to the one poststructuralism has so 

opulently critiqued, and at the cost of m.isrecognizing the role of " fig­
ural" and "literal" movement in the constitution of poücing procedures 

and bodies ' evasion of them.5 

While Frankenberg largely abandons structuralist and psychoan ­

alytic accounts of "self," tht' "subject" w hich he obliguely retains 
obscures the mobility of bodies and the mechanisms through w hich 

discourse and policy about epidcmics c0l15tittlCt' th e body through 
its locatioll. rc-, dis- . trans-, <lnd lIlis-h)(', llio n pr ior to the inscriptioll 

of coherent notions of sd f"' l \lh ~· l. 1/1 ,II DIl , tlll' 1 11 ~ I S l l' ll (~ on th.: 

prÍlmcy ,)f O rbLTill l '; t.t il s l o In "p ll lh IIUI 1I ,I ¡'" dy 1\ o f'tcn .Jrt·;¡dy 

PERFORMA-rlVI I fl A T I A L o 1 S T 1 N e T ION 

"in place" before it becomes self or other, and that, in fact, these plac­

ings are often constitutive of those bodies ' first legi'bility. This is not 

an argument for a prediscursive body, but for a bod)' placed extradis­

cursively, prior to its inscriptions through 01' legibility in discourse. The 

constitution of self-other in interpreting evidence of epidemics may 

sometimes underwrite subsequent moves in biomedical and policy dis­

courses. This performative gesture is not intrinsic to managing disease, 

although it may be characteristic of epidemiologic modes of consti­

tuting the bodies of and within ilJlness. 1 will shm.v in a moment that 

tropical medicine is able to articula te bodies and illness in a mode that 
is not performative. 

Frankenberg traces attempts to cordon off an "other who is also 
the same," and argues that, "The control of epidemics points up with 

special saliency those aspects of power in society and culture that are 

centered on the control of the other's space and time."" Rereading 

other influential accounts of epidemics, he lushly details the modes 

through w hich premodern and modern authorities use spatial desig­

nations--quarantine, ghettoization-to control disease and the other 

at the same time. By eliding movement in the attempt to trace out 

regi mes for separating self and other, the critic must performatively 

constitute the ver)' objec ts w hich are in the next moment viewed as 

empirically di scoverabie-the critic constitutes a group of subjects 

who d fect the othering. For example, Frankenberg argues that 

Aruling dass or group seeks to control, and olten succeeds in controlling, who is 


delined as other and who is recognized as same. It is, however, never a totally 


external other, which could have no social or cultural relevance. Nor has it usual­


Iy, il ever, been a new other but an old one put to new uses . The relevant boundary 


membranes in the body politic like those in the body personal are both internal 


and semipermeable.' 


But the conclusion that the central same is ultimately incapable of con­

stituting and externaliziog its Other, because boundaries are 
"semipermeahk," is more symptomatic of the failure of the self-other 

ruodd tb.111 il 1\ ;111 ;lCcount of the failed workings of a hegemony. By 
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hypostatizing subject-like posi tionalitie~ , the important qll es tion is lost: 

how do bodies move through these fenestrations and to what effect? 

The "other" is apparently capable of transcending a "boundary" with­

out crossi.ng space, without passing outside (bo undaries are always 

"internal"). While it may be descriptively powerful to invoke a lllé'm­

brane always apparently letting on to itself, this metaphor does not seem 

to yield useful suggestions for helping bodies-in-resistance to define a 

line of flight from the codifYing power of the core against which they 

have been nominated "other." 

Whil e discursive regimes which rely on constÜutions of self and 

other cleady undervnite a wide rangt' of practices of epídemic man­

agement, as Frankenberg's rereading of McNeill, Ziegler, 13randt, and 

Cipolla cleady shows, the slldden reversion to a virtuall)' transdíscur­

sive category of other (the perpetual "old one put to new uses" ) jllst 

barely falls short of reintroducing the subject of hurnanis tic Marxism 

as the agcn t ("ruling class") of same-other codificatíon prac tices.' 

Frankenberg is anxious that the "other" of a particular regime may be 

constituted through díscourses that the critic ought to be ablc to umav­

el in their intrinsic politicalness. But w hile he offers the caveat that 

" the emergence of a sinx'c, so to speak, focal, otlw; in associati on with 

eaeh specific epidemic may be an artifact of historical documentation 

and/ or the historians' craft ,"~ it seems equaUy problema tic to clai 111 that 

even a "focal" other operates singly. 

I have made a different argument, but with a similar subject-rein­

stating effect , though it displaced power fro111 a class and onto a 

codifYing structure. In the "queer paradigm" w hich 1 have invoked 

in many essays since my first statement of this principie in 1985, I 

have suggested that AIDS discourse contains maneuvers to recuper­

ate nonqueers i ~1to the central paradigm linking queemess and AlDS. 1 
IJ 

Instead of recognizing the fragmenting effects of the movernent of 

already constituted subjects called by otber names in to the 'pace 

marked "homosexual," and now effaced by conscr ipt ion w ith race, 

nationality, and so on, I descr ibed J Sy,tCll1 (Jf' \ lI h\ ri tutiol1S and dís­

semillations as if th e "qul'cr p;lr, ldi ~ lll " ,,,¡'n {li d, .1 p.llilll p'\est fl·om 

which th e traces of l il e (Jr ig lll.d 1I !1 t:l~ 1 '~ ull l d ,d\V.ly' ~ t dl be n.:ad . 

PCR I ORMAT I V I TY A ND SP A TI A L DISTINCTIO N 

1 constructed a discursively ord.:n:d self-other model, Frankenberg 

read off coherent dass in ten:sts; oeirher of us fully cons idered how 

displacements of bornes or ca tcgories affected th e grip of the con­

troll.i.ng forces , o r resistan ce ro tbem. Frankenberg argues, rightly, that 

the fam o us " four H s" of early AI DS epidel11 iology are " others" in 

relation to a range of cons tiru tive centers of claim to "self,"11 and 1 

haw tr icd to dis tinguish tb e regil1l e~ of con trol center ing on gcn ­

der, race, and age w hich al so fram e (he specific forces w hich impinge 

on the various nominal queers. T hougb Fran kenberg and 1 employ 

importantly different criti cal perspectives, our respective attempts to 

acknowledge th e similar ity of oppressions f.1ced by those subj ect to 

containment srrategies, wh.ile at the sallle time arguing for the speci­

flcity of indiv idual life cases, 110W see l11 to lIle to be inadequate: our 

common problem was rh at We failed to demonstrate bow (or eVC ll 

whe ther) the severa l centers w hich constitute the various "Oth crs" 

of AIDS discourse aggregate un o something Iike a ru ling class or a 

grounding cüscursive for matioll . 

We have, 1now belicve, pressed too hard on the homophobic core, 

o r at least understood the cons ti rutio n of a " self" through reverse­

discourse in tOo unified ,1 manner, a manner that illsists too strongly Otl 

che bipolar strllcture of subj ect- consti tutio l1 that is required within the 

self- other model. Surely these fi gural "Others" must operate quite dif­

ferem Jy in different regimes, sometimes simply in relation to a tmifiable 

"Self" (whether individual or writ largcr as class or nation), but in other 

cases as the m ultiply other "Other" in relation to many competing or 

autonOnlO US sites o f knowledge clairns. Thc " homosexual" of AIDS 

discourse, w h.i.le palpably stiJl the central figure, is a diffcrent "othcr" 

tTom " heterosexual," " hemophiliac," or "woman," not to mention from 

"doctor," "nation ," or "Afi-ican." If it is relatívely easy, through concepts 

Ilke stigma, to correlate a range of m arginalized others in similarly 

;¡mipodal positions to the i.dea of a codifYing center ("self" writ large), 

this does not mean rhey are in the S:l.l11e place, subj ected to the same dis­

.:ursiye and in stltu tional tyrannies.And it is ex trem ely hazardoLlS to 

¡ \ ~S l1m e tl,;·I! (he ran ~e of " sel f.s" which lTIul tip lc noti ons of "other" 

IlIIl ~d .In', 11I I J¡ 1, L · ( \( l ~ti lu tivc of;\ sillgle, dOl1l inating sy~tem.lt becomes 

http:sy~tem.lt
http:troll.i.ng
http:crossi.ng
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difficult to see that space and time and the fate of those without the 

capacity to make specific, protective claims on their institutions are all 

linked through the idea of movement, if only because the body 

impinged upon may wish to save itself through flight . 

While self-other nominating procedures are clearly deployed in 

health policy, they are specific to particular registers of discourse. Tbe 
discursive maneuver captured under the critic's rubric of "Othering" 

is too frequently assumed to be similar to or even taken up by"indi­

viduals" as a characterization of their own position in discursive and 

institutional regimes. While something like "identification" rnay mirnic 

a discursive practice of diacritical constitution, maintaining the homol­

ogy between. discursive and institutional procedures of codification 

and individual practices of placement, rather than describing the speci­

ficities of their coincidence, would seem to retum us to the integra.tive 

accounts of individual psychology, a move which requires sorne jus­

tification in the wake of poststructural and postmodern critiques. 

Accounts which ground institutional containment strategies in this 

discursive moment of self-other seem to presume an unproblematized 
individual practice of psychological differentiation. This homological 

argument begs the reverse account, in which the individual (or subject­

they collapse again in this procedure) is presumed to take up her or his 

position in relation to these discourses of self-other, implicitly rein­

scribing poststructuralism's supposedly fragmented subject as, in fact, a 

reservoir for the discourse writ smal!. This argurnent makes sense only 
as long as everyone stays in "their place": when bodies move bet\Veen 

or are relocated through discourse, or carry discourses with them into 

foreign terrains, the work of self-other codes is fractured, transformed, 

or completely disappears. Reintroducing movement means that neither 

the individual interpretant, nor the critic, policy-maker, or social scien­

tist doing work in relation to her or him, mal' any longer require 
coherence in the place of that body. The move a\Vay from notioos of 

individual psychology to subject positions was critical llot only intel­

lectually, but practically for those developing cIIlIlIllUnity organizing ami 
transmission-halting strategies in rlw COllt l')( 1 I JI · 1111,: 111 V I:pidemic. Bul 

this work has to go fill·tla'r ill , dItIW III ~', "JI. !" , 't1i li ' lg, ,lIld ~pL>;lk illg to 

PERF ORM ATIVITY ANO SPATIAL OISTINCTION 

the tattered space of the body moving in, defining, and being defined 

through its inscription in and of space. OveremphJsis on self-other in 

the absence of the critical reintroduction of ideas of movem ent keeps 

returning to the tyranny of the subject, whJt he or she lI1ay know and 

suffer. What is needed is a map or a trajectory for evading the effects of 

discourses which insist on the primacy of epistemological rather than, 

for example, proprioceptive, access to the body. Put rather crudely, we 

must escape the scene in which the doctor revievvs the patient's T-cell 

count instead of asking her how her body feels. Put more polemical1y, 

we must unseat a systern in whicb AZT is evaluated based on monthly 

differences in mortality rates, and instcad consider the somatic experi­

ence of those ~ubj ect to its toxic side cftects. This requires a critique of 
the battles between warring medical discourscs as well as their modes 

of constituting (and engendering the resistance of) bodies. 

PERF ORMATIVITY : ACTANTS A N D THE IR "SOCIAL" 

New work in qu eer and gender theories on performance and perfor­

mativity emerged importantly in respome to a critique of essentialized 

idemity and debates about th e en d of idemity politics. ¡¡ Given this 

particular entrance of performance theory, but especially speech-act 

theory, into a higbly political domain, there bas been, 1 believe, an 

overemphasis on the actant-subj ect and a relative lack of considera­

tion of the stage or conte.xt or field of the performance or performative 

act. T here have been higbly developed pos tstructural and postmod­

em accounts of these bodies-in-performance or their performative 

acts, but little in the way of poststructural and postmodern efforts to 

reintroduce concepts fo r w hat was once called the "social."lJ 

T his has resulted in two problems: flrst, the presumption 

that the "social," in which identities are made performatively visible, 

operates according to the description of modernist social science, or 

according to the modemist narratives of the movements themselves. 

For example, criücs of identity seem to presume that those who assert 

identity believe in their identity in the ways that the crirícs disdain. So 

(¡r, there is I1n l'\'id~nce that claimants to identity actually believe those 

http:conte.xt
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identities to be "csscntial" ; at least in my own ex-per ience, cLaimant.') 

offer a variety of conflicting accounts for the events vvhich critics pre­

sume to be utterly transparent moments of misrecognjzed construction . 

If people do not bebeve in their identities in tbe w ays we have sug­

gested, then queer theorists (including myself) are merely critiquing 

Out own attachments to identi ty, a therapeutic practice of im portance 

and consequence, but not a radical intervention in polítical organizing. 

But second, by looking primarily at the actant's performance, or 

its performative effcct, such theory has dislllissed or bracketed the role 

of institutions and discourses, not as the "cause" or "context" of per­

formance, but as another actant in the perfonnative scenc. It may secm 

anthropomorphic when I describe epiderniology as performative, but 

I mean quite seriously that discourses are not necessar.i ly distinct fi-Olll 

or in any sense prior to other actants. 

Clearly, the space of hypostatizatlon of perforrnances (the post­

modern social?) needs to be more fully theorized. W hile lt ha:, become 

cornmon to rely on speech-act theory al1 d cr itica.! recep tion to it as tbe 

j umping off point for theo rizing performa tivity, I want to start from a 

place mOFe recognizably \vithin social theory. I will say m ore later clbo llt 

ways to constitute space in nonidealist terms, but I want to say why it 

seems useful at this point to view performance and performativity as 

distinct, if sometimes indirectly related, fornL'> of contestatio n entail­

ing different relations of actants to space. O ne of thesc forms. w bich 

de Certeau caHs tactics, but which may as easiJy be called performance, 

involves deploym.ent of signs wblch have already attain ed meal.'ling 

and/or standard usage within tbe legitimated discourse and crystallized 

practices of a "social," understood as a place of contestatio n.l
' T hey are 

not constitutive of the actants, although their irregular usage ha~ tbe 

effect of defacing the "social," in which the signs appear m regular rda­

tions, and may so de face tbem that th ey are decapitalized and lose their 

status as markers of power. T his is performance; ir is not a rul'ect ellgage­

ment of homologons actants , but rather the activity of .fi·eelancing agcnts 

(what are populad y called " fi'a glllented suh.1C_'IS") W h l) occasic!1l.llly 

attain visibility as a trace or:1 ckt:1 (' l ' 11 Il' lI I ,, 1 !I w ~()( 1.11." T IH.·y do I]ot 

appear as actants :IS su el!, h~· ', l l "l· Ill t'\' 11.1\" 111' ¡''' ''I I1I''~\H1S . I C~ln ! I n 
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engagc in a mutually constitll liw ¡noment which makes an actant vis­

ible against the larger field or power. Perfo rmance operates through 

tilll.ing and repartee, and is nOl recog11lzable except as defacement with­

in the space-oriented, capital-oriented domain of the proper: "What it 

wins it cannot keep." 1S The líttle victories of tacticians do not count as 

w ins in the proper's game of accul11.ulatíon. 

I will characterize tropical m edicine's discourse as a performance 

reliant upon stable signs (the ma.rks of coloniality, with their geogra­

phy of race '" presupposed by the ce r tainty about the centrality of 

Europe), whic h it reinscr ibes but does not own. This suggests that, 

compared to epidemio1logy, tropical medicine, as a performance on an 

already secure colonialist terraín, is less labile, less subject to intervtn­

tion by resistant forc es. B y co ntrast, I wil! describe epidemiology as 

pe~formatilJeJ as an actant w ithin a place in which the cons titution and 

reproduction of citational chains is constitu tive of power. As prob­

lematic as our eng3gement w ith epidemi ology has been, it has perrnitted 

us a11 entrance ioto (he legitirnated discourses, w hich has provided us 

a partial platform from w hlch to launch a ser ies of direct assaults. 

Ckarly, disti nb'uishing hetween performance and performativity, at least 

in th e way 1am attemp cing to here, now requires a theorization of the 

place and p rocess o f for rning and disrupting power relations, an activ­

ity llseful to me decisions of both ASOs (AIDS Service Organ izations) 

and ACT U P (AIDS Coaliti.on to Unleash Power) . It is no longer suf­

ficient to look at the performance itself, or the inscription of a group 

within the legitim ate channels of public health administration: it is 

critical now to observe the role of and space created by actants on the 

order of epiderniology and tropical medicine. 

T ROPI CAL MEDICINE AND EPIDEMIOLOGY: 

COM PET ING COLONIALlSMS 

Many of the concepts in what in the West are called tropical medicine 

and epidemiolob'Y developed as crucial parts of nineteenth- and early 

t\ventie th -century colo nial expansion, and are both generated in 

:ln d gl'Il ~' r;lt iVt' i.l f ideas of movement and space. Tropical medicine, 
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obviously, from its ver)' name, dealt with the problems Euro-Americans 

encoumered in their local occupations, rcflecting both the reality and 

the fantasy of the colony. As Bruno Latour has shown, the displacement 

of the scientific laboratory from the academy to the field was crucial to 

the "discovery" of etiologic agents, not only because it produ ced the 

isolationary research conditiollS for fmally establishing germ theory and 

the technolob'Y of vaccination, but also becausc it provided the colonial 

imaginary with a series of metonymically linked spaces of colonization: 

the colony of scientists in the clicnt-state colony studying the colon y 

of germs on the surface of the agar plate. 17 These cemented a homo­

logical turn of mind which couldjustif)! colonial power as an extension 

oE the elllerging modern will-to-control through positive science. 

Tropical medicim: wedded imperial notions of health and geog­

raphy to bourgeois notions of the dorn estic as a space within a space 

(the public). Donna Haraway has examined notions of immu nity in 

episternologic terms as a system of recognition of self and other. IH 1 

want to suggest that immunity is equally legible in spatial terJ1lS, as an 

issue of domestic placcment and proximity. For tropical medicine, " nat­

ural immunity"-the capacity to live in proximity to germs, to be the 

domestic partner of germs-is the property of the colonized. C olonial 

inhabitation produced the fantasy of acquiring not on1y the land and 

its people, but immuni ty, and in advance: illlll1unization provides the 

means of colonial occupation. Because discase is always ¡nside the 

domes tic space, that 15, endernic to the colony, the famasy of acquired 

immunity, a son of miscegenation by medical means, sustains the hier­

archical difference between the colonized, immune body an d the 

paternal, colonizing body, which is, ironicall)', subject to disease: thl' 

colonized body can, thereby, live in close proximity \-vith, in fact share 

in the immunity of, the body which is naturally close to disease. The 

notion of domesticity, combined with the idea of a natural but fixed 

space oE disease, propelled tropical medicine toward an irnJ11unizatiOlI 

model for coping with disease in the colonizer, al1d later, promoted 

border policing to insure that tropical dis l.'nSl' did II n \ l'nter Eu ropc. 
Movement is bidin:ctioll;¡J ;t!nllg.\ ' 1 1I~~lt· .1 "\: il l~' l l r, i o ll il1\O t1H' 

constructed dOllll'sti c ~p, I( ·L' ()I' 111\ ' I olt 11 1\ l' d\\l\\ .111 o lll pallicd hy 
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nostalgia for "going hO!ll c": rh\.' diasporal illlagi!1.1ry of displaeemcnt 

and return. C riticaIly, borh rh e sick European body and th e body of 

tbe researcher/ phys ician are SlI bject to diaspo raJ movement, but from 

opposite directions. T IH:' sick colonist migh t "go hom e" or the physi­

cian might go to rhe colony to stl.ldy a disease or treat ;:¡ ffljcted European 

bodies. They rnight sOllLetimes Europeani ze the natives by trea ting 

them " th ere" for "elldemic" diseases to which the E uropean was not 

subject (n ow often called the "diseasC:!rs] of poverty"), or fiJr import­

ed "civilized" diseases. T he Euro-American gencrals migbt even enact 

their fantasics of genocide by unleashing germs w hich would deci­

mate th e natives. La ter they might even dairn a major victory for world 

health by eradicating fro m the T hird World the vC:!ry smallpox they 

had im ported . Indeed, part of the plan to eradicate rhe disease they 

had imported was to requ irc srn.'ll lpox immuniz~ulon sramps as a con­

di tiOD fOI" obta.ining entry visas into Euro-American eou n tries, whieh 

reconstituted smallpox as endemic lo the tropics, an import gOlle native. 

Smallpox vaccination now marked tbe civilized : tbe scar It!ft behjnd 

had dual meaning, markillg the body prepared to admit itse1f to the 

master culture. and rhe body pro cecting itsel f 3gamsl the return o f 

those who had survivcd the colonial occupation . 

Tropical medicine was based in tbe idea thar l~) cal diseases did not 

alfect indigenous peoplc in the same W.1Y that they afTecccd the Euro­

American occupier. A tropicaJ disease is a.lways proper to a place. to a 

(Itere, bur only operates as lii.~eas(' when lt atThcts people from It ere. 

Patbogens in .l locale achieve historicity on.ly whell consolidated as dis­

case in rhe colonist's body. The colonist's ailing body is heroic. no t the 

victim of bjs or hcr dislocation, but tbe most intimate site of dom es­

ticating the tropics. Tropical disease i5 contdined by virtue of already 

being there, in the " trop ies" : even i.f he (sir) could not aJways get well, 

the colonist could always go home. C ritically, the very idea of tropical 

medicine rests on che ability ro reliably separate an indigeno lls popu­

!:ttion, perceived to be physicaUy hearty bu t biologicaJ1y inferior, from 

a colonizing population, believed ro be biologically superior even while 

~u~j ecl ro l h~' tropical ill nes)es. TropicaJ medicine thus grows ou t of 

.¡nd SlI ppl>l l~ t1w i d~';¡ lh;1t a F irst Wo r1d body i ~ che proper gauge o f 
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health: the Third Wodd is the location of disease, even while its occu­

pants are not properly the subjects of tropical medicine. But this 

distinction is not one made through performatively rees tablishing the 

identity of bodies, but through a distinction already secured through 

the placement of bodies, or rather, the hypostatic sífl/atloll of the trop­

ical body and the diasporal placement of the colonists' body. Sustaining 

this bimorphic, binomial space is accomplished by perpetually refilLíng 

the category, "exotic ailment." Only Europeans are subjects, and not in 

relation to disease, but in relation to a prior presumption about "being 

from here." Tropical medicine, then, is ostensive, a poíntin/( which pre­

supposes a map and a hierarchy of bodily placement. 

Epidemiology, on the other hand, is performative: by separating 

pathogens from the body, cpidemiology enables itself to declare "dis­

ease" from some but not alJ conjunctures of body/pathogen. 

Epidemiology operates from an apparently simple definition: an epi­

demic is more cases than expected. Declaring an epidemjc depend~ on 

an expectation: in its perpetual movement, pathology becomes visible 

against a background state of health. These nugratory sites of pathol­

ogy can at any time be linked . Tbis framework requires a vectora l 

imagination, since movement is always out'vvard fi'ol11 the center. Each 

new locale becomes a new center capabl e of projecti.ng its vec toral 

links to yet more periphery, w hich in turn become oew centers. In 

this sense, vectors are multidirectional: it ¡nakes no sense to speak of 

return. Bodies are at once subject to and perpetrators of patholob'Y" 

both "sick" and reservoirs or carriers , linkages in and not distinct fi'ol1l 

the larger network of disease. Epidcmiology is thus less concerned 

with detailing the diseases which may befalI the European body in a 

place, as it is witb visualizing the place of the body in the temporal 

sequence called "'epidemic" and represented by a graph. It is no longer 

the body fighting disease which is heroic, but epiderniolob'Y, the "dis­

ease detective," which alone has the power to visualize and disrupt the 

"natural history" of germs' vectoral rnovern ent. 

\Vhile in theory any body could be :1 Yl'ctOl', l'l' idell1i ology "dis­

covered" that only some bocl ies ;lC[II,dl\ \ 1 11 111 /', In l tit e Ill)[ spo rs 0 1 

disease. If tropical lllcdic ifl l" ,1 11 1',111, .1I1t I d \\~ I \'l. 1.1It;\\ wh~"n.: J isl" ,I~t' 
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was and who could fal! sick, epidemiology had to describe both the 

space of disease (descriptive mode) and indica te the bodies most like­

Iy to carry (transport/ harbor) düease (predictive mode). 13ereft of a 

stable place of pathology, epiderniology must constantly construct and 

correlate populations and subpopulations in order to make epidemics 

visible, hence th e interest in technologies of "surve illance" (descrip­

tive) and of "senti rlel studies" (predictive). 

The background definj tion of health becomes the ideologic linch­

pin which makes possible the panopticon of epidemiology, a visualizing 

practice which invented not only the vectors and subjects of disease, 

but situated itself at the centn of the optim ::d place from which to 

observe the disease phenomenon. Uccausc the performatively consti­

tuted subjects and disease \:vere always different (difTerent risk groups 

for different diseases), the panoptic center perpetuall)' shifted, destabi­

lizjng both the concept of disease and the security of guarding oneself 

agaü¡st it. If the colonial homology could mask the medical cr imes of 

transporting disease fa th e colony, epidemiology could hide the crimes 

of c1ass-tiered health care debvery. not through the speech-act of nam­

ing disease, but in constituting the background definition of health in 

rel ation to the concerns of the middk class. Epidem ics wOLlld be 

noticed only if and w hen they threatened the middle class, and later, 

as w ith pol io in the 1950s, w hcn they were proper to the middle dass. 

Epidemiology reverses trop ic81 rn cdicine's concern with who may fal! 

sick by rel110ving disease from the natural environment aud placing it 

in the body. Instead of viewing tropical inhabitants as more or less 

irnmun e to the diseases which surround them, indigene are now tl1ern­

selves rhe location of disease, rescrvoirs, carriers ; poverty is no longer 

"natural" but an a ~sault on the middJe classes. 

EpidemioJogy defines the boundaries of a disease by constituting 

J category of suhject ("risk group"), an imagined community produced 

tbrough vectors which epidemiology simulates as though discovered . 

Disease may radiate out from a place-an epicenter- but is llot prop­

er to it. An epicenter is unstable and uncontained by defmition: epiderruc 

disease lllust b e confined and policed. Thus, epidemiology seeks 

cr;ldiClrillIl uf di \l'ase, either through proli ferating cures or through 
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eliminating vecto rs, tb at is, th rough isolatin g the di seasc and vectoral 

bodies fi'om healthy bodies. H istory means tbe possible destruction of 

natural histo ry, tbe supplanti.ng of the disease's history wi th a bistor.y of 

th e heal thy body. This entails a very difIerent notion of the domesti c: 

rather than being a space of deLicate coexisten Ce, rh e domestic is inar­

ticulate space where disease has not penetrated, th e spacc to be protected 

by doing work in the "pubJic" space of disease. Thc fi rst Ene of defeme 

1.S to seal off the clisease w ithin tbe aH1icted body, to cure it, or at least 

to pn:vent its migration outsioe that body (bence, epiderniology's ten­

dency to understand curative orugs and condorns as a m eans of 

c.:ontainment, of keeping HIV in th e infected ceU or infected body, ra ther 

than highlighting their "positive" capacity of keeping HrV out of the 

uninfecred cell or body ). T h us, the infected site-ceU or body-is the 

object of scrutiny, the " public" space whose poJicing is presumed to keep 

disease b:OJll gOiIlg elsewbere. O nJ y in the absence of these possibilities 

is the second Jine of defense invoked, cordoning off rhe actual bodies 

affected. T his is when epidcmiology converges again w ith tropical med­

icine, w here it risks collapsing the space of disease and the space of tbe 

body. But ,here is still a difrerencc between the two: beca use epidemi­

ology is cOllc erned wi tll conr-,üning vec to ra1 movemcllt , in order to 

prevent vectors u'om simply going ballistic. there is 11 0 " other place " 

where, in principIe, dIe body can recreat tooPrt:vention- the hyposta ti­

zation of space Lmder the regime (lf epidemiology- is always a matter 

of block.ing the vectors between the groups that were performativdy 

created by epidemiologys reading of the trajectory of the germ. 

THE WORK OF SPAC E 

If the spatial dynam ics uf formatiollS are privileged, we can make sense 

of th e debate in th e media account w ith w hi ch 1 bcgan . Imtead of 

vie\.ving the author and her audience J$ llIe rely co nfused, we can se(.' 

the kiod of work going 0 11 in the article as ;I n ;IW' l11 pt to bring popu­

lar concl:ptions of the epidel1l ic in 1m\.' w lth .111 .1 lk 1l1pt to e re.lt \.' 

colonies (lr dise.\se popul.l l ,,-,d hy wl 101h dl"'lil ,,~ 1 1 1 1IIivi,ILI.¡J~ . Th j, i, ;1 

shifi: fi-nm wll,1l I bdi~'w j, 1 tll fld 11111 111 di, • pt il l'llIi" I.'l!lt 1I I1 l¡'..'r~L.ll1d 
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ing of the HIV epideulic, w hich seeks to understand wha a body is, to 

one which is fundJJJlcrJt<\lI y related to notions of place-to where a 

body is, a se t of ideas d oser to those of tropical medical discourse. 

The article-and rnan y ~ lIni.l a r mass media , policy, and medi cal 

accounts-operates w itbjn something like a hyperspael: version of the 

child's board game, Chutes al1d Ladders. It is not that they do nor rely 

on the tropes of self and other at aJl, as Frankenberg has described,l" 

but that they attempt to recodify the place of affccted bodies, less 

through constituting thern as now or new1y other, but through con­

stituting thcir laeatían as :-:ynonyrnous with disease, which is understood 

to be already contained. 

Lile Baudrillard's admonition to "[orget Foucault" bccause he can 

only rl:trospectively describe w hat has already passed, the bodies-in­

res istance might cry o u t to forge t epidemiology, w hich w ill only 

produce its knowlcdge w hen it is too late. Sut it is critical to under­

stand that the hypos(atizatiolJ of space w hich marks the outer edge of 

epidenúology's performati ve capacity, perhaps ies faiJure, beco mes ~ome­

thing quite different w hen the tropical ostensive returns, l10t to produce 

its other, but to reiterate the spatial logic whích Vl3S never fuJly replaced 

in the g raphicalJy spectacular vectoral display of epidemlOlogy. T his 

alternative, powerful, and fatal description obscures the pragmatics of 

tran.smission and its imerruption, not by confusing practices and iden­

tit ies , but by asse rting that both are already confined to a place. If 

epidemiology's risk groups produced fl.:l\ved polic)' by making it pos­

sible for th ose evading prevention m essages to 5ay ''{'m not one of 

e/lOse," the tropical model allow s for an equally disas trous disavowal 

with the idea that "1 don't live/ go there," which not only disrupts the 

;¡ddress of prevention, but also once again domesticates and isolates 

those who are living with HIY, people who have fought for a decade 

fo r their own right to public voiee. The tropical model removes epi­

demiology's ambivalence about quarantine: prevention be co mes a 

matter of local contain11l ent, rath er than a matter of dispersing knowl­

edge about safe sex and safe needle use. It ellcourages a sense of safety 

thro ugh sen1rJn~ a f:mtasy o f emplacement, rather than encouraging 

l k v dllp!11l"1 11 I11 . \ pl!rsO llal plúlosophy of prevention. 2f1 
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Kolata's artide graphically registers this shift in perspective: 

The council said the epidemic WaI "settling into spacially and socially isolated groups 

and possibly becoming endemic in them." As a result, the committee wrote, "many 

geographic areas and strata of the population are virtually untouched by the epi­

demic and probably never will be," while "certain confined areal and populations 

have been devastated." (1) 

Undeniably, a w eak notíon of self-other is present here, but the jux­

taposition of " th e pOPlllation" and "populations," open "geographic 

areas and strata" versus" confmed areas" of "destruction," stakes its self­

assurance in ostensive, spatial terms, nat performatively self-producing 

ones_ Transmission is diffe rential in relation to a density of space : 

"[I]f you are going to have sexual transmission outside of infected communities, 

you need a fairly high rate of contact." The disem can and does break out of the 

tight communities where it festm, but it cannot sustain itself there, [Dr. Albert 

Jomen, an ethics professor at the University of Washington and the chairman of the 

National Research Council's committee] said. (26) 

"Community" is transformed here fmm a positive term meant to cover 

an affiliative grouping seeking legibility in order to make cLaims for civil 

rights and their protec tion on the state and its m edical apparatus; C0111­

munity becomes instead a colony. (;ay men are not so rnuch o ther in 

relation to a self which nominates thcm, as they are simply self-i den­

tical to a space wruch is already set apartoUnlike the codifYing impuL~l' 

of epidemiology, which names in arder tO break the chain o f vec to Lll 

movement, infected gay men are already contained by virtlle of being 

tied to a space, the very space of their domestic legibility under capi ­

tali~m, th eir ZIP codes: "Within those neighbarhoods , the researchers 

said, H. LV. [sic] infections clustered in two of nine Z IP codes o Gay J1ll'1l 

who \Vere not part of this community wcn: ll11t ill fectl:d" (26). Silllilarl) . 

though apparently situatcd Íll no IJar/in /lllr p l.K l', d rll ~ \I ~C~ are renden: d 

not oth er but already conr,li ll cd by \ illl ll' 111 11,,:ir v¡; ry hYP().lctiviIY; 

thollgh not Iq:~ibk. [hey do IlIlt 1I I !1\'l: jlUI tl l II ICI I ' ~p .((l' : 

P t K l ' 11 1\ H ... ' I 1 V 1 I '1 A ~HJ .~ ' A , I J\ 1 [,> " I 1N e T J o N1 19/ 

The second epidemic in New York ínvolved drug users and their sex partners. There. 


too, the infections were spread within small local ne twOrks 01 people. Dr. Lindenbaum 


¡CUNY anthropologist on the committee1and Dr. Gagnon [SUNY-Stonybrook sociol­


ogist on the committee] wrote that intravenous drug users and their sex partners 


appeared "to be a relatively immobile population." (2 6) 


R ather than reeognizing tbe "coI1l1l1unity," w ruch has no t only 

recol1sti tuted itself thro ugh pre:-vc::ntio n o rgan izing, but has been the 

very sitc of th e epídemíc 's g rea test p ubJiciry, ano ther medical expert 

is recrui ted to Kolata's scheme to red uce resistan t queer culture to a 

colo ny, a space to w hich the scien tists ;md policy-makers ('\ve") may 

go, and fro m w hi ch they may return triumphan t, but unaffec ted: ''' If 

we wan t to really dea l w ith the epid emic, w e have to go where the 

epidemic is,' said Dr. B randt, a member of the N ational Rescarc h 

Council's commi ttee" (2C». 

But w hat wi1] they do w ben they get there? T hat depends on how 

well a~úv istS are abJe to n:cogn ize and resist or capitalize o n the secur­

ing o f space by the emerging tropical discourse. lt is urgent to rethink 

the te rrain on w hich activ ism occurs, deterrn ining whether and ho\V 

m icrop rac ti ces o f n:sistance can operate in a rl e W land w here space, 

instead o f m ed ical di seourse, ~e cures idenrities . 

De Certeau provides an opening w hen be rereads Clausew itz against 

the overly rigid grid of power deser ibed by Foueault: " Po\Ver is bound 

by its very visibility" an d " tT ickery is possibJe for the weak." ~ 1 N either 

ign oring the devastating possibilities of struggles for power as classical­

Iy cxercised, nor romanticizing the possihilities of litde tricks, de Certcau 

re theor izes the "soeiaJ "-what he punningly c<lBs "le propre"- as the 

neld in w hich both formo; of practice may be legible, altho ugh through 

radically diffcrent modes of inseription, or ratber, thro ugh both inscrip­

tion and defaceOle nt ,u B ut most critically, h e dem ands a sharper 

evaluation of the p roper in order to und erstand what it "sees," w hat 

falls beneath its sight!ines. 

D e C erteau develops D errida 's point that there is a margin in w hich 

practiccs can occu r that evade che " pro per" as it delimits the fo rms of 

1'I..'~i \t, 111 ( ~· w hil' h may occur in its sight!ines.'-' Following Clausewitz, he 
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observes that strategies constitllte a tield of greater and lesser pO\ver in 

order to establish a hold in the proper, but forms of deception--tac­

tics-have another sort of power precisel)' because they are, as it were, 

below the firing hne of the proper. Tbus, instead of proposing the supe­

riority of strategies over tactics for, say, the "ArOS movement"-a 

plausible reading of arguments between various gay-community-based 
AIDS service organizations and ACT UP-it might make more sense 

to view eaeh as engJging in forms of power which are sometimes linked 

through the common project of provoking a response from or through 

existing mechanisms for policy, can~ delivery, treatmeat, research, edu­

cation, and so on. 24 The point of contestation between these two forces 

which sometimes are, or some think should be, allies, is less an issue of 

whether strategies of massing symbolic (credibi!ity) , economic, or gov­

ernmental capital (staging claims through accepted political discourses, 

like minorit)' rights, antidiscrimination based in handieaps, and so on) 

are better than disrupting the conduct of science and policy through 

street theater or through underground antiviral drug networks, but 

rather, how each form of engaging power eonstru cts a hypostatized 

actant (the person living with AIDS, the ASO) , w hile at tbe same time 

deconstructing the "proper" of public health policy and discourse. The 

critical1y undertheorized aspeet of politic:u interventions into the now 

rnassivc and multiple tields of Aro S poli cy, research , ac tivism , repre­

sentation, and so on, is the space in which such actions occur: 

understanding the place of various strategies, tactics, and th e dc tants 

they produce and w hich deplo)' them requires us to say more about 
the "context" or "stage" of performance/ performativity. 

Uut what seems most dangerous now is the shifting logic of the 

proper itself: the proper against which both ASOs and ACT UP insti ­

tuted their strategies and tactics was fram ed by epidemiology and its 

homologs, the bodies visualized as "risk groups" or "targets of educa­

tion." These mutually constitutive agcnts operate strategically in a 6eld 

comprised of public health praetices and büdily pranices. Contestatioll 

occurs in and through cpidl'1I1i()J~16'Y\ (hi ~ llll ilo") dl\C lpliJl' lry practicl'\, 
bodies ' appropri:Jtion of th ll\l' dl\tl ll \ I\(· II II I~· "H"\lI lI, IVe pr,l(:li'l:~ , 

and epidt'llli()I ()~y \ appm pri.lli l1 l1 pI IIIr "".!tl!<,' II!I ,I" .111 .1 pr.lcricl·'. 

PERFORMATIVI TY ANO. SI'A I' IAi. l) iS I' IN 19] 

Because it is performative and unstable, epidemiology needs the bodies 

that resist it in order to constitute itself again, that is, in order to declare 

an epidemic for it to administer. Tropical medicine now threatens to 

secure the space of the proper with definitional pairs formed outside its 

own discourse and practices, drawing its agents fmm ZIP-coded spaces 

of dead bodies. There wil! no longer be any issue of risk groups to fight 

over, no need to debate the complexities of sexual practice versus iden­

tity. Tropical medicine operates through de6nitions secured elsewhere, 

refusing any dialogue with the bodies whose health it administers. 

Responses to the epidemic have been produced during a period 

in which epidemiology was not so much an opponent as an alternate 

actant. Not only are the particular form and meaning of the bodies 

now discursively indicated contingent on the mutual constitution of 

"people at risk" and epidemiology, but the activisms engendered have 

affectivity only so long as those homologous featmes are presento If, 

for example, tropical medical discourse supersedes epidemiology, not 

o l1ly will epidemiology recede, but the homologous characters (gay 

men, people living with AIDS) willlose their ability to gain any power 

through strategic use of their names. Put bluntly, epidemiology can 

only manage categories it can scienti6cally produce, but tropical med­

icine can administer categories already in place through another 

discourse. If we disliked the necessity, under the performative logic of 

epidemiology, of responding [¡-om the position of "risk group," then 

we will find our placement as the already-discounted-native one from 

which it is even more difficult to engender forrns of resistance. While 

epidemiology and bodies are mutually constitutive, virtually interde­

pendent despite huge power differences, tropical medicine does not 

need bodies at all: potentially dangerous bodies are always and already 

somewhere else; border patrols-in the form of always-too-Iate edu­
cation~will be seen as a sufficient response. 

For a decade, AIDS activists have battled against epidemiology's 

misnomination of "risk groups." While the National Research Council 

report nods toward the "culturally sensitive" programs we have long 

sought, it does so for the wrong reasOn5. It does not accept June Osborn's 

descriptioll of .In epidemic mismanaged and allowed to go "every­
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where" beca use policy-makers could not bring themselves to let COl1l­

munities speak for and to themselves. The report promotes "targetin¡.( 

out of a contention that the epidemic has largely stayed in one place, 

and cordons off the virus and the community ideologically cOllStruct­

ed in relation to it by stabilizing the mistaken line that divides those 

who should from those who need llot attend to the (echné of safer sex 

and needle hygicne. While we take full advantage of the wil1dow of 

opportunity that this shift toward local speciftcity rna)' afford in tcnm 

of funding, we must also arm oursdves for batde against a new, equal­

ly problematic discursive regime \vhich uses locality to iso late instead 

of educate. 

Thanks to the foUowing people who pm\"ided excdlcm comment, on t' Jr1y drafts or 

presentatiolls of this material: Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, An rlrew P;trker. M ic helt: Bar,lk. 

Lisa Duggan, Benigno SJllchcz-Eppler, Barbie Zclízer. M lchacl Shapiro,Jennifú Ten·y, 

andJackie Urb. 
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JUDITH BUTL ER 

THE TITLE OF lLAusún's How to Do 

Things with !MJrds poses the question of 

performativity as what it means to say 

that "things rnight be done with worcls," 
BURNING

T he problem of performativity is thus 

irnmediately bound up with a question ACTS 
of transitivit)'. What does it mean for a 

word not only to name, but also in sorne INJURIOUS 
sense to perform and, in particular, to 

perform what it names? On the one SPEECH 
hand, it rnay seern that the word-for 

the moment we do not know which 

word or which kind of word-enacts 

what it names; where the "what" of 

"what it names" remains distinct from 

the name itself and the performance of 

th.at "what." After all ,Austin 's title ques­

tions how to do things with words, 

suggesting that words are instrumcntal­

ized in getting things done. Austin, of 

course, distinguishes between illocu­

tio nary and perlocutionary acts of 

speech, between actions that are per­

for med by virtue of words, and those that are performed as a 

consequence of words, The distinction is tricky, and not always stable. 

According to the perlocutionary view, words are instrumental to the 

accomplishment of actions, but they are not themselves the actions 

which they help to accomplish. This form of the performative suggests 

rhat the words and tbe things done are in no sense the same. But accord­

íng to his vi \!w of the illocutionary speech act, the name performs itself, 
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and in the course of tllat performing becomes a thing done; the pro­

nouncement is the act of spcech at the same time that it is the speaking 

of an act. Of such an act, one cannot reasonably ask for a "referent," 

since the eErect of the act of speech is not to refer beyond itself, but ro 

perform itself, producing a strange enactment of linguistic immanence. 

The citIe of Austin 's manual, How lo Do Ihings ¡Vith vu,rds, suggests 

that there is a perlocutionary kind of doing, a domain of things done, 

and then an instrumental field of "words," indeed, that there is also a 

deliberation that precedes that doing, and that the \vords will be dis­

tinct from the things that they do. 

But what happens if we read that title with an emphasis on the 

illocutionary form of speech, asking instead what it might mean for a 

word "to do" a thing, where the doing is less instrumental than it is 

transitive. Indeed, what would it mean for a thing to be "done by" a 

word or, for that matter, for a thing to be "done in by" a word? When 

and where, in such a case, would such a thing become disentangled 

from the word by which it is done or done in, and where and when 

would that conjunction between word and thing appear indissoluble? 

If a word in this sense might be said to "do" a thing, then it appears 

that the word not only signifies a thing, but that this signification wiU 

also be an enactment of the thing. It seems here that the m eaning of 

a performative act is to be found in this apparent coinciden ce of sig­

nifying and enacting. 

And yet , it seems that this "act-like" quálity of the performative 

is itself an achievement of a diErerent order, and that de M.an was clear­

Iy on to something when he asked whether atrope is not aninuted at 

the moment when we claim that language "acts," that language posits 

itself in a seriFs of distinct acts, and that its primary function might be 

understood as this kind of periodic acting. Significantly, 1 think, the 

common translation of Nietzsche', account of th \."" metaleptic relatioll 

between doer and deed rests on a ccrtain con.fusion about the status 

of the "deed." For even there, Nietzsche will cLlim that certain fO[lm 

of 11lorality require a subject ane! instinu(' ,1 '\lI ~i\.'d ,I~ thl' ("ullSeqUL'IIL"l' 

of that requirel11ent. This sllb,IL't"l w dll 'l' 111 '1 dl",1 1', prior tn the dL' l'd 

in oruer ro ,I"ign b];¡IIIL' ;lIul ,I ~ I "1!l11 tlltlll\ 1,11 11 11.. 11,111Il,d t' fl~'L"ls ()I' ,1 

BURNIN(, A m 

certain action. A being is hurt. and the vocabulary that emerges to mor 

alize that pain is one whicb isubtes a subject as the intentional originator 

of an injurious deed; NietzsdH! understands this, first, as the 1110r<1l­

ization by which pain and illjury a.re rendered equivalent and, second, 

as the production of a domain o f painful effects suffused with con­

jectured intention. At such a moment the subject is not 0111y fabricated 

as the prior and causal origin of a painful etlect that is recast as an 

injury, but the action whose eErcces are injurious is no longer an action, 

the continuous present of a doing, but is reduced to a "singular act." 

The following citation fmm 011 the CmcaloRY o( ¡'\IIorals is llsually 

read with an emphas.is on the retroactive positing of the doer prior to 

the deed; but note that simultaneous with this retroactive positing is a 

moral resolution of a continuous "doing" into a periodíc "deed"; "there 

is no 'being' behind doing, etIecting, becollling; ' the doer' i, mcrely a 

fiction added to the deed-the deed is everythi ng." " ... es giht kein 

'Sein' hinter dem Tun , Wirken, Werden;'der T ater' ist zum Tun hLos 

hinzugedichtet-das Tun ist all es." In the German, there is no refer­

ence to an "act"-die Tat-bu t only to a dO/ llg, "das Tun," and to the 

word for a cwprit or w rong-doer, "der Tater," w hícb translates mere­

Iy as a "doer."2 Here the very terms by w hich "doing" is retroactively 

fi ctionalized (hin z ugedichfft) as the i.ntentional cffect of a "subject," 

establishes the notion of a "doer" prímarily as a w rong-doer. 

Furthermore, in order to attribute accol1otability to a subject, an ori­

gin of actíon in that sl1hject is fictively secured. In the place of a "doing" 

there appears the grammatical and juridical constraint on thought by 

w hich a subject is produced fmt and foremost as the accountable orig­

inator of an injuríous deed. A moral causality is thus set up hetween 

the subject and its act such that both terms are separated off from a 

more temporally expansive "doing" that appears to be prior and ohEv­

ious to these moral requirements. 

For Nie tzsche, the subject appears ooly as a consequence of a 

demand for accountability; a set of pai nful effects is taken up by a 

1110ral framework that seeks to isolate the "cause" of those effects in 

;¡ singular and intentional agent, a moral framework that operates 

through ;1 (" ,¡- tai n economy of paranoid fabrication and efficiency. 

http:emphas.is
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The question, then, oJ who 'ÍS acco¡mtable for a given injury precedes a/1d ini­

tiates tite subject, and the s~lbject ¡tself is farmed through beill;,? nominated to 

inhabit that grammatical al1d juridical site. 

In a sense, for Nietzsche, the subject comes to be only within the 

requirements of a moral discourse of accountability. The requirements 

of blame figure the subject as the "cause" of an act. In this sense, there 
can be no subject without a blameworthy act, and there can be no "act" 

apart from a discourse of accountability and, according to Nietzsche, 

without an institution of punishment. 

But here it seems that Nietzsche's account of subject-formation 

in On the Genealog}' oJ Marals exposes something of its own impossi­
bility. For if the "subject" is first animated through accusation, conjured 

as the origin of an injurious action, then it would appear that the accu­

sation has to come !rOIn an interpellating performative that precedes 

the subject, one that presupposes the prior operation of an efficacious 
speaking. Who delivers that formative judgment? If there is an insti­

tution of punishment within which the subject is formed, is there not 

also a figure of the law who performati\rely sentences the subject into 

being? Is this not, in sorne sense, the conjecturing by Nietzsche of a 

prior and more powerful subject? Nietzsche's ow n language elides this 

problem by c1aiming that the '''der Titer' is zum Tun bIos hinzu­

gedichtet." This passive verb formation, "hinzugeclichtet," poetically 

or fictively added on to, appended, or applied, leaves undear who or 
what executes this fairIy consequential formation. 

If, on the occasion of pain, a subject is belatedly attributed to the 

act as its origin, and the act then attributed to the subject as its effect, 

this double attribution is confounded by a third, namely, the attribu­

tion of an injurious consequence to the subject and its aet. In order 

to establish injurious consequence within the domain of account­

ability, is it necessary not only to install a subject, but also to cstablish 

the singularity and discreteness of the aet itself as well as the eHicacy 

of the act to produce injury? If the injury C\II ht! traced to a specifi­

able act, it qualifies as an object nI' P W Sl' ( \ll iPII: ir ," JI I he brought to 

court and held aceo\1ntabk. \JIII "Ji, li.H III~r Id Ihe illlury ro tlll' ae! 

of a su~ject, allCllhi~ priv il ~·r.illg ni Ih(' .iltrldll ,¡).I1 11 11.11 11 .I~ th ~ ~ itl' lo 

IIli R I ¡ 11I ,-" , r. )01 

negotiate social injury, does this not unwittingly stall the ana1lysis of 

how precisely discourse produces injury by taking the subject and its 

spoken deed as the proper place of departure? And when ir is words 

that wound, to borrow Richard Delgado's phrase, ho,v are we to under­

stand the relation between the word and the wound? If it is not a causal 
relation, and not the materialization of an intention, is it perhaps a 

kind of discursive transitivity that needs to be specified in its historicity 

and its violence? What is the rdation between this transitivity and the 

power to injure? 
In Robert CO\'er's impressive essay, "Violen ce and the Word," he 

elaborates the violence of legal interpretation as "the violence that 

judges deploy as instruments of a modern nation-state.'" "Judges," he 

contends, "deal pain and death,"" for as the judge interprets, using the 

concept of punishment, she also acts- through others-to restrain, 

hurt, render helpless, even kill the prisoner" [note the unfortunate 

implication of liberal feminism when it decides ro legislate the femi­

nine as rhe universal1. Cover's analysis is relevant to the question of 

prosecuting hate speech precisely because it underscores the power of 

the judiciary to enact violence through speech. Defenders of hate speech 
prosecution have had to shift the analysis to acknowledge that agents 

other than governments and branches of government wield the power 

to injure rhrough words. Indeed, an analogy is set up between state 
action and cirizen action such that both kinds of actions are under­

stood to have the power to deny rights and liberties protected by the 

Equal Protection Clause of the Constitution. Consequently, one obsta­

ele to contemporary efforts to legislate against hate speech is that the 

"state action doctrine" qualifies recourse to the Equal Protection Clause 
in such instances, presuming as it does that only governments can be 

the agents of harmful treatment that results in a deprivation of rights 

and Iiberties' To argue that citizens can effectively deprive each other 

of such rights and Iiberties through words that wound requires over­

coming the restricrions imposed by the state action doctrine. 5 

Whereas Cover emphasizes the juridical power to inflict pain 

through hn guage, recent jurisprudence has shifted the terms away 

fronl tllt: 11I1 1.:rpre tive violen ce enacted by natíon-states and toward 
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the violence enacted by citizen-subjects toward members of minor­

ity groups. In this shift, it is not simply that citizens are said to act like 

states, but the power of the state is refigured as a power wielded by a 

citizen-subject. By "suspending" the state action doctrine, proponents 

of hate speech prosecution may also suspend a critical understanding 

of state power, relocating that power as the agency and effect of the 

citizen-subject. Indeed, if hate speech prosecution wiU be adjudicat­

ed by the sta te, in the form of the judiciary, the state is tacitly figured 

as a neutral instrument of legal enforcement. Hence, the "suspension" 

of the state action doctrine may involve both a suspension of criti­

ca l insight into state power and state violence in Cover's sense, but 

also a displacement of that power onto the citizen, figured as a kind 

of sovereign, and the citizenry, figured as sovereigns whose speech 

now carries a power that operates like state power to deprive other 

"sovereigns" of fundamental rights and liberties. " 

In shifting the emphasis from the harm done by the state to the 

harm done by citizens and non-sta te institutions against citizens, a 

reassessment of hm\' power operates in and through discourse is also 

at work. When the words that wound are not the actions of the nation­

&t.ate-indeed, when the nation-state and its judiciary are appealed to 

as the arbiter of such clairns made by citizens against one another­

how does the analysis of the violen ce of the word change? Is the 

violen ce perpetrated by the courts unwittingly backgrounded in favor 

of a politics that presumes the fairness and efficacy of the courts in 

adjudicating matters of ha te speech? And to what extent does the 

potentia! for state violence become greater to the degree that the state 

action doctrine is suspended? 

The subject as sovereign is presumed in the Austinian accouot of 

performativity; the figure for the one who speaks and, in speaking, per­

forms what she/he speaks, is the judge or sorne other representatiw 

of the law. A judge pronounces a sentence and the pronouncement i~ 

the act by which the sentence first becomes hillding, as long ::IS the 

judge is a legitimate judge and the condi tiolls ul" fl:! icity ::Irc propcrl y 

meto The perforrnative in AmtiJl lTl:liJlt.lim ,('rt. lil l ,\)lllIlIullaliries wirll 

the Althus'ierian 110liOll oi" IIll t' (pd 1.111l1ll. d l lr"u ~;11 II 11c rpe llatioll i, 
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never quite as "happy" o r "efTective" as the per-formative is sometimes 

figured in Austin. In Alth usser, it is the poliee who hail the trespasser 

on the street: " H ey you there! " brings the subjeet into sociaJity through 

a life-imbueing reprimand . T he doctor who receivcs the ehild and 

pronoullees-" 1t's a girl "-begins that long string of interpellations 

by which the girl is transitively girled; gender is ritualisticaJly rcpeat­

ed, whereby the repetition occasions both th e risk of failure and the 

eongealed effeet of sedimentation. Kendall Thomas makes a similar 

argument that the sllbject is always " raced ," transitively racialized by 

regulatory agencies from its inception. 7 

If performativity requires a power to effeet or enaet what one 

namcs, then who wiU be the "on e" with sueh a power, and how will 

sllch a power be thought? How might we aeeount for che injurious tlJord 

within sueh a framework, the word that not only names él social sub­

jeet, but eonstruets th at subj eet in the nami og, and eonstructs thar 

subject through a viola ting interpellation? Is it the power of a "one" 

to effeet sueh aTl inju ry th rough t.h e wie lding of the injurious name, 

or is that a power aeerued th rough time wh ieh is eoneealcd at the 

moment that a single subj eet utters its injurious terms? Does the "one" 

w ho speaks the term cite the term, thereby es tabJishing hi.~ or herself 

as the author w hile at the same time establishing the derivativc status 

of that authorship? Is a eomrmlllity and history of such speakcrs not 

magicalJy invoked at rhe moment in which that utterance is spoken? 

And if and when that utteranee briTlgs injury, is it the uttcrance or the 

utterer who is the cause of the injury, or does that utteranee pcrtorm 

its injury throllgb a transitivity. that cannot be redueed to a causal or 

intentional proeess origim.ting in a singular subjeet? 

Indecd, is iterability or eitationality not precisely this: the operatioH 

(![ dwt metalepsis by tlJhich the s u~¡ect who "cites " the peiformatiuc is ccmporar¡ly 

produced as the heleaed Qnd fielive on;r;il1 of tite pcifo1"l1'Iativc itscl[? The sub­

j ect who utters the socially injuriolls \Vords is mobilized by that long 

string of injuriolls interpdlatious: the subjeet ach ieves a temporary 

status in the citing of that utterance, in performing itself as the origin 

of rhat llttl'Ll ll ce. That subject-effeet, however, is the consequenee of 

rhar W f> , 1I ,lt IOIl; it i'i derivative, the cffcet of a belated metalepsis by 
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which that invoked legacy of interpellations is dissimulated as the sub­

ject as "origin" of its utterance. If the utterance is to be prosecuted, 

where and when would that prosecution begin, and where and when 

would it end? Would this not be something like the effort to prosecute 

a history that, by its very temporality, cannot be called to trial? If the 

function of the subject as fictive origin is to occlude the genealogy by 

which that subject is formed, the subject is al50 installed in order to 

assume the burden of responsibility for the very history that subject 

dissimulates; the juridicalization of history, then, is achieved precisely 

through the search for subjects to prosecute who might be held account­

able and, hence, temporarily resolve the problem of a fundamentally 

unprosecutable history. 

This is not to say that subjects ought not to be prosecuted for their 

injurious speech; I think that there are probably occasions when they 

should. But what is precisely being prosecuted when the injurious 

word comes to trial and is it finally or fully prosecutable? 

That words wound seems incontestably true, and that hateful, 

racist, misogynist, homophobic speech should be vehemently coun­

tered seems incontrovertibly right. But does understanding from where 

speech derives its power to wound alter our conception of what it 

might mean to counter that wounding power? Do we accept the 

notion that injurious speech is attributable to a singular subject and 

act? If we accept such a juridical constraint on thought-the gram­

matical requirements of accountability-as a point of departure, what 

is lost from the political analysis of irUury when the discourse of pol­

itics becomes fully reduced to juridical requirements? Indeed, when 

political discourse is fully collapsed into juridical discourse, the mean­

ing of political opposition runs the risk of being reduced to the act 
of prosecution. 

How is the analysis of the discursive historicity of power unwit­

tingly restricted when the subject is presumed as the point of departure 

for such an analysis? A clearly theological construction, the postula­

tion of the subject as the causal origin of tl1t.' pc rformative act is 

understood to generate that which il JI.IJl It". iJldc l.'d , rhis divinely 
empowered SlIb.il'd i~ 0111' IC)J· WIHIIII d ll· II .IIII C it ~ , ·ll I ~ gl'nL' r<ltivl! 

BURNING ACTS 

According to the biblic:¡J n.: ndi tion of the performative, "Let tbere be 

light!," it appears that by vi rtlll' of ,he power 01 a si/bjcet or its will a phe­

nomenon is named illto bciug. Although the sentence is delivered in 

the subjunctive, it qllalifi ~~ 3.S ~ 'masquer3.ding' perform3.tive in the 

Austinian sense. In a critical refonnulation of the performative, Derrida 

makes clear in rdation to Austin tha t this power is not the function of 
an originating will but is always derivati\"t~: 

(ould a performative utterance lucceed if itl formulation did not repeat a "coded" 

or iterable Ullerance, or in other wordl, if the formula I pronounce in order to 

open a meeting, launch a ship or a marriage were not identifiable as con(orming 

with an iterable model, if it were not then identifiable in some way as a "cita­

tion"! ... [iJn luch a typology, the category of intention will not disappear; it will 

have its place, but from that place it will no longer be able to govern the entire 

lcene and lyltem of utterance [/'énonciation V 

To w hat extent does discourse gain the authority to bring about 

what it names through citing the linguistic conventions of authority, 

conventions that are themselves legacies of citation? Does a sl1bject 

appear as the author of its discursive eErects to the extent that the 

citational practice by which he / she is conditioned and mübilized 

remains unmarked? Indeed, could it be that the production of the sub­

ject as originator of his/ her etrects is precisely a Cünseql1ence of this 

dissimulated citationality? 

If a performative provisionally succeeds (and I \Vil! suggest that 

"success" is always and only provisional), then it is not because an inten­

tion successfully governs the action of speech, but only because that 

action echoes prior actions, and accul1iulates theforce 01 authority through 

the repetítion or citation of a prior and aufhoritatilJe set 01 practices. It is not 

simply that the speech act takes place withil1. a practice, but that the act 

is itself a ritualized practice. What this means , then, i5 that a perfor­

mative "works" to the extent that it draws on and cavers olJer the 

constitutive conventiolls by which it is mobilized. In this sense, no 

term or statement can function performatively without the accumu­

lating ami dissimulating historicity of force. 
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When the injurious term injures (and let me make clear that I 

think it does), it works its injury precisely through the accumulation 

and dissimulation of its force. Tbe speaker who utters the racial slur 

is thus citing that slur, making Ii.nguistic community with a history of 

speakcrs. What this might mean, then, is that precisely the itcrability 

by which a performativc enacts its injury establishes a permanlO'nt dif­

ficulty in locating accountabiEty for that injury in 8 singular subjcct 

and its act. 

In two recent cases, the Supre111e Court has reconsidcred the distinc­

tion between protccted and l1nprotcc ted speech in rclation to the 

phenomenon of "hate speech." Are certain fonns of invídious speech 

to be construed as "fighting words," and if so, are they appropriately 

considered to be a kind of speech unprotected by the First Amen d­

ment? In the first case, R.A. Vv. Sto Paul, 112 S. Ct. 2538 , 120 L. Ed. 

2d 305 (1992), the ordinance in ques tion W-d S one passed by the St. 

Pau! C ity C ouncil in 1990, and read in part as follows: 

Whoever places 00 publie or private property a symbol, objeet, appellation, charac­

terization or gralfiti, ,including, but not limited to, a burning eross or Nazi, swastika, 

whieh one knows or has reasonable grounds to know arouses anger, alarm, or resent­

men! in othm on the basis 01 race, color, creed, religion or gender commits disorderly 

eonduet and shall be guilty 01 a misdemeanor.' 

A white teenager was charged under this ordi nance aftcr burning :1 

cross in fron t of al bhck family's hOLlse. T he charge \Vas dismissed by 

the trial court but reinstated by the Minnesota State Supreme C Ol1rt: 

at stake was the question w hether the ordinance itself was "subst:lII ­

tially overbroad and impermissably content bascd." T he defcllSl' 

contended that th e burning of th e cross in fi-on l of th e black bll1 i l y'~ 

house \Vas to be constrllcd as ::m cxalllpk o ¡- l'fl lIn't c.: d spcech. Tlll' 

State Supreme C ourt nvertllJ'lIcd rli!' di '\ 1' 1' \ 11 nt fi l< ' In,d ('(lllrt, ; lrglJ ~ 

ing [Irst that thc Inll'llill g tlj d¡¡ ' 111 '", , 11[ 11./ 111.[ h l' L' n ll ~t r ll l' d ~ISi 
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protected speech beClIlSl' il c<1 nstituted "fighting words" as defined in 

Chaplinsky v, NClV I-f,¡lIlf' SIIiYt' , 3'15 U. S. 568, 572 (1942), and second, 

that the reach of the ordin,rnr.;ewas permissible considering the "com­

pel!ing government intcn:st in. protecting the community against 

bias-motivated threats to pu blic safety and order." In Re Welfare 01 

R.A. V,464 N.W2d 507, 51() (Minn. J991). 

The United Sta tes Supreme Court reversed the State Supreme 

Court decision, reaso ning hrst that the burning cross \vas not an 

instance of "fighting words," but an instance of a "viewpoint" with­

in the "free marketplace of ideas" and that such "viewpoints" are 

categorically protected by tbe First Amendment. '0 The majority on 

the High Court (Scalia, Rehnquist, Kennedy, Souter, Thomas) then 

offered a sccmld reason fQr declaring the ordinance unconstitutional, 

a j udicially activist contribution which took many jurists by surprise: 

the justices severely restricted the doctrinal scope of "fighting words" 

by claiming it unconstitutional to impose prohibitions on speech 

solely on the basis of the " conteut" or "subjects addressed" in that 

speech . In order to determine whether words are fighting words, there 

can be no decisive recourse to the content and the subject matter of 

w hat is said. 

O ne conclusion on which the justices appear to concur is that the 

ordjnance imposed overbroad restrictions on speech, given that forms 

of speech not considered to fall w ithin the pararneters of fighting words 

would nonetheless be banned by the ordinance. But while the 

Mi nnesota ordinance proved too broad fol' al! the justices, Scalia, 

T homas, Rehnquist, Kennedy, and Souter took the opportunity of this 

review to severely restrict any future application of the .fighting words 

doctrine.At stake in the rnajority opinion is not only when and where 

"speech" constitutes sorne cornponent of an injurious act such that it 

loses its protected status under the First Amendrnent, but what con­

stitutes the domain of "speech" itself. 

According to a rhetor ical reading of this decision-distinguished 

fro m a reading that follows established conventions of legal interpre­

r:1tion-tlw l'()lIl't In ight be understood as asserting its state-sanctioned 

llllguistil 1'"\V\'1 II I determine what wilI and will not count as "speech" 

http:doctrine.At
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and, in the process, enacting a potem ially injurious form of juridica] 

speech. What follows, then, is a reading which considers not on]y the 

account that the coun gives of hQW and when -speech becomes inju­

rious, but considers as we]] the injurious potential of the account itself 

as "speech" considered in a broad sense. R ecalling Cover's claim that 

legal decisions can engage the nexus of language and violen ce, con­

sider that the adjudication of what will and wiU not count as protected 

speech will itself be a kind of speech, one which implicates the state 

in the very problem of discursive power that it is vested within the 

authority to regulate, sanction, and restrict such speech. 

In the following, then, 1 \ViII read the "speech" in which the deci­

sion is articulated against the version of "speech" officially circumscribed 

as protected content in the decision. The point of this kind of read­

ing is not only to expose a contradictory se t of rhetorical strategies at 

work in th e decision, but to consider th e power of that di sc urs ive 

domain which not only produ ces what w ill and will not count as 

"spcech," but which regulates the political fleld of contestation through 

the tacti cal manipulation of that very distinction. Furthermore, 1 want 

to argue tha t the wry reasons that accou nt for th e inju r iousness of 

such acts , cons trued as speech in a broad sense, are precisely what ren ­

der difficult th e prosecutio l1 o f such ac ts . Lastly, [ want ro sllggest that 

the court's speech carríes wi th it its own violence, and that the very 

institution that is invested "vith th e authority to adjudicate the prob­

lem of hate speech recirculates and redirects that hatred in and as its 

own highly consequential speech, often by coopting the very language 
that it seeks to adjudicate. 

The majority ópinion, written by Scalia, begins wi th th e con­

struction of the ,act, the burning of the cross; and one question at 

issue is whether or not this act cons titutes an injury, whether it can 

be construed as "fighting words" or whether ir communicates a con 

tent whi ch is, for better or \Vorse , protected by first amendm ent 

precedents . The figure of burning ,vill be rcpeated throughout tl1l' 
opinion, first in the cOlltex t in which the hll rlli ll j!: (-¡"\)Ss is constru cd 

as the free expression of a view)1oill L\\I1(llill I h\.· 111.11 ]..~· t¡~ I.I CL> [)f idea,_ 

and second. in the eX;\ lllplc ,,¡ ' 111" 1'\1111111 ); o( tl l" JI. I ~. \V IJlth Cl' Ldd 
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be held illegal \Vere it to violate an ordinance prohibiting olltside fires, 

but which could not be held to be illegal if it were the expression of 

an idea. Later Scalia \ViII close the argument through recourse to yet 

another flre: "Let there be no mistake about our belief that burning 

a cross in someone's front yard is reprehensible." "But," Scalia contin­

ues, "S t. Paul has sufficient means at its disposal to prevent su eh 

behavior without addin g the First Amendment to the fire." R.A. V () 
Sto Paul, 112 S. Ct. at 2550, 120 L. Ed. 2d at 326. 

Significantly, Scal ia here aligns the act of cross-burning with those 

who defend the ordinance, since both are producing tires, but where­

as the cross-burner's f1re is constitutionally protec ted speech, the 

ordinance maker's language is figured as the incineration of tree speech. 

The analogy su ggests that the ordinance itsclf is a kind of cross­

burning, and Scalia then draws on the very destructive implications of 

cross-burning to undersco re his point that the ordinance itself is 

destructive. The figure thus affirms the destructiveness of the cross­

burning that the decision itself effectivdy den ies, the destructiveness 

of the act that ir has just elevated to the status of protected verbal cur­

rency within the marketplace of ideas. 

The Court thus transposes the place of the ordinance and the place 

of the cross-burning, but also figures the First Amendment in an anal­

ogous relatiol1 to the black family and its home which in th e course 

of the writing has become redu ced to "someone's fro nt yard ." The 

stripping of blackness and family from the figure of the complainant 

is significant, for i t refuses the dimension of social power that co n­

structs the so-called speaker and the addressee of the speech act in 

question, the burning cross. And it refuses as wd] the racist history of 

the convention of cross-burning by the Ku Klux KJan which rnarked, 

targeted, and, hence, portended a further violence against a g iven 

addressee. Scalia thus figures himself as quenching the fire which the 

ordinance has lit, and which is being stoked with the First Amendment, 

apparently in its totality. lndeed, compared with the admittedly "rep­

rehensible" :lct of burning a cross in "som eone's" front yard, the 

ordin JI1Cl' it sl:' lf appears to conflagrate in much grea ter dimensions , 

thrt' ;¡t~·lIl1l f. 1.1 hllrl l lile book which it is SC:llia's dut)' to uphold; Scalia 
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thus champions himself as an opponent of those who would set the 

constitution on ftre, cross-burners of a more dangerous order. 11 

The lawyers arguing for the Iegality of the ordinance based their 

appeal on the fighting \Vords doctrine. This doctrine, formulated in 

Chaplinsky v. New Hampshire, 315 US. 568, 572 (1942), argued that 

speech acts unprotected by the constitution are those which are not 

essential to the communication of ideas: "such utterances are no essen­

tial part of any exposition of ideas, and are of such slight social value 

as a step to truth that any benefit that may be derived from them i5 

clearly outweighed by the social interest in order and morality." Scalia 

takes this phrasing to legitimate the folJowing claim: "the unprotected 

features of the words are, despite th ei r verbal character, essential1y a 

'nonspeech' element of cOOlmunication." R.A . Vv. Sto Paul, 112 S. Ct. 

at 2545, 120 L. Ed. 2d at 319. In his etTort to protect all contents of 

comlllunication &om proscription, Scalia establishes a distinction between 

the content and the vehicle of that expression; it is the latter which is 

proscribable, and, the former which i5 not: he continues, "Fighting \\lords 

are thus analogous to a noisy sound truck." Id. What i5 ÍJljurious, thell, 

is the sound, but not the mcssage; indeed, " the gowrnment may not 

regulate use based on hostili ty- or favoritism-towards the underly­
,ing m essagc cxpressed." Id. 

The connection betw een the signifying power of the burning 

cross and Scalia's regressive new critical distinction between what is 

and is not a speech element in commllnication is nowhere marked in 

the text. 12 Scalia assumes that the burning cross is a message, an expres­

sion of a viewpoint, a discussion of a "subject" or "content"; in short, 

that the act of burning the cross is fuIl y and exhaustively translatable 

into a constative ·;ict of speech; the burnjng of the cross which is, after 

a1l, on the black family 's lawn, is thus made strictly analogous-and 

mora11y equivalent-to an individual speaking in publi c on whether 

or not there ought to be a 50 cent tax on gasoline. Significantly, Scalia 

does not teU us what the cross wOllld say if the crnss could spcak, bllt 

he does insist that what the bllnüng eross is dI ,i n!; is l'xpressing a view­

point, discoursing on a contellr wl li ch 1\ • . Idlllll !,·," ~. I 111 I! roVtTsial , hu! 

for that very reasoll. llllglH Ill'! 11' "1' 1"' 1'.\ I ¡J ,( ,J 11 11)" lh~' def\:llse nI' 

,j l)I\ N I ~¡ 1) A c rS 

cross-burnin g as free speech rests on an unarticulated analoS'Y bctween 

that act and a public constation. This speech i5 not a doing, an action 

or an injury, even as it is th e enunciation of a set of "contents" that 

might offend. 13 The injury is thus construed as one that is registered 

at the level of sensibility, which is to say that it is an offense that is one 

of the risks of fre e spt'ech. 

That the cross burns and thus constitutes ;)n incendiary destruc­

tion is not considered as a sign of the intcntion to reproduce that 

incendiary destruction at the site of the house or the family; the his­

torica! corrdation betwecn cross-bllrning and marking a community, 

a family, or an individual for further violence is also ignored. How 

ll1uch of that buming is transla tabl e into a declarative or constative 

proposition? And how would one know exactly what constative c1aim 

is being made by the burning cross? lf the cross is the expression of a 

viewpoint, is it a declaration as in, "J am of the opinion that black peo­

pIe ought not to Jj ve in this neighborhood" or even , " l am of the 

opinion that violen ce ollght to be perpetrated against black people," 

or is it a perlocutionary performative as in imperatives and commands 

which take the fo rm of "Durn '" or " Die!"? Is it an injunction that 

works its power metonymicaliy not 0111y in the sense that the fire recalis 

prior burnings w hich havc served to mark black people as targets for 

víolence, but also in the sense that th e fire is understood to be trans­

ferable from the cross to the targe t that is marked by the cross? The 

relatíon betw een cross-burning and torchings of both persons and 

properties is historicaUy established. Hence, from this perspective., the 

burning cross assumes the status of a direct address and a threat and, as 

slIch , is construed either as the incipient moment of injurious action 

or as the statement of an intention to injure. " 

Although JlIstice Stcvens agrced with the decision to strike down 

the Minnesota ordiuance, he takes the occasion to rebuke Scalia for 

restricting the fighting words doctrine. Stevens reviews specia! cases in 

w hich conduct may be prohibited by special rules. Note in the fol­

lowing quotation how the cross burning is nowhere mentioned, but 

the displacelllents of the figure of firc appear in a series of examples 

which dfl'l" iVl' ly transfer the need for protec tion ji-onJ mást speec/i, to 
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the need for protectionJi'om public protest agail1st racismo Even within 

Steven's defense of proscribing conduct, a phantasmatic figure of a 
menacing riot emerges: 

Lighting a fire near an ammunition dump or a gasoline storage tank is especially 

dangerous; such behavior may be punished more severely than burning trash in a 

vacant lot. Threatening someone because of her race or religious beliefs may cause 

particularly severe trauma or touch off a riot, and threatening a high public offi. 

cial may cause substantial social disruption; sueh threats may be punished more 

severely than threats against someone based on, say, his support 01 a particular 

athletic team. R.A. V. V. SI. Paul, 111 S. CI. at 1561, 110 L. Ed. ld at 340. 

Absent from the list of fires aboye is the buming of the cross in ql.les­

tion. In the place of that prior scene, we are asked first to imagine 

someone who wOl/ld light a fire near a gas tank, and then to imagine 

a more innocuous fire in a vacant lut. But with the vacant lot, we enter 

the metaphor of poverty and proper ty, which appears to effect the 

unstated transition to the matter of blackness" introduced by the next 

line, "threatening someone because of her race or religious beliefs .. ." : 

uccausc of her Clce is not the !\ame as "on the basis of" her race and 

leaves open the possibility that the race causally iJClduces the threat. 

The threat appears to shift mid-sentence as Stevens continues to elab­

orate a second causality: this threat "may cause particularly severe trauma 

or touch off a riot" at which point it is no longer clear whether the 

threat which warrants the prohibition on conduct refers to the "threat­

ening someone because of her race or religious belief" 01' to the riot 

that might result therefrom . What immediately follows sugge~ts that 

the limitations 011 rioters has suddenly beco me more urgent to autho­

rize than the Iimitation on those ,vho would threaten this "her" 

"because of her race . . . " After "or touch off a riot," the sentence con­

tinues, "and threatening a high official may cause substantial social 

disruption ... ," as if the racially rnarked trauma had already lec! to a 
riot and an attack on high offIcíals. 

This sudden implication of the justict's t1WIII '-,l, lws l 'l ight he C011­

strued as a paranoid inversioll of tlll' nt igi ' l.d I '''',\ II\ Jr fl l ll j!; 1I,IITativ" . 
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That original narrative 1., now hcre mentioned, but its elements havc 

been redistribl.ltcd tbroughou t the examples; the fire which was the 

original "threat" against the black famiJy is relocated first as a incendi­

ary move against industry, then as a location in a vacant lot, and then 

reappears tacitly in the riot which now appears to follow from the trau­

ma and threaten public officiak The fire which initialiy coostituted the 

threat against the black famiJy becornes metaphoricaJly transf¡gured as 

the threat that blacks in trauma no\\' wield against high officials. And 

though Stevens is on record as cndorsing a construction of "fighting 

words" that would include cross-burning as lfllprotected spccch, th e 

langl.lage in which he articulates this view deflects the question to that 

of the state's right to circumscribe conduct to protect itself against a 

raciaJly motivated riot.l/· 

The circumscription of content explicitly discl.Issed in the deci­

sion appears to emerge through a production of ~emantic excess in 

and through the metonymic chain of JJJx iol.lS figuration. The separa­

bility of content from sound, for instance, or of content from context, 

i.s exemplified and illustrated through figures which signify in excess 

of the thesis w hich they are meant to support. Indeed, to the extent 

that, in the Scalia analysis, "content" is circumscr ibed and purified to 

e~tab1ish its protected status, that content is secured through th e pro­

duction and proliferation of " dangers " from which it calls to be 

protected. Hence, the question of w hether or not the black f.1ll1ily in 

M innesota is entitled to protecti on fro m public displays such as cross­

burnings 1S displaced onto tl1e question of whc,ther or not the "content" 

of free speech is tQ be protected froro those \Vho vvould burn it. The 

fue is thus displaced from the cross to the legal instrument wielded by 

those:! who would protect the family from the fire, but then to the black 

family itself, to blackness, to the vacant lot, to rioters in Los Angeles 

who explicitly oppose the decision of a court and who now represent 

the incendiary power of the traumatízed rage of black people who 

would bum the judiciary itself. But of COlme, that construal is already 

a reversal of the narrative in which a court delivers a decision of acquit­

tal for the four policemen indicted for the brutal beating of Roc!ney 

King, ;1 tl l ' , í~ i\ )11 tbat lnight be said to "spark" a riot which calls into 

http:JJJxiol.lS
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question whether the clairn of having been injured can be heard and 

countenanced by a jmy and a judge who are extremely susceptible to 

the suggestion that a black person is always and only endangering, but 

never endangered. And so the High Comt might be understood in its 

decision of June 22, 1992, to be taking its revenge on Rodney King, 

protecting itself against the riots in Lo~ Angeles and elsewhere which 

appeared to be attacking the system of justice itself. Hence, the jus­

tices identify with the black family w ho sees the cross burning and 

takes it as a threat, but they substitute themselves fol' that family, and 

reposition blackness as the agency behind the threat itself.17 

The decision enacts a set of metonymic displacements which might 

weli be read as anxious deflections and reversals of the injurious action 

at hand; indeed, the original scene is successively reversed in the 

metonymic relation between figures such that the fire is lit by the ordi­

nance, carríed out by traumatized rioters on the streets of Los Angeles 

and threatens to engulf the justices themselves. 

Mari Matsuda and Charles Lawrence also w r ite of this tex t as 

enacting a rhetorical reversal of cr ime and punishment: "The cross 

burners are portrayed as an unpopular minori ty that the Supreme Court 

must defend aga inst the power of the state. The inj ury to the Jones 

family is appropriated and the cross burner is cas t as the injured vie­

timo The reality of ongoing racism and exclusion is erased and bigotry 

is redefined as majoritarian condemnation of racist views." ,A 

Significantly, the Justices revisited KA . V v. Sto Paul in a more recent 

decision , Wisconsin V. Mitchell, 113 S. Ct. 2194,14 L. Ed. 2d 436 (1993) , 

in which the comt unanimously decided that racis t speech could be 

included as evidence that a victim of a crime was inten tionally select­

ed because of his/ her race and could constitute one of the factors that 

com e in to play in determining whe ther an enhaneed penalty for the 

crime is in order. Wisconsin V. Mitchell did not address whether rac ist 

speech is injurio us , but onl1' whether speech that indicates that the 

victim was selected on the basis of raee could be brol.lght to bear ill 

determining penalty enhancemen t fOl' ;¡ cr illlt.· whi d 1 is itsdf !lol ;1 

crime of speech, as it were. Oddly. tlw ' .l, ~: 1t b.ll ld ¡l/vo lved a gn.Hlp 
of young black men, in cll.ldin ¡..; ¡¡ " Id Mlld lcll . \\'hu 11.1< 1¡llst l..tí t1 1l' 
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film, "Mississippi 13 l1rrllIl ¡.'; ." They d ecidcd to "mo\le on" some white 

people, and proceeded to be;¡t ,1 young white man \Vho had approached 

them on the street. RehJl qu i ~t is l}uíck to note that these young mcn 

were disclISsing a scene tTo m che film, one in which "a white rnan beat 

a young black boy \\Iho was praying." R ehnguist then gocs on to guote 

Mltchell w hose speech will become comequential in the uccision: "Do 

you aU feel hyped up to move on some white peoplc' " and later, "YOll 

all want to fllck somebody up? There goes a "vhite boy: go get him." 

W iswl1sinv. i\lJitchell, 113 S. C t. at 2196- 7, 120 L. Ed. 2d at 442 (citing 

Brief for Petitioner) . Now, the irony of thi~ event, it seems, is that the 

film narrates the story of three civil rights workers (two white and 

one black) w ho are murdered by Klan smen w ho regulad y threaten 

\Vith burnjng crosses and firebombs any townspeople w ho appear to 

help the Justice O epartl1lent in rheir searcb for the bodies of the slain 

civil righ ts activists and then their murdercrs. T he comt system is fi rst 

figured within the film as sympathetic to th e Klan , refusing to illlprison 

the murde ring Klansmen, an d then as setti ng improper restrainrs on 

rhe in terrogatioll. lndccd, the Justic e Dep:urment official is able to 

entrap the Klansman only by aeting aga.inst rhe law, frecly brutalizing 

those he interrogares. This official is largely regarded as rehabili tating 

maseuliniry 011 the side of w hat is ríght over and against a liberal "effem­

ini zati on" represented by judicial due process. But perhaps most 

important, wbile the cffective oflicial acts in the name of the law, he 

also acts against the law, and purports ro show thar his unlawfulness is 

the only efEcacious way to fi gh t racismo The fi lm thus appeals ro a 

w idespread lack of faith in th e law and its proceduralism, reeonstructing 

a lawless wh ite masculinity even as it purpor ts to cmb its excesses . 

In sorne ways, the film sho\Vs that violence is the consequence of 

th e law's failme to protect its citi zens, and in th is way allegorizcs the 

reception of the judicial dccisions. For if the film shows that the comt 

w ill fai l to guarantee th e rights and liberties of its citizens, and only 

violel1ce can counter racism, then the srreet violence that literally fol­

lows rhe film reverses the o rder of that allegory. The black men who 

leave the f¡]1ll and embark upon violence in the strcet find thernselves 

in a courl lll at not only goes out of its way to indict the film-which 
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is, after aH, an indictment of the courts-but implicitly goes on to link 

the street violence to the offending representation, and effectively to 

link the one through the other. 

The court seeks to decide whether or not the selection of the tar­

get of violen ce is a racially motivated one by quoting Todd Mitchell's 

speech. This speech is then taken to be the consequence of having 

watched the film, indeed, to be the very extension of the speech that 

constitutes the text of the film. But the court itself is implicated in the 

extended text of the film, "indicted" by the film as complicit with 

racial violence. Hence, the punishment of Mitchell and his friends­

and the attribution of racially sdective motives to them-reverses the 

"charges" that the film makes against the court. In R.A. Vv. Sto Paul, 

the court makes a carneo appearance in the decision as well, reversing 

the agency of the action, substituting the injured for the injurer, and 

figuring itself as a site of vulnerability. 

In each of these cases, the court 's speech exercises the power to 

injure precisely by virtue of beíng invested with the authority to adju­

dicate the injurious power of spcech. The reversal and displacement 

of injury in the name of "adJudicatíon" underscores the particular vio­

lence of the "decision," (me which becomes both dissimulated and 

enshrined once it becomes word of law. It may be said that alllegal 

language engages this potential power to injure, but that insight sup­

ports only the argument that it will be aIl the more important to gain 

a reflective understanding of the specificities of that violence. It will 

be necessary to distinguish between those kinds of violence that are 

the necessary conditions of the binding character of legal language, 

and those kinds which exploit that very necessity in order to redou­

ble that injury in the service of injustice. 

The arbitrary use of this power is evidenced in the contrary use 

of precedents on ha te speech to promote conservative political goals 

and thwart progressive efforts. Here it is clear that "vhat is needed is 
not a better understanding of speech acts or rhe injuri ous power of 

speech, but the strategic and contradictor)' \1,1.', ro w hi ch rhe cOllrt 

puts these various formulations. Por ill ~t,I IH "" t J¡l ~ \,II1W ,'ourt has bel'1I 
willing to COUl1ten :HlCl' t11l' l 'XP ,III \l111 1 ,11 dt!li ,ilriolj\ (J I Ilbsct'n ity. :m d 

BURNING ACTS 

to use the very rationalc.: Pl\)po~<.: d by sorne arguments in favor of hate 

crime legislation to augnlent its case to exclude obscenity from pro­

tected speech. 10 Scalia rders to MiIler V. California (1973) as the case 

which installs obscenity as an exception to the categorical protection 

of content through recourst' to w hat is "patently offensive," and then 

remarks that in a later case, New York V. Ferber, 458 U.S. 747 (1982), in 

exempting child pornography from protection, there was no "ques­

tion here of censoring a particular literary theme." RA. Vv. Sto Paul, 

112 S. Ct. at 2543, 120 L. Ed. 2d at 318. What constitutes the "liter­

ary" is thus circumscribed in such a way that chi¡d pornography is 

excluded fi-om both the literary and the thematic. Although it seems 

that one must be able to recognize the genre of child pornography, to 

identify and delimit it in order to exempt it from the categorical pro­

tecrÍon of content, the identifying marks of such a product can be 

neither literary nor thematie. Indeed, the court appears in one part of 

its discussion to accept the controversial position of Catharine 

MacKinnon, which claims that certain verbal expressions constitute 

sex discrimination, when it says "sexually derogatory 'fighting 

words' ... may produce a violation of Title VII 's general prohibition 

against sexual' discrimination in employment practices" Id. at 2546, 

120 L. Ed. 2d at 321. l3ut here the court is clear that it does not pro­

hibit such expressions on the basis of their conten t, but only on the 

basis of the effects that such expressions entail. Indeed, I would sug­

gest that the contemporary conservative sensibi[ity, exemplified by the 

court and right-wing members of Congress is also exemplified in the 

w illingness to expand the domain of obscenity and, to that end, to 

enlarge the category of the pornographic and to claim the unprotected 

status of both, and so, potentially, to position obscenity to become a 

species of "fighting words," that is, to accept that graphic sexual rep­

resentation is injurious. This is underscored by the rationale used in 

Maler v. California in which the notion of "appealing to prurience" is 

counterposed to the notion of "literary, artístic, political, or scientific 
value." Here the representation that is deemed immediately and unob­

jectionably injurious is excluded from the thematÍc and the valuable 

and, hence. from protected status. This same rationale has been taken 
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up by Jesse Helms and others to argue that the N ational Endowment 

for the Arts is unda no obligation to fund obscene materials, and then 

to argue that various lesbian perforrners ami gay male photographcrs 

produce work that is obscene and lackillg in literary value. Siglli6cantly, 

it seems, the "villingness to accept the nonthematic and unobjection­

ably injurious quality of graphic sexual represcntation s, when tbese 

representations cannot be said to leave the page or to " act" in sorne 

obvious way, must be read against the unwillingness to COllntenance 

the injuriousness of the burning cross in front of the black family's 

house. That the graphic depiction of homosexuality, say, can be con­

strued as nonthematie or simply prurient, figured as a sensuousness 

void of meaning, whereas the burning of the cross , to the extent tbat 

it communieates a message of racial hatred, might he construed as a 

sanctioned point in a public debate over admittedly controversia! issues, 

suggests that the rationale for expanding th e fighting words doctrine 

to include unconventional depictions of sexu,llity within its purview 

has been strengthened, but that the rationale for invoking fighting 

words to outlaw racist threats is accordingly wcakened. This is perhaps 

a w ay in which a heightened sexual conservatisll1 works in tandem 

with an increasing governmental sanction for racist violence, but ill 

such a way that whereas the "inju ry" claimed by the viewer of graph­

ic sexua! representation is honored as fightin g words, the injury sustained 

by the black fanüly w ith the burning cross out front , not unlike the 

injury of Rodney King, proves too ambiguo us, too hypoth eti cal to 

abrogate the ostensible sanctity of the First Amendment.l'J And it i~ 

not simply that prohibitions against graphic sexual representation will 

be supported by this kind of lega! reasoning, whereas racist injury will 

be dignified as pr0tected speech, but that racially markcd depictiolls 

of sexuality \ViII be most susceptible to prosecution , and those reprc­

sentations that threaten the pieties and puriti es of raee and scxuality 

will becomc 1110st vulnerable. 

Two remarks of qualificatio!1: first , SOlllC rritical r;lce theorists SlIl']¡ 

as Charles L1\vrcnce w ill arglll' t]¡ al n()~~ hu rJ 1i Il g í\ spcc:ch, but rh,ll 

not a11 speech is to be protl'l..' tL'd , i lHk ~'d 11 11\ .di \ l'\' C l 11 i, proll'cted. 

and that r;¡cist specc]¡ cllllllí, 1\ \VIIII li ll~ 1:"11 ¡j l'hllnlllll l ( I. lu,,, Iw,·.IlI".' 

BURNING ACTS 

it hinders the addressed subjeet from exercising his/ her rights and lib­

ertics. Other legal scholars in critical race studies , such as Richard 

Delgado, will argue for expanding the domain of the "fighting words" 

restriction on First Amendment rights. Matsuda and MacKinnon, fol­

lowing the example of sex discrimi nation jurispruden ce, will argue 

that it is impossible to distinguish between conduct and speech , that 

hateful remarks are injurious actions. Oddly enough, this last kind of 

reasoning has reappeared in the recent policy issued on gays in the mil­

itary, where the statement "T am a homosexual" is considered to be a 

"homosexual act." The word and the deed are one, and the claim " [ 

am a homosexual" is considered to be not only a homosexual act, but 

a homosexual 0(fense.21 According to this policy, the act of coming 

out is effectively construed as fighting words. Here it seems that one 

must be reminded that the prosecution of hate speech in a coun runs 

the risk of giving that court the opportunity to impose a further vio­

lence of its own .And if the court begins to decide what is and is not 

violating speech, that decision rum the risk of constitllting the most 
binding of violations. 

For, as in the case with the burning cross, it was not merely a ques­

tion of whether the come knows how to read the threat cootained in 

the burning cross, but whether the court ¡tsdf signifies along a paral­

lellogic. For th is has been a court that can onl y im agine the fire 

engul fi ng the First Am en dment, sparking the riot which will fray its 

own authority. And so it protects itself against the imagined threat of 

that tire by protecting the burning cross, allying itself with those who 

would seek legal protection from a spectre wrought from their own 

fanta..\y. Thus the court protect~ the burning cross as free speech, fig­

uring those it injures as the site of the true threat, elevating the burning 

cross as a deputy for the eourt, the local protector and token of free 

speech: w ith so much protection, what do we have to fear? 

POSTSC RIPT 

MacK.innon berself understands tbis risk of invoking state power, but 

in hl! r rec(.' tH hook, 0 111)' Words (1993), she argues that state po\Ver is 
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on the side of the pornograp hic industry, and that the construction of 

women within pornography in subordinate positions is, effectively, a 

state-sanctioned construction. 

MacKinnon has argued that pornography is a kind of hate speech, 

and that the argument in favor of restricting hate speech ought to be 

based on the argument in favor of restricting pornography. This anal­

ogy rests upon the assumption that the visual image in pornography 

operates as an imperative, and that this imperative has the power to 

realize that which it dictates. The problem, for MacKinnon, is not that 

pornography reflects or exp resses a social structure of misogyny. but 

that ít is an institution with the performative power to bring about 

that which it depicts. She writes that pornography not only substitutes 

for social reality, but that that substitution is one which creates a social 

reality of its own, the social reality of pornography. This self-fulfilling 

capacity of pornography is, for her, what gives sense ro the claim that 

pornography is its own social contexto She writes, 

Pornography does not simply express or interpret experience; it substitutes lor it. 


Beyond bringing a message Irom reality. it stands in lor reality.... To make visu­


al pornography. and to live up to its imperatives. the world. name:ly women. must 


do what the pornographers want to 'say.' Pornography brings its conditions 01 pro­


duction to the consumer. ... Pornography makes the world a pornographic pla.ce 


through its making and use. establishing what women are said to exist as. are seen 


as. are treated as. constructi ng the social reality 01 what a woman is and can be 


in terms 01 what can be done to her. and what aman is in terms 01 doing it. 


In the [¡rst instan ce, pornography substitutes for experience, implying 

that there is an experience which is supplanted, and supplanted thor­

oughly, through pornography. Hence, pornography takes the place of all 

experience and thoroughly constitutes a new experience, understood as 

a totality; by the second line, this second-order experience is rcndered 

synonymous with a second order "reality," whi ch sll g-ges rs rbat in this 

universe of pornography tbere is no disti11Cfl()11 lll' t \WI: I1 <111 ~xpcricIKl' 

of realit)' and reality, althollgh M~lC l<iIlIH II I t l l 'l w lt 111 .• t... ..·\ dl:a r (IJat tltis 

systemic conflatioll of t1w tWill. lt... .. , pl.!,. \\ltllIll ,1 1, dl (~ w hicl! is it·sdl 
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a mere substitution for ano ther rcality, one w hich is figured as more 

original, pcrhaps one wbich furni shes the normative or utopian mea­

sure by which she judges the pornographic reality that has taken its place. 

This visual field is then figured as speaking. indeed, as delivering imper­

atives, at which point the visual fidd operates as a subject with the power 

to bring into being what it names, to w idd an efficacious power anal­

ogous to the divine penormative. T he reduction of that visual fi cld to 

a speaking figure, an authoritarian speaker. rhetorically effects a difIer­

ent substitution than the one that MacKinnon describes. She substitutes 

a set of linguistic imperatives for the visual field, implying llot only a 

full transposition of the visual into the linguistic, but a full transposition 

of visual depiction into an efficacious performative. 

W hen pornography is then described as "consrructing rhe social 

rcality of what a \\loman is," the sen se of " construction" needs to be 

read in light of the aboye two transpositions: [or that construction can 

be said to work. that is, "to produce the social reality of what a woman 

is," only if the visual can be transposed into the linguistically cffica­

cious in the way that sh e suggcsts . Simil arl y, the analogy betw een 

pornography and hate specch works to thc extent tha t th e porno­

graphic image can be rransposed into a set of efficaciou s spoken 

imperatives . In MacKinnon's parap ILrase of how the pornographic 

image speaks. she imises that that image says, "do t±lis," where the com­

manded act is an act of sexual subordination, and where, in the doing 

of J:hat act, the social reality of woman is constructed precise!y as the 

position of the sexually subordinate . Here "construc tion " is not sÍm­

ply the doing of the act-which remains, of course, highly ambiguous 

in order perhaps to ward off the question of an equivocal sct of read­

ings-but the dcpicliol1 of that doing. where the depiction j, understood 

as che dissimulation and fulfillment of the verbal imperative, "do this." 

For M acKinnon. no one need~ to speak such words becausc the speak­

ing of such words already functions as the frame and the compulsory 

scrip ting of the act; in a sense, to the extent that the frame orchestrates 

the act, it wields a performative power; it is conceived by MacKinnon 

.lS encoding the will of a masculine authority, and co01pelling a coo1­
pliance wirh it~ comr.nand. 
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But does the frame impart the w ilJ of a preexisting subject, ar is 

the frame something like the den:)alization of wilJ, the productian and 

orchestration of a phantas11latic scene of willfulness and submission? 

1 don't rnean to suggest a strict distinctiOll betwecn the phantasmatic 

and the dornain of reality, but 1 do mean to ask, to what extent does 

the operation of the phantasmatic within the construction of social 

reaJity render tlut construction more frail and less determinativc than 

MacKinnan would suggcst? In fact, although one lllight wdl agree 

that a good deal of pornography is offensive, it does not follow that 

its offensiveness consists in its putative power to construct (unilatera l­

Iy, exhaustively) the social reality of what a \,voman is. Ta return for a 

moment to MacKinnon's O"wn language, consider the way in vvhich 

the hypotheti cal imists itself into the formulation of the imperative, 

as if the force of her own assertio,JJ<; about the force of pornograph­

ic representation tends toward its own undoing: "pornography 

estlblish[es1 ... what 'lVom cn are said to exist as , are seen as, are treat­

~ 	 ed as . .. " Then , the sentente contÍnues: " constructing the social reality 

of wbat a WOnl:lll is"; here to be treated as a sexual subordinate is to 

be constructed as one, and to have a social reali ty constituted Ín which 

that is precisely and only what one is . 13ut if the "as" is read élS the :lsscr­

!:ion of a likeness, it is Dot for that rcason the :lssertion of a metaphoricaJ 

colbpse into identity. Through what means does the "as" turn into an 

"is," and is this the doing of pornography, a r is it the doing of the very 

depictíoll of pornography that MacKinnon provides? For the "as" could 

also be read as "as if," "as if one "vere," which suggests that pornogra­

phy ncither represents nor constitutes what women are, but offers an 

aUegory of masculine wilJfulness and feminjne submission (::dthough 

these are clearly not its on ly themes), one which repeatedly and anx­

iomly rehearses its own unrealizabiJity. Indeed, one might argue that 

pornography depicts impossible alld un inhabitable positillns, COIll ­

pensatory fantasies that continuaJly reprodu {;~ ;1 rift between those 

positions and the ones that helo llg to t hl' dtllll.lill ()r social rc,dity. 

Indeed, one might sug~l'st thal p()rll()).; I.'1dIY 1', I h ,· In:1 "f gelldn\ 

unreali ty, the i11lpossihk IH)rlll~ hv \\ 111 , 11 ti I ~ o:o ll1pdkd .Illd in the 

facc of which it pcrl' t:lua ll y f.ld ~ 11". II IIJlt! I ,III\ct!"du Illh ' 1\ I l.'s~ ddi\ 
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ered than "depicted," and if what is depiCl t: d L~ :1 Sl ' t of c~) 11lpe nsato­

ry ideals , hyperbolic gender 110r1115, then pornography charts a domain 

of unreali zable positions that hold sway aver the social rcality of gen­

der positions, but do not, strictly spcaking, constitute that rcality; indeed, 

it is their failun: to constitute it that gives the pornographic image the 

phantasmatic power that it has. In this sense, to the extent that an imper­

ativc is "depicted" and no t " delivered," it fails to wield the power to 

construct the social reaJiry of w hat a woman is. This failure, howev­

er, is the occasion for an allegory of such an imperative, one that 

concedes the unrea li zability of that imperativc from the start, and 

which, fina1ly, cannot overcomc the unreality that is ¡ts condition and 

its lure. My call , as ir were, is for a fcminist reading of pornography 

that re~i sts the literalization of this imaginary scene, one w hich reads 

it in stead for the incoI1lmensurabiliti es between gender nonns and 

practices that it seems compelled to repeat without resolution. 

In this sense. it m ;¡ kes little sense to figure the v isual field of 

pornography as a subj ect who speaks and, in speaking, brilIgs about 

w hat it names; its authority is decidedly less divine; its power, less effi ­

cacious . It only rnakes sense to fi gure th e pornographic tex t as the 

injurious act of a ~peaker if we seek to locate accoumability at the 

prosecutabJ e site of th e subj ect. Otherwise our work is more diffi­

nd t. for w hat po rnography delivers is w hat it recites and exaggerates 

from the resources of compensatory gender norms, a text of insistent 

and faul ty imaginary relations that w ill not disappear with the aboli­

tion o f the offending text, the text that remains for feminist criticism 
relentlcssly to read. 
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duct' represemed by a 'burning cross .' lt is no less than the first ,tep ill an 
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waving of / knife before the thrust, the pointing of a g l.ll1 bcfore it is fircd, 
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the Iynching. It is not a political st.·ttement. or evcn a co'v:J.rdly st,ltel11cllt 
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1.2. 	The new critical aSs'ulll prioll ro w hich 1 rdú j, that of m e ~eparahl t' and fully for­

mal unity that is s¡¡id ro eh:u;Jcterizt a give n rext. 

13. 	Al! of the jllsticcs concur mar the Sr. P;lUl ordiJlance: is overbroad beca use it iso lares 

"subj ect-matters" ~s offell5Íve , and (a) potentialiy prohibit, discussion of such sub­
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(b) fails to distinguish be t\veen the subjcct-mattcr 's injuriousncss and the contL'xt 

in w hich it is c llul1ciated. 

14. Justi ce Stevens, in a decisioll offered separa tcly frOll1 the argu1llcnt offered by the 

majori ry, sugges ts rhat the burning cross is precisely a th.rea t, and that whether a 

given "expression" is a threat C3n only be detcrmined c~l1Cextlla ll)'. Stevens bases his 

conclusion on CI/aplil1sky, which argu ed that "one of the charactcristics thar justi ­

{¡es" the constitutional starus of fight ing words is that such words "by their very 

utterallce inflict injury or tend tO incite an inuncdiate bre;lCh of me pC1Ce:." C:'h.aplillsky 

IJ. Nelll Halllpslúre, 315 U.S.56R, 572 (1942). 

Here Stevens argues , first , that ce rtain kinds of coments llave always been pro­

scribable, and, sccond, rhat the fighting words doctrinc has depended for its vepl 

implementaríon on the capacity ro cllscriminare Jmong kinds of contenes (i. e" polit­

ical ,peech is more fillly protected rhan obscelJ c speceb, c te.), but also, third, that 
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, ider, not only historic.al circul1l.<t;mce, but rhe hilto ricity oC tbe utteranee itself. it 

follows that the demarca tion of relevant context will be as frallght ¡ti the demarc;l­

ríou of injurious comento 

StevellS h.llks content, injurious performativity, and contcxr rogether when he clairns, 

objecring to both Scalia and W hitc, that there can be no eategorical approach to the 

qU L'.s tion of pro$cribabliry: " few clividing lines in First Am endment lawl are srr'dight 

and unwave.ring, and etforts at Gltegorizarion in e\-~t:ably give rile only to fuzzy bound­

aries ... the: quest for doctrinal certainty through the dc·finition of categories and 

subcategorics is, in rny opinion, destined to fail." 1<../1. Vl! SI. Pallt, 112 S. Ct. at 2561, 

120 L. Ed. 2d, at 34(J. Furrhc.rmore, he argues, "the l11eaning of any expression and 

the lcgitimacy of its regularion can OIU)' be determincd in context." Id. 

At tbis point in his analysis, Stevens cites a mer~phoric description of"the word" 

by Justice H olmL", a terln w hich st.1nds synecdochally for "expression" as it is broad­

ly collStrued wirbin First /\me:ndmcnt jurisprudcncL': the citation &om H olmes runs 

as foUo\\ls:"a word IS not ~ crystaL transparent and unclnngcd, it is the skin of a liv­

ing thought and may vary greacly in color and CO!1tellt according ro the circums.tances 

http:historic.al
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and tl,e time in ",hieh it is used" (1 1- 12). We might consicler this figure not onl1' 

as a racialmctaphor which describes the "word" as a "skin " that va ries in "color," 

but also in tcrms of t.be theory of semanties it invo kes. A1though Steven5 believes 

that he is citing a figure whieb will affi rm the h.istMically changing nature of 3n 

"expression's" semantic "content," denoted by a "skin" that changes in color and 

content according to tbe historical circul1lstance of its use, it is equally clear lhat 

the epidcrmal metaphor suggests a living and disembodied thollght w hicb remains 

depbenomt'nalized, tbe nOllmel1al quality of life, the living spirit in its skinless formo 

Skin and its cbanging color and content tbus denote w hat is historicllly changing, 

but tbey also are, as it were, tbe signifiers of historical change. T he racial signifie.r 

comes to stand not on1y for changing his tori cal circurns tances in the abstrac t, but 

for the specific historical chan ges marked by explosive racial relatiot1S. 

15. Toni 	Morrison rcmarks that powrty is often the languagc in which bbck peop1c 

are spokcn about. 

16. 	Tbe aboye reading raises a seri es of qlles tions about the rhetorical status of the 

decision itself. Kelldall Tbomas and others have a.rgued chat the figures and exam­

pIes used in judicial decisioll5 are as central to its semantic comen t as tbe explicit 

propositional claims that are delivered as the eonclllsions of the argumentaIÍol1. In 

a sell5e, 1 am raising two kinds of rhetorical questiolls here, one has to do with the 

"content" of tbe decision, and d lC orher \Vitb the way in whieh tbe maJority rul­

ing, w ritten by Sealia, itself delimi ts w hat wiU and will not quality as the contcnt 

of a given public expression in light of tlle lJew restrictions imposed on figbting 

words. In asking, then, after me rhetorical status of rhe decision itself, we are led 

ro ask how the rhetorical action of the dccisiol1 presupposcs a theory of semal1­

ties that undermines or works against the expli.eit tb eory of se.rnantics argued for 

and in the decision itself 

Specifically, it scem5, the decmon itself d.raws on a distinetion bctwcen the ver­

bal and non-ve rbal parts of speech, those w lúeh Sc;l1ia ap pe ..trs to spec.ify a, 

"message" and "sound ." .R.A. VV. St. Paul, 120 L. Ec!. 2d 305,319- 21. For ScaJia. 

only the sound of speech is proscribable or, analogollsly, tbat sensuol1S aspcct of 

speecb deemed inessential to the alleged ideality of semantic contento Although 

Justice Stevens rejects what he calls this kind of "absolutism," arguing instcad tbat 

the proscribability( of content can only be determined in context, he neverth elcss 

preserves a strict distinetion between che ,clllJntic properties of J11 CXpITSSiOIl al1li 

the context, induding rustocical cireumstance, hut 31,0 conditions of addrcs.'i. For 

botb Scalia and Stevens, thell , the "content" is undcrsl:ood 1Tl lts sep:u ability fí-Olll 

botb the non-verbal alJd the hÜtor.ical, <llth()lI~h ill tll<: Llttn case.. ,kt<.:nnillcd ill 

relation to it, 

17. Tbe deeision H:wdc in the tri,tI <Ir tlIt- pll li, ,'1111 ' " I1I ~""I v.¡JJ,- v reli"d <1]1 :1 Silll 

ilar kind of rC\lcrs: tI uf 1" )l ll/ull , ", 1/ "1,'1.\ /1" 11" ) ) 1111 " lu lw li el' l' 11\,11 ¡JI .. 

BURNING ACTS 

p<)!icernen, in spile ,,1 tll L' l1 ttr ,l phlC beating of King, were themselves the cndan ­

g<.: rcd pa rty iJ1 the <,I S(". 

18. Matsllda and LawITllc<', "Epilogue." ¡·VtlTds tllat ¡Vo\,/m/, p. 135. 

19. 	Chaplills/..')' ll1akt' ~ [Or)!11 re)r lh is .Imbiguity by stipulating that some speech loses its 

protected status \V11<' 11 It (<Jn~t1tutcs "no css<.: lJtial part of an)' exposition of ideas" 

This notio l1 of an il1(:sst' llll.l1 p.Jrt of sllch an <.:xp<)sitiol1 forms the basis of a 1973 

ruling, Mil/cr JJ. CaIiJ;)J llia . + 1:\ U,S. l5. extending the unprotected status of obscen­

ity. ln that ru ling the piCtllfC of a l1u)del sporting a political tattoo, consn-ued by che 

court as "a nti-governmel1 t specch," is taken as Il lIp rotected precisely beca use it is 

said, "taken as a \Vhole ro l"ck serious litera.ry, artistie, political , or sciemific value." 

Such a represt' lltatlOIl, th eno' is taken tO be "no essentia.1 part of any exposition of 

ideas." TIllt h ~re , yOl! w ill note that " no esscntial part" of such an exposition has 

become "no va.1uahle part." C()nsider tben ScaliJ's earlier examp!e of what remains 

\1nprotec ted in speeeh , that is, the noisy $ound truck , the semaJJticaJJy void part of 

speech which , he c:1aillls , is the "nonspccch d cment of cOllll11uni cation." H ere he 

claims that 0111)' the seman tically cmpty pan o[ speee.h , its pure lound, is llnpro­

tecred, but chat tbe "ideas" which are sounded in specch most dd.initely are protected. 

Thi-l loud , trcet 110ise, thell, form, no l'%cmü ! pan of any exposition but, perhap, 

more poignJllt.1y, forrns no v;¡]lIable parto l l.ldccd, we might speculate that whatev­

e r form of speccb i, u l1protect~d will be reduccd by the Justices to tl, e semantically 

Clllpty sOllnding t¡de of "pllre noist! ." HCll ce, rhe film clip of the ostensibly nude 

modcl sporting an anti-~overnmct1t tattoo woulc1 be notbing but jJU te noise, not J 

messagc, not an idea , blll che vallleless sOllndings of srreet noise. 

20. 	Kimbcrk Crenshaw rnarks thi\ ¡lmbivaknce in tb e law in a diftt:rent way, su g­

gesting th"t the COllrtli w ill discoul1t African-AmcricalJ forms of artistic expression 

as :mistic cxp ressioll and slI bject sucI! expresslOll ro censorship precisely beca use 

of racis t presurnptiom abo llt what COUlltS as artistic. 011 the o ther hand, she finds 

thc rcprese11 taOo 11 of \\lomen in tllese l'XprCSSlOns to bc reptlJent, Jnd so feels her­

self to be " torn" bet\veen the twO position:; . Sce " Beyond Racism and Misogyny: 

Black Feminism and 2 Live C rl'w," in H.vrds Tlwt Wvwld. 

21. Note tbe subsllmption of ¡be declara tion that one is a homoscxual under the rubric 

of offensive conduct: "Sex'Ual orienration win flot he a bar to service unless rnani ­

fcstcd by bomosexual conducto The mi1itary w iJ1 diseI!arge I1Icmbcrs who engage 

in homosexual conduct, wh.ich is defined as a homosexual act, a st.ltcment that the 

mcmber is homosexual or bisexual , or a llIarriage or atremptcd marriage ro somc­

onc of the same gender." "The PentagoIl's N ew Policy Guiddines on Homosexuals 

in the M i.litary:' n e N('IjJYork Till les Ullly 20, 1993), p.A14. 
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