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Paul de Man as Allergen

J. Hillis Miller

WHY READING DE MAN MAKES YOU SNEEZE

It is easy to see why the institution of literary study in the United States,
or, in a different way, in Europe, including journalistic reviewing in
both regions, is antipathetical to de Man and needs to suppress him in
order to get on with its business. De Man’s work is a violent allergen
that provokes fits of coughing, sneezing, and vcﬁ::w eyes, perhaps
even worse symptoms, unless it can be neutralized or expelled. “Aller-
gen”: a substance that causes an allergy. The word allergy, oddly mdo:mr

” a Teu-

comes from the German Allergie, meaning “altered reaction,

ﬁom:o moHBmDo: from the Greek aflo, other, plus hﬂm\oﬂ\ﬂ\mmw The

\

oLl =t V,
“gen” in_ allergen means @m:wé or causing. De Man’s work as al- _

lergen is something m:oP other, that works to UEDW about a reaction of

resistance to that otherness. The _ummﬁ antihistamine might be to forget

his essays m_ﬁommﬁrﬂ. and get on with Hrm Hm?omcnco: of some form or

other of aesthetic ideology. The trouble is that once you have read de
Man mozolmmuwﬂ it is %mmnc: to do that without a vague uneasy feeling
that you are laying traps for yourself and others, or, to put it more sim-
ply, as de Man himself put it in the first wmammmmwrm of “The Resistance

to Theory,” promulgating something false, perhaps dangerously false.

In a remark near the beginning of the “Kant and Schiller” essay,
which, it should be remembered, is the transcription of an oral perfor-
mance, Paul de Man observes that though his Cornell audience has
been “so kind at the beginning and so hospitable and so benevolent,”
nevertheless, in this case as in others in his experience, “it doesn’t take
you too long before you feel that you’re getting under people’s skin,
and that there is a certain reaction which is bound to occur, certain

183



184

|

*

)8

T

J. Hillis Miller

questions that are bound to be asked, which is the interesting moment,
when certain issues are bound to come up.”! My figure of de Man as
m:@.qwb is a slight tr msmmOmEoD of this figure. An m:mnmos causes an al-

< menslosagenidg > 8 - ]

lergic reaction. It gets under your mw_: or into your nose, and “there i s

a certain reaction which is bound to occur.” You sneeze or break out in

a rash. The mmznm is only a mmEm It compares what happens to some

bioEm.E reading mm Man to what happens in a certain material Emn-,

et i

tion to a foreign mzcmﬁm‘nnml by a living ~organic body. The mm:_.o is_not

ySsag

innocent, however. In ooBmm:Eq moEmanm mmoapsm_%;mvﬁmmnﬁ ”

ﬁmzaozm_ rnm:_mDo or “spiritual,” Hmmﬁr:mv to something Bmﬁmzm_ au-

tomatic, autonomic, and E<o_c5m3m something “bound to rmwwmz

ﬁrmﬁ is, an. m:ﬁ gic ) wm&oﬂOD the question of the H&maom of language to

asa Ale s e

ff m%Em:S& is raised. Does any substantial connection justify the 1 fig-
f%{ﬁ?m is one Om the central questions in de Man’s conception of a

“material event.’ 'How can a linguistic act, such as the formulations

s otae s —_——

Homnrmm by Ww:ﬁm philosophic rigor, intervene in the “material” world

and bring about what de Man calls. :%m materiality of actual ?mﬁog\: 22 |

moé / can writing or reading be a Emﬁobm_ event? How can speech be

jan act? As [ shall show, de Man’s transformation of ﬁro usual meaning

of :Emﬁmm.wmwﬁv\ (the Qm:mmoﬁdmzo: is itself a speech act) goes by way

‘‘‘‘‘ e

| of a new conception Om the relation of _m:mcmﬁw to_that reconceived

Bmﬁmbm_:%

Almost any page of de Man’s work, but especially the beginnings
and endings of essays, contains rejections of well-established received
ideas about literary study. These rejections can best be characterized as
ironically and joyfully insolent or even contemptuous, as well as. dis-
mayingly rigorous and plausible.? Salient examples are the first two

pages of “The Resistance to Theory” and the last three pages of
“Shelley Disfigured.”* De Man’s essays have the structure he identifies

in “The Concept of Irony” as “the Qm%ﬂos& opposition between

eiron and alazon, as they appear in Opomw or Eo:mn_n comedy, ,ﬁrm

smart guy and the dumb guy” (AI 165). De Man is of course the eiron,
the smart guy, and all the previous experts on whatever topic or text he
is discussing are the alazons, the dumb guys.5 The received ideas he

attacks, often fundamental assumptions of our profession, are charac-

L. e S ——— e ——

teristically called mvmﬁm:m deluded, or simply false. The reader can

Saadieorin Wik g

only hope or assume that “This does not, cannot, mean me! Surely I
would not make such stupid mistakes.” De Man forestalls that defen-

sive move, however, when he asserts, for example, in the “Kant and
——

Schiller” essay in Aesthetic Ideology, that everyone, including r::mm:

——

P S R MRS
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’ is still bewitched by aesthetic

however ironically, in a oo:nQEm “we,’

amo_omv\

Before you either contest this [what he has been saying about Schiller’s
distortion of Kant], or before you not contest but agree with it and hold
it against Schiller, or think that it is something we are now far beyond
and that we would never in our enlightened days do—you would never
make this naive confusion between the practical and the pragmatic on
the one hand and the philosophical Kantian enterprise on the other—
before you decide that, don’t decide too soon that you are.beyond
Schiller in any sense. I don’t think any of us can lay this claim. Whatever
sﬂ_m:m we do, whatever way we have of talking about art, whatever
way we have of teaching, whatever justification we give ourselves for
teaching, whatever the standards are and the values by means of which
we teach, they are more than ever and profoundly Schillerian. They.
come from mnr:_‘mn and not from Kant. (AT 142)

De Man goes on to make a warning that certainly applies to what
has happened in his own case, in spite of the fact that he was protected
by being a Sterling Professor at Yale, which is about as much security

as you can get:

And if you ever try to do something in the other direction [in the direc-
tion of Kant, that is, rather than Schiller] and you touch on it you’ll see
what will happen to you. Better be very sure, wherever you are, that
your tenure is very well established, and that the institution for which
you work has a very well-established reputation. Then you can take

some risks without really taking many risks” (AI 142).

I have said that de Man’s work is threatening to “us all” because al-

e o ===

most any page contains nrnnm?zu\ _taunting_ ,Ho_mnﬁo:mu explicit or im-

plicit, of “our” most basic ideological assumptions, the ones “we”
most Smmm to get on with our work, the ones the university most needs

to get on with its work. His counterintuitive concept (it is not really a
oo:nowc of Bmﬁm:m_:% isan example of this.

DE MAN’S MATERIALISM
The “’s” in this subhead is a double genitive, both objective and sub-

jective. It names both de Man’s theory of materiality and the way his

own writings may show materiality at work or may. be mAmb_mm of

Emﬁmbmrs\ at work. De Man’s materiality is one of the most difficult

and obscure parts of his work.
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De Man’s use of the terms mater SN:Q w:a mater, E\N%: poses several
special problems, resistances to mprehension., m:mﬁ ne or the other

awvmh\m is most often intr oduced os? briefly and ell iptically. If the reader

does not keep a sharp eye out for it, it appears in a given essay for an

instant, for ﬁrm 1e blink of an eye, like a meteor, and then vanishes.
ZoHoo,\nn in these passages de Man seems to be saying mxoomm_zm_%

strange things, such as the assertion that Bmﬁmzmra\ 1s not “phenome-

nal.” Second] unlike “performative” a “irony” (terms not on every-

one’s lips-and concepts that clearly need some explaining), we tend to

think we already know what materiality is. It is the E@m&

3 these hard objects right in front of me now, impassive, impassible,
resistant, not dependent on my perception for their continued exis-
tence, like that stone Samuel Johnson kicked to refute Berkeley’s ideal-

ism: “I refute him thus [kicking the stone].’ \ﬁ:HnQ the term material-

ism is mﬁnoﬂ%q difficult to extricate from its associations with modern

@5?:8: science or ‘with vulgar understandings of ZmDﬁmE Is not

Marxism to be defined as “dialectical materialism”? De Man is sup-
posed to be in one way or another a _EmEmEn mo:dm:mﬁ someone who

believed, as all so-called deconstructionists are supposed to believe,
that it is “all language,” though the reader might remember that de
?Mmc‘w.mmm: his r_mrmn mazom:o: as a science, mathematics, and engi-

neering student at the Ecole wo_ﬁmnrzﬁcm of the University of Brussels
(1936). His professional interest in language came later. Nevertheless,

for de Zm: to call r:dmmm a materialist, or for us to call him one, seems

as absurd and counterintuitive as for de Man to call Kant and Hegel

Bm_nmzmrma or to find crucial materialist moments in their work, mEno

mﬁvao&\ _Soﬁwm (without r :mnmmmm::\ having read them) that 9@ are

ammr:mmm Equally absurd would be to think one might find. M:w kin-
mFG between de Man’s thinking and Marxism, though the truth i is ﬂrmm
a mmmw F:mr% exists between de Man’s work and Marx’s s thought in

H@m Qmé&&& Emo\o%& as >:%Nm_\/x\m355m_c has been demonstrating

n r_m moBEmHm To show this it is necessary actually to go back and

Hmm& Marx, as well as de Man, no easy tasks.
The ﬁmHE&x&mS&N@ or its cognates appears at crucial moments in
de Man’s 29m,m“mmﬂ_%\mwmwmwEmgl@b.a Proust in aWommEm %Ho:mc ?
Rea in Giotto’s

\tNm%oQ of the Virtues and Vices at the Arena in Padua, meaning rep-

——— @=L

in Allegories of Reading. What Proust calls the “symbols,”

resentations like the Charity that looks like a kitchen maid, are “some! ")

/?:m real; mow:m:% mx_,um:m:o& or EmﬂoEm:% rm:&ma »6 That this pas-

sage was _Bmonm:ﬁ to de Man is

indicated by the €m< rm cites it again

Paul de Man as Allergen

at a crucial moment-on the symbolin Hegel just at the end of one of his
late essays, am_m: and Symbol in Hegel’s Aesthetics.” This time de Man

translates the phrases himself somewhat differently from the Moncrieff
translation, and he cites the French original: “the symbol represented

as real, as moEm:v\ E?Qmm or-materially rmz&mm@fuv (le symbole

Nm?.mmm:wﬁ comme réel, comme effectivement subi ou matériellement
manié]” (Al 103). The terms material, materiality, and the like then

appear with increasing ?m@mnbn% in de Man’s later work. It is as

though de Man had discovered in such words a way to “call” more ac-y /v

curately something he wanted woDnoEdmE<m€hﬁio‘mmmsﬁbm9m©m even to |
invoke, that i is, to “call moﬁr: “The only word that comes to mind is \
Hrt at of : :Swmﬁ.i Smmo:.,,_. S wrgoam:m_:% and Materiality in

Kant,” in AI 82). “What Michael Riffatere misses or evades in Hugo’s
“Eerit sur la vitre dune fenétre flamande” is just what the title indi-

cates or names, namely, what de Man calls Cthe materiality of an in-
/m\o:f_.uno:u (RT 51). A climactic passage in mro:m% s. The H:x:%\q of

?\m is said to stresg“t “the | :8@: and material aspects of _m:m:mmm:kww
113). :»Eﬁrmowoaozuwaﬁ and Hmo_um in the Lyric” ends, in a phrase H
have already cited, with an appeal ﬁoﬁﬁrm Emﬁmbmra\ om actual Emﬁoc\

(RR 262). A cascade of such terms punctuates the essays in >m&$m&n
Ideology, not only in “Phenomenality and Materiality in Kant” and in
“Kant’s Materialism,” where “a materialism that Kant’s posterity has

el

not yet begun to face up to” (AI 89) is the mOn:m of the argument, but

also in “Sign and Symbol in Hegel’s >m&®m&m ;% where we read that

(13 - .
The_ _m.nm in other words Em_mmm.mm,wmhmoﬁ%, appearance, in Hegel, as

“the Bmﬁm:& inscription of names” and also in the way Hegel’s “theory

e

of ﬁro Em:  manifests itself Emﬁm:m:w: (AI102,103), and in “Kant and

m&::ﬁ. » where we nmmm of ﬁrm :mménm&_m bnomﬁmmﬁoz a,mmoB .m.ﬁmﬁnm of

some mxﬁgn anfoccurrence, ?\For has the memmEmrQ of moEmanm

(that actually happens, that m,wEm:w occurs’and of “the materiality of
the inscribed signifier in Kant” (A 132, 134).

The reader will have seen that the term §§m§i~@\m:m its cognates

occur in three related, ultimately more or less identical, registers in de |

Man: the Emﬁm:m:&\ oM ?mSQJ.ﬁrw Bm_”ozm_:% of inscriptiony and the m

anmnm:Q of what the eye sees prior to perception and cognition. H:t

all three of these registers, as I shall try to show, materiality is associat-

ed with notions of performative power and with what seems materiali-

.Q s opposite, moﬁ:m__mB In all three modes of anm:m:mg the ultimate | ‘

bmmmaoxrw:mmmms_n _&mm or c:_:ﬁn:_@g:@ is the claim or insinuation -

T 1 ey
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) ﬁrmPBmHDm:Q is Doﬁ @rmDoEm:m_ :oﬁ omg to ﬁrm senses b:mﬂ what in_ , raﬁoQ is not thought of as a progression or a regression, but is thought

nrm <<OLQ nocE mrm:,. H.dmm:.m e M of as ah o<m:3mm an OOn:Emznm Hrnmm 18 UGSQ ?05 ﬁrn moment ﬁrmﬁ

) The @Em \a»[mﬁ’mm._m_:% @m ‘w\_‘who‘ﬂ\; Seems the easiest ﬁo.:bmmamﬁmma .éoam mzow as ‘power’ and vmz_m 1wm,mfmm on emerge on the scene. At

and accept as commonsensical. EEE@E@W.@ means | that BoBo:ﬁ %Emm \33&3 there is occurrence, %Qo is event.; I_mﬁo&k\
P@P@r\@??l@@msm& mmwmoﬂm:v\iwlm#m result of human inter vention 1 is therefore not a 85@05_ notion, it rmm zo&::m to do with 85@03_5\ ,
?rmu:mr we speak, for example, of the history of the Eozcmwm or of g¢co- ‘ ; [there’s allergenic assertion for v\oc; but it is the emergence of a lan- \
logical history). History is wars, battles, the building of the pyramids, M,. guage o:uoém_ out of a _msq:mmo of nom@_ﬁomr?i 133) .

=

the invention of the steam engine, migrations of peoples, legislative de- ‘m =
cisions, diplomatic negotiations, the clearing of forests, global warm- I do not think de Man meant ﬁrmﬁ ﬁrm words power and battle are in

ing, that sort of thing. De Man’s ‘materiality of history, however, is not | themselves always historical events in the sense de Man is defining
materiz such events, U:ﬁ that he means the uses of such words in effective per-

quite like that. For him the materiality of “history) properly speaking, is s
formative utterances are historical events. As opposed to the moment

“the hmmz: Om acts of %Waw\mpr that are ~punctual and momentary; since ﬁrov\
of Kant’s self- ::mo_:m materialism in the third Critique, Schiller’s recu-

mnmﬁ/ﬁﬁ:@ohm_ Joncognitive and foncognizable @mmmoHEmHZn utter-" .

olaze or N __, peration of Kant within aesthetic ideology and its long progeny, the

C m:nmm:m_mﬁoQ is caused by language or other signs that make some- | e ==

%Em materially rmmwm: and such happenings do not happen all that
often. The most radical, and allergenic, counterintuitive, scandalous
formulation of this is E.aﬂmzﬁ and Schillet.” There de Man asserts that
Kant’s Critique of \&&m\xmxw was an irreversible historical event

@nOnm&Emm of which are identified in the main body of “Kant mbn_
mn?:nm ,” did not happen, were not historical events:

One could say, for example, that in the reception of Kant, in the way
Kant has been read, since the third Critigue—and that was an occur-
rence, something happened there, something occurred [de Man’s stut-
tering iterations here mime the punctualities of historical events; the
reader will remember that this is the transcript of an oral presentation
that was not written down as such]—that in the whole reception of
Kant from then until now, nothing has happened, only regression, noth-

ing | rmm happened at all. Which is another way of saying there is no his- /
i
\

Umo:mrﬁ about b E\ the shift mnoE cognitive to efficaciously @Qmoidm-

tive discourse in Kant s own ¢<oam ‘whereas Schiller’s &ao_om_n& mis-

reading of Kant and its long progeny in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries were nonevents, certainly not irreversible material events. In

‘ :wrmzoam:mra\ and Zmﬁﬁam_:v\ in Wm:ﬁ: de Man speaks of the crucial

LAl C

2 shift to @ “formal materialism” in Kant’s Critique ox\&&mxﬂmﬁ as “a

tory . . . that reception is not historical. . . . The event, ﬁrm occurrence, is

?\an from trope to bmnmoﬂdmsom: that is “a deep, perhaps fatal, vmmmw

or n:mno:DsEQ: (AI 83, 89, 79). This is the place, as he puts it in
“Kant and Schiller,” at s&ﬁ: Kant “found himself by the rigor of his

) ~ own discourse [the project of mnmﬁrocnm as mgn:_msob of pure reason
SENY o s
S mnm @Hmoﬁom_ reason or mn?nm_ to gomw mosﬁ under ﬁrn power of Em

‘Hom_mﬁmm by Hm_:mo:vEm it in the cognition of tropes, and that is itself a

s ot |

ﬁomo_omam‘_ cognitive, and not a historical move. (Al 134) 4

These sternly recalcitrant statements may be more understandable

and perhaps even more acceptable if we HmBmB_uom that Eﬁrswmmp and

A mn Mar in his own way, ,mo:oéEm Marx, define _mooﬂw@\ as rmSDm

currence, which has the materiality of something that actually rm@- Bo ?mﬁon as being outside history, as having no purchase on his-

ﬁoH _since ideology is @mmnaoq an E:moQ E&cﬁmmnmﬁmbm,ﬁm of the

= et

,8& conditions of existence, ,vm >§rn%2 put it in “Ideology and

mmfﬂ.oma& State >@©m82mmmv=w or, as un/ﬁpm: puts this in “The Resis-

tance to Theory”: “What we call amo_om< is precisely the confusion of
' 132). Since the event of Kant’s materialism is punctual and instanta- _Em:_mﬁn with natural reality, of reference with @rozoam:m:ma (RT y

neous, it is in a curious sense not within time, though it has a wnmEml ,,, . 11).% The reception of Kant by Schiller and his followers, including you
! and me as inheritors of aesthetic ideology, is ideological, %Qmmoﬁ not

manzw mwm&cnm an irreversible meozn& event, aﬁo some extent an oc-

pens, that actually occurs. And there, the thought of material occur-
rence, something that occurs materially, that leaves a trace on the ,,

5 world, that does moEmﬁrSm to the éolm as mznwlnrmﬁ notion of oc- |

| currence is not opposed in any sense to the notion of writing” (Al

il
i

nent m:a ir mn<mmm_2m mmnoﬁ on émmm we - usually (mistakenly) think of as
ﬁrm 83@08:@ of history: ‘

historical. Aj=
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We are (I am) now in a | wo&ﬂo: to answer the puzzling assertions de

~ Man makes int¥The Concept of Hnonwé fbom& he says, “also very

 clearly has a mﬁmoHBmﬁZo function. Irony consoles and it promises and

it mﬁncmmm: (AI 165). What nocE Qm‘zm.: mean 3\ saying that irony is
m{go:dmﬁ:\m:\ efficacious, ﬁvmﬁ it promises, ‘consoles, or excuses? If we

take seriously de Man’s claim later in the essay that irony is a @9:5-

e

nent parabasis ﬁrmﬁ radically suspends meaning 3 y the incursion of

rnﬁ.mmvm Bmm_:mmm and WWGE_S\ (Friedrich Schlegel’s terms) into _m:-

guage, mr)g ;,,_,e‘<oc5 seem radically counterintuitive to say that irony
has a successful mﬂmoibmn:\a function. A statement at the end of the
essay is equally baffling: “Irony and history seem to be curiously linked
to one another” (Al 184). If irony is permanent parabasis it would
seem to have little to do with history, but to be rather the withdrawal

?oB effective historical action. Hrm m:m_o gy | between the :omnom:;:\m

mmmooﬁ of irony and the noncognitive mmwmnﬁ of @o&o::mﬁ:\m Emmmmznmm

gives the clue. ro:% is mﬂrmwm the most radical example of ﬁr@ rupture

tterance
Um?,\mom cognitive and performative %mno:nmmm Insofar as an u

s mmmmiomwdm?ﬁ it is_ E:Soémzmv HHoE\ mcm@m:am cognition. It is_just

“because irony is QSOH Bmm_:mmm m:m stupidity that it can be performa-

Q<m_< felicitous.. wHoB_mmm excuses, _consolations can Um moﬂmoﬁsmm by

3

ecause iron
irony, or can be mmwmﬁm:v\ done by ironic utterance, just because irony

is the radical mzmwmsmﬂos of cognition. Another way to put this is to say

“that even the most solemn performative utterances are contaminated

by being @550 Jacques Derrida includes irony along with lit-
erature among the - parasitical presences that are wOmm_E% incorporated

within any performative as a result of its intrinsic iterability.

2 »
What I have just said will also indicate the surprising m:m_ curious

materiality of history as
_connection of irony with history. Since the materiality of history 2

“event is mm:mhmﬁmm by acts. of linguistic power, that _mvbmhhohﬂwh

mmmmnm acts, %m:mw 3\ no means necessarily _Embsosm_ one ;onfmm
a form of such power or as an Emhma_mnﬁ oﬁ any such act of power,
| “against all our instinctive assumptions, can be said not only to 0 prom-

|
| 10t only
M ise, console, and excuse, but also to_generate t the events that 5&8 up

L SR

the Bmﬁmzmra\ of history. Just as, for Uﬂ.zn_mg the possibility of felici-
tous %omnr acts depends on the possibility that they may be “litera-
ture,” so for de Man the efficacy of performative utterances, including

e

those that generate history, %@m:mm on the possibility that they may be

ironical. They may be. You cannot tell for sure.

If mmgnF acts generating “history are, strangely enough, one form of

SEEREEUS IR A .

Bmﬁmzer\ or are the place. where Tanguage. touches Bmﬁm:m:? leaves

{
i
1

M
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a mark on it, materially handles it mr&ﬂwﬁmnmrg Om érmﬂ ﬁrm m%m mmmm\ @

e et S N

appears more obvious but turns out to be more difficult to grasp. of
ooEmm we say, what the eye sees is material. That received opinion or

Prwme e e ez o -

doxa turns out, however, once again not to be quite what de Man

means. What he does mean is the central argument of the two essays

on Hﬂmcﬁ,awrmdoammm_;v\ and Zmﬁm:&:% in Kant? and- “Kant’s
gm:m:ﬁ ? For received opinion, what we take for granted, _wrm,
:oBm:mrQ and materiality are the same thing or are two aspects of the
same thing. Because something is material it is phenomenal, open to
the senses. For de Man, following Kant, phenomenality and materiali- ;

e S

Lty are not noEoEom but opposed. How can this be? De Man sees in

Kant’s theory of the n&zma_n mz_u_::m ‘two radically nozﬂmn:nﬁog no- i

mo:m.nO/\:/H)Tm one h A/,Im, ﬁmm‘mcvrmbo is the moment when the i imagina- .-

ey et o

tion QEBE,H\ S over fear and puts al all'the &mEmEm of the sublime scene

to mmﬁr@n articulates ﬁrmB ina ommmm mmmﬁr‘mzn mvﬁﬁrmw_m as tropes ar-

= e

ticulate, e, or as the Uo&\ s limbs are articulated: “The i he imagination over-

ooBow,.mzmmzsmv becomes apathetic, and mromm the pain of natural

shock. It reconciles pleasure with pain and in so n_o_zm it articulates, as

mediator, the movement of the affects with the legal, no%mmm moHEm_-

ized, and ,mﬁmzm oaﬂ 0m reason” (AI 86). In so aoEmv Hrm :zmm_:m:uo: i

s el PU—— \

m of the sublime or the sublime itself accomplishes the goal of the %F&
Critique, which was to find a “bridge” between the first and mmoosm
Dﬁm,axmm» Unﬁimnn pure reason and the mmmonom_ reason of moral obli-

rac 1501 ( il

gation and choice; On the other | Wm:nr Kant’s analysis oam,m,%:mw?n 4

= iy At et S )

sublime contains a moment that radically disrupts, interrupts, and sus-

p e

@n:am Q:m rw@wv\ articulation, Kant reaches this moment &:ocmr the

very_ Emom of his critical %E_azm He proposes that the paradigmatic

s, ¢ ——

mmelb_m of ﬁrm 35“5:0 sublime is when thecoverarchi ling <m..m_~ﬂwmwrm
_A vand ﬁrm ‘outstretched mirror of the sea ‘are seen just as the eye mmmm {

ﬁrmB or as Hro poets see them, without Hrocmrﬁ for their meaning.

Seeing them as meaningful would occur, for mxmBEmu when we view the
sea as a reservoir of edible fish, or the sky as a producer of life-giving ¢
rain. De Man quotesg mmn.ﬂo: N% of Kant’s The Critique o\\:&w\xmi

“we must regard it ?rm mﬁmn&\ mﬁmé& just as we see it [wie man ibn

sieht], as a m_mﬁmwﬁ, all-embracing vault [ein :\Swmm QmEo@& ﬁo

find the ocean nevertheless sublime we must regard it as poets Qo ?Sm

die Dichter es Em\ anmF by what the eye 8<om_m [ was &mﬁ >§%&Q§E
zeigt]” (AL wov De Zm: goes on to argue that &:m way of mmn_:m _m _mm_-

olmﬁnm@con SOEE 5&8 mm:mm Om érmﬂ is seen. It Eﬂ mow ei;; ;
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sees, in an activity of the eye operating by itself, enclosed in i itself,

«}o:v\ detached, &_mmﬂzn:_mﬁom from %EWEW mbm interpreting: aZo

mind is E<o~<m& in \H\rm e Kantian vision of ocean and heaven. . . %rmﬁ is

,roi %Emm are to the e eye, in the redundancy of their appearance to ﬁrm

36 and not to the mind, as in the Ratnmm:n éo& ?@S&%m:ﬁ ...in

which the eye, Scﬁo_om_nm:% is named twice, as eye :\mmm.. wmm,mm éfrmn

= Fene

ears to_the 86: (AI 82). Um ‘Man’s name for or this way of seeing is

3PREALS (0 st

faBmﬁmEm_ vision”t “The o::\ word that comes to mind is that of a

/
U
‘w

_

i

mater ial vision” (Al 82), which is another way of saying, in m,mmﬁ.w%m,
‘matic bm&oHEmﬁ:\o speech act, “I call this ‘mater ial vision.”” The word

material then appears in, m,nwmnmmm of wrmmmom in the msvmmnco:ﬁ mmmnm.
“what we call the material aspect”; “

“the vision is purely material”;
materialism that, in the tradition of the reception of the ﬁr:m OEWRE

sttt

is seldom or never @nmnm:\ma: :m the architectonic ﬁrm: appears, very

near the end of the analytics of the aesthetic, at the conclusion of the
section on the sublime, as the material disarticulation not only of na-

[ St

ture but of the vo&\ ?S%ﬁomm_ mxmawmam of the vmmsc?_ or the sub-

rB& . then this moment marks the undoing of the mmmnw@so as a valid
omﬁwmopw The critical power of a transcendental philosophy undoes
the very project of such a philosophy leaving us, certainly not with an
ideology—for transcendental and ideological (metaphysical) principles
are part of the same system—but with a materialism that Kant’s pos-

terity has not yet begun to face up | _.”o: (AI 83, 88, 89).
How could we “face up to” something that we can see but not face

——

up to in the sense of clearly confronting it.and making it intelligible to.

ourselves? The idea of a way of seeing that is performed by the eye

mamo;? n:mmoﬂmﬁmn_ from the mind, is, strictly m@nmE:stan:W

gible, since any sense we give to this >.:m§mn,®m§ is mf&ﬁﬁ ideologi-
n& ::mom;_o:. “To the extent that any mind, that any Eam:»o:ﬁ inter-

e )

Man’s Bmﬁoﬂmrc\ is nonphenomenal, since phenomenality always in-

=l e —— frtndes

j1volves, Emﬁma_% Em_cnm sense or trying to make sense of what we see.,
,,,,,, Instans

?E:m Ematerial vision’ "would be > pure seeing prior to any seeing as the

St=Oteay

e
,mo_,:n of c:mmﬁmﬁms%:m ﬁrm:” we name when we say, “T see it all now.” Tt

\isort @

) a<ocE|Wm,m¢@8 “seeing mon_bmwﬁ_pm:mv something csﬁ_ﬁ:wm_&n c:wn‘oé-

| able, :E:ﬁm:_myzﬁfm ﬁm:mo»_om_nm_ eye o%m_mwm/« Realism postulates a
wrm:oﬁosm:mﬁ of experience ém_nr is here being denied or ignored.
Kant’s looking at the world just'as one sees it (‘wie man ihn sieht’) is

an mvmo_cﬁm, radical formalism that entertains no notion of reference or

semiosis” (AT 128). \\

veries, it is in error” (A 82). That is what I mean by saying that de -

R

__not, as yet, clearly intelligible” (AI 82). The msm,éﬁ. is th Emwwzma

Paul de Man as Allergen

The idea of a materiality that would not be phenomenal does not

make sense. Neverthel overtl
and in SO many words at the end of the essay on Riffaterre Hypogram
nﬂ(mnﬂ Ew@%io?@ There he speaks of “the materiality (as distinct from
the phenomenality) that is thus revealed [when we remember that
Hugo’s poem was supposed to have been written on a window pane],
the unseen ‘cristal’ whose existence thus becomes a certain there and a
certain then which can become a here and a now in the reading ‘now’
taking place” (RT 51). The paradox is that the window glass, figure
here for the materiality of inscription, is not érmﬂ the eye sees m:n what
a%mdmmw‘mmﬂo:mr In the Kant essays, as in mmv\.@ommma and H:-
scription,” the rigor of de Man’s own critical thinking brings | r:: re-

peatedly, by different routes, across the border of the intelligible and

= S i setad 1 ¢ no

ess, that is just érmﬁ mm Man affirms, most o<o§_<

into the realm of the m:@@ﬁ:ﬁ in this case the recognition of a materi-

Alism in Kant that has seldom or ‘never been recognized in the whole
a_mD:mEmr& Qmm;_os of Kant mnWO_manG and so is mnmmroam to it,

Hegel was  anathema to ﬁrn %mznmcarmm Eomm_ mmmn_m_aﬁ Wmﬁ:o:m
Geuss.10 e
The final version of materiality in de Man is nvofb(nmw_n materiali-
Q of the QQWM\U,A\: 90). Just what does de Man mean by that? No one

mosvnm that writing (and mbmm_czm ﬁoov rm<m a Bmﬁmzm_ Dbase, Emm_a on

O e Ty S et <ol | et shiogedusing © et

of ﬁrw EmmbEmv @mHBm:m:nm m:n_ :mcmB_mm&_rQ Om _mzmzwmm No

@Ho_u_nE De Man of course does not mean anything so in mmmomBm:ﬁ

with common sense and an:\mn_ opinion. When de Man calls Kant’s

sublime %ﬁmxmn\@:@ 0m m_mN m:& sea a-“inaterial vision”; he goes on to

raise a further question that is not answered until the end of the essay:

pRe=uaAL o A2l s

“how this materiality is then to be understood in linguistic terms is /

of the _onﬁ but j just what does that mean? The essay ends with an ex-

S

Emcmco: that if not o_mmlw Bnm:_m&_mu at least indicates why these

\\.l» B e R

“linguistic terms” must be ::Eﬁo:_m_zm The reader is given intelli-

gence of ccEﬁo:Hm&_:g new news of the unknowable.

¢ The prosaic materiality of ﬁwou_o,no/,r:m:_m:n: equivalent” of a ma-

.mnEmrmB of vision, has two main mmmncnomx One'js a m_mmmﬁnﬁmcos of \m
Janguage equaling the %mmmzna_m:ozm of nature and the human body ﬁ

h_n Man has found in Kant’s &N:m::o sublime: “To Hrmm_mamgvmmaonﬁ

@moacezm tropes ummnuhnm_moma Um nrﬁ,mnmmBo:SDom Om sentences and
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propositions into discrete words, or the fragmentation of words into

syllables or mbmzw letters” (AI mmv Strictly speaking, as _EW:S? not

e (S

to speak of language @r:omowrgm like Wittgenstein, have shown,
words do not have Bmm:_:m by themselves. They have meaning only

Srmz 93\. are used, incor @ohmnom into momﬁmnnmm To detach them from

%Em sentences and Fm:\m them rwzm_zm ﬂrmnm in_the air or on the page,
surrounded by Embw paper, is the first stage in a progressive disarticu-

e

lation of meaning that goes then to mﬁ_mzmm and finally to _mnoﬂm It is

extremely difficult to see words, syllables, or _28:& for example on a

RS

printed page, in this way, just as it is extremely hard to O see as the eye

sees. One has to be a poet, as Kant says, to do it. The_ mind Emﬁmn&v\ in-

—~——

terprets what Em eye sees, “perceives it,” and gives meaning to it, just

as the mind @Ho_mnnm Gmm:_nm into ﬁromm mute letters on the page. Ttis

- BN SSovioni Sttt = - e e e

almost _B@Omm_zo to see letters as just t ﬂrm Bmﬁmzm_ ‘marks they are.
L ITIOSE. AT

Even words in a _m:qcmmm we do not know are seen as _m:mzmmm and
not as sheer materiality. We tend to see random marks on a rock as
possibly writing in an unknown language.

~Er@w lm‘mwgmm of the materiality of the letter stressed by de Man

makes that materiality more likely to be mr:%wmhr_: the wink of the

eye, | ve, before the mind starts “reading.” This is repetition ow.s‘\o‘am and’

e s ——— L T

A et

ﬂ&mwm parts that calls attention to the absurd and unmotivated echoes

‘among them at the _96_ of syllable an and letter: puns, mermmu m_:ﬁmnm-.

e e T Ssserm——

Bo:m assonances, and so on, that is, @Hoﬁmo_m 10S€ erEmﬂn mmmﬁ:mmm

S =

poets especially use, “the play of the letter.and of the syllable, the way
of mmu:bm

. as opposed to what is being said” (AI 89). The “persua-

siveness” 0m the passage in Kant about the recovery of the imagination’s
tranquillity through material vision depends, de Man says, “on the

proximity between the German words for surprise and mn_E:m:o:
s RSyt <ot S i
Verwunderung and mmSNNsamuﬁN‘Nmu, (AI'89). The reader, de Man contin-

ues, is led to assent to the Enoawmagr% or aporia between the imagi-

SRR e TR S T

nation’s mm:cmm m:m its success by “a constant, and finally bewildering

m:mgmcos & Em two ﬁnHBm >§%m§w&§§m& and Unangemessen(beit),

to the point s&% one can no _o:m, er tell them apart” (AI 90). One ad-

ditional example of this in de Man’s mmmm[wm Mm\ﬂ,nxnmmnmn_m of words in.
“fall” that he finds in a passage v&ranan.. ‘Fall, Beifall, Siindenfall,

Riickfall, Einfall, NS@R\Q&NN Fille: “As"we know from another :mim-

tive text of Kleist [“On the Gradual Formation of Hrosmrﬁm while

m@mm_afEmy ’1; Hro Enaommi_u_m tropes that have the most success (Beifall)

occur as mere random i improvisation ES\QS at nwo moment when the
T T T T e e e e, - SRR PN O

author has oo:%_nﬁo:\ 3_:55%& no:ﬁno_ over his Smm:_:mm:ﬂ has

Paul de Man as Allergen

relapsed (Zuriickfall) into the extreme formalization, the mechanical

mﬁ,m\&nﬁmv::% of mSEBmEom_ n_mo_m:mho:m (Fdlle)” (RR Nmov By the
time the reader gets to the end of this the root “fall” is fast becoming a
mere surd, a sound emptied of meaning: “fall, fall, fall, fall.” The read-

er will see that :momBm:wB of :moHerNmno: names for de st :oﬁ

the beautiful mom%g‘n moHerNm:ob of the artwork, but a principle of

Ennrmm_nm_ mgmn_mmm:mmm in _m:mzmmm that he associates with the arbi-

QmE:nmm ofg ‘grammar, of declensions, Falle. De Man goes on to make a

@:: of his own. Since Falle m_mo means trap in German, he can say that

¢

“everyone falls into “the trap of an aesthetic education which inevitably

confuses m_ABmeﬁEgﬁ of language by the power of the letter with

nro mnmnm?_m,mmm&m awmom.: me:;?roémﬁm_mzoﬁmvmn_mnmmm-
nrmSQNqu of the random formalizations of language in grammar and
paronomasia such as poets are known to play with. It is a mortal n_ami:w
ger, a pericolo de morte, according to the last words of the' last essay in
The Rhetoric of Romanticism, “the ultimate trap, as unavoidable as it
is deadly” (RR 290). The Hom&nn will note that this aspect of the materi-

ality of the letter Hzmm to disappear in translation. It depends on the

unique idiom, idiolect, or even “idiocy,” in the etymological sense, ofa

certain language. GEB&&& this Hﬂumsaon of words and bits of So&m

mEmﬂmmqmzmcmmm of meaning and makes it mere unintelligible sound, mm

when the poet Tennyson, as a child, used to repeat his own name over
and over, “Alfred, Alfred, Alfred,” until it ceased to mean anything at

all and he melted into a kind of oceanic trance. Try it with your own
name, as I do here with mine: “Hillis, Hillis, Hillis, Hillis.”
De Man’s formulation of ﬁ_:m in one notable place is more re prosaic.

As he shows, Hegel’s ﬁrooQ of memory as Gediichtnis, in opposition

to Erinnerung, is that it memorizes by emptying words of meaning and

repeating them by rote, as pure arbitrary signs that might be in a foreign

language or in no _m:mcmmm at all:

“It is well known,” says Hegel, “that one knows a text by heart [or by

rote] only when one no longer associates any meaning with the words;
in reciting “what one thus knows _8\ heart one necessarily mpomm ,m:,mo-

centuation.” [I suppose Hegel means that one Rbmmmm,mﬁ@%om@mm::&-
_nvmm_& ES a schoolchild or a robot—/HM.] .

. The F_gr%mbﬁ:oh

f

:8 of names 5: 101-2)

words, Em_ﬂnm :m sensory appearance, E Eomn_ as. %@ Bmﬁmzm_ inscrip- J ﬁ

Speaking in “Hegel on the Sublime” of Hegel’s “Gesetz der Auferlichkeit

(law of exteriority),” de Man says, xﬁ:am a stutter, or a vﬁowg Rnoa
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it makes what it keeps repeating 3 worthless and meaningless” (AI 116).

This had already been exemplified in a SE% vertiginous couple of
paragraphs in “Sign and Symbol in Hegel’s Aesthetics.” There de Man

EWS two at first innocent- mnosmr looking, but in fact “quite astonish-
ing,” sentences in Hegel’s Encyclopedia: “Since language states only
what is general, I cannot say what is only my opinion [so kann ich
nicht sagen was ich nur meine],” and “When I say ‘1, 1 mean myself as
this 1 to the exclusion of all others; but what I say, I, is precisely any-
one; any I, as that which excludes all others from itself [ebenso, wenn
ich sage: ‘Ich,’ meine ich mich als diesen alle anderen AusschliefSenden;
aber was ich sage, Ich, ist eben jeder]” (AI 97, 98). The sentences
themselves are bad enough in English, though worse in German (e.g.,
wenn Ich sage, Ich, meine ich mich”), but by the time de Man gets

through with these sentences. the reader is dizzied by the repetitions,

\ ES Tennyson repeating his own first name, or as if he rmm‘ been caught

mB@QEm out. om ‘meaning a_glimpse of the ‘Bmﬁoimrn% of the FQQ. In

commenting on the first sentence de Man plays with mein and meinen

r‘lz,
as mine and mean and generates a sentence in which the cascade Om

“sinces,” and sinces. 2;?5 sinces, ?omcgm its oé: stuttering repeti-

tion, Eow a vmowg Rno&

“Ich kann nicht sagen was ich (nur) meine” then means “I cannot say
what I make mine” or, since to think is to make mine, “I cannot say
what I think,” and, since to think is fully contained in and defined by
the I, since Hegel’s ego cogito defines itself as mere ego, what the sen-
tence actually says is .A cannot say [”—a disturbing proposition in
Hegel’s own terms since .rrn very @o%:&:@ of thought depends on the

possibility of saying “L.” (AI 98)

The other sentence, with its repetitions of ich and ich in mich, is already
“astonishing” enough itself, as de Man says, in the sense of numbing

turning it to mﬁoszmﬂ play lwhlmlmmrmm mwwﬁw_,mmua the word

the mind

DI 3 Tttt o Bl ‘\\l\i

Rm:% means, oﬁ%Bo_omEm:S “fo strike with thunder”). The sentence
shows the _‘E@omm&::v\ not only of the mﬂoﬂa « rﬂmv: “now,” “this,”
as when I say, “This’s sentence which T am here and now writing on my
computer at 8:51 A.m. on November 4, 1997, ” or, in Hegel’s example,
1 this piece of paper on which I am now writing, but also of the deictic
"~ use of “I2:to point to me myself alone as a unique I que L. These words are

( :m;rw,?ﬂm“ %_mnmro_&mmm‘ Instantly, as soon as they are uttered, the

Yo

words assume the ufmost generality and can be shifted to any I, any

" in a nm<o_<5m door. %rmo:mw this dizziness the reader reaches in the

Paul de Man as Allergen

here, now, and this.!> However hard you try, you cannot say this I here

and now or this keyboard, processor, and computer screen at this mo-

ment that are prostheses of my body and by means of which I think.
awmmbboﬁ say 1.” “Aber was ich sage, Ich, ist eben jeder (but what I say,

I, is precisely m:v\oumv » De Man takes the otherness of R&m‘ not to

e

refer to another I, “the B_DOH image of the [,”. @E to name “n’importe

e s e e i R B AT e e ==T=t e

qui or even n :Svoim quoi” (Al 98); Emﬁ is, mcv&o&wuﬁ m: or even

e

m:LoEm& E_uvod m@_momm in Wocmmmws s \:\R is :_‘Dﬂmm&% Emﬁ a

HmsmoE sound, not even a proper name: “Rousseau was making what-

e T

ever noise rmm%o:mm to come into his head; he was saying :o&:nm at

>m de Man mmwm of Rousseau’s excuse in \«mw.m for what he had done
to Marion, “When everything fails, one can always plead insanity”

(AR 289). A certain Bwaummmu the Emm:mmm 0m 23% %m Emmmm can

see, often infects de Man’s own _mzm:mmm He _mimes in éwmﬁ he mm%m

ﬁwm materiality of the letter he is naming. >ﬁ Q:m _point his own work

Unooamm a @onHEmE\m utterance working to me the reader to the
edge of unintelligibility, this time g\ the route of the EmﬁmﬁmrQ of the
letter, and once more in a way that is ooczﬁm:EEﬁZm since it is another

annEm:S\ that is :o:@ro:oamsm_ cDmE@ to be seen, like the ¢ n:mﬁm_
invisible” of that Flemish ﬁ::&oé@mbo on ér_nr E:mo s poem was

mommﬁnrmm
The back cover of de Man’s Aesthetic Ideology speaks of the “ironic
good humor that is unique to him.” I find de Man’s irony, especially

when it expresses itself in wordplay, much more ﬁrmong:m than this

E._Smm implies, and so have many of de Man’s readers or listeners.

Such passages as I have been discussing, where the madness of words
has crossed over.into de Man’s own _m:hzmm@ @m\.m._mnfmm that hnmmﬂ,m

or auditors have found especially allergenic, that they have especially
Hnm_mﬁm& “The mE%mDnn of de Man’s “Semiology and Rhetoric,” for ex-

me_o when the essay was presented as a sort of Em:m:S_ lecture
after de Man took up his professorship at Yale, was more than a little

scandalized or even offended by the elaborate pun de Man &m«m_owm

based on the Archie Bunker television show. This pun depends on the
difference between lacing your shoes over or under. (“What’s the dif-
ference?” asks Archie Bunker.) This leads to the punch line of calling

Ecmm Derrida an “archie Debunker” (AR 10). Hrn audience did not

—— e e e

find that wholly mw?omzﬁm mom such a solemn occasion. The noE@_mx

mo:Em talk that de Man, in an exuberant reading, finds in Proust’s
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phrase “torrent d’activité” (AR 64) has seemed to some readers just
going too far. Raymond Geuss especially resisted what de Man says
about “mein” and “meinen” in Hegel. De Man’s aWo@? to Wmv\Eo:m

Geuss” @mmwa_% Jaces o over and under, that i is, Q%F:E what he meant

and why he is :mrﬁ and Geuss wr ong, ‘mn:@uoﬁ zgam_mnom timidity” (AT

190),.an cES:Embomm to face up to what is truly wild in Hegel’s text.

The resistance to de Man, what I have called an allergic reaction to

his writings, is not a resistance to theory in the mQBo_om_nm_ sense of the
word theory, a resistance to a generalizable “clear-seeing,’ > but rather a
resistance to what in his work precisely cannot be seen o_mmmg ﬁrm

escTmmmssana g nSfnetid

@QEBUE om nro snwsoémzm?ﬁrm :Enﬁm:_@zn. the DoncrmzoB,an_

Seamee

that is o<w32<:m3 in his work. This is perhaps most ﬁrnnmﬁmnﬂ.:mq pres-

entr not in the 598_ EnoEmmEg:Q Om the cognitive and performative

‘dimensions of language, and not even in what Friedrich Schlegel called

the madness and stupidity Rmnrom 5\ irony as permanent wm:m_umma
nor even in HAm:ﬁ S BmmmzmrQ om vision, but in ﬁro prosaic materiality ¢ of

the Homﬁmn Hrm _QOH is present at every n moment, though for the most

partitis Eﬁ&Em suppressed, covered over, in.all th all those words that sur-

ILIS ] s e

ﬁocnm “us all the time and that generate the reassuring ideologies in

terms of v “which we live our [ives. What is most threatening, most aller-
genic, most truly frightening about de Man’s writings, is the way they
force their readers to confront a darkness of unknowability that is not

just out there moBméeru beyond the circle of light cast by the desk’s

reading lamp. That would be bad enough, but this darkness has woven

itself into the light of reason itself and into the ¢ ‘instrument” by, ,i:nr‘:

expresses ;mw_m _m:mcmmm “No degree of knowledge can ever stop this

madness, for it is the madness of words” (RR 122).

PAUL DE MAN’S AUTHORITY
Another double genitive there: the authority Paul de Man exerts and

the authority in whose name he w@mm_a This essay began by aonﬁ@_zm

what is insolent or outrageous about-de Man’s writings, namely, his
calm, laconic assertions that all the basic assumptions of literary stud-
ies as a discipline, along with all the greatest authorities in that disci-
pline, are often just plain wrong. Where does de Man get his authority
to say such things? In the :mwﬁ of my investigation of his _materialism

I propose now in no:n_sm_ow three braided answers to the question of

érmucmﬁmmm de Man to say what Tm says. All these may be inferred

from.-de Man’s own writing.
J

\ First, he might be imagined m‘ﬁ.@m_ﬁbmﬂrmﬁ érmﬁ rm says, allergenic

Paul de Man as Allergen

as it is, is not his own willful desire to cause trouble, but something

‘that just happens, through reading. De Man’s work is all reading of

“some text or other, primarily canonical texts that are among the most
revered and cherished in our tradition. Therefore all these outrageous
statements are not de Man speaking, but him speaking in indirect dis-

course for what his authors say. It is mrm:oﬁ not de Man, who sayst ﬁrmﬁ

nothing is oo:,:moﬁma to. m:ﬁ?:m else. Hegel or Kleist, not de Zm:v

who Hommmﬁm the same words or mﬁ_mzmm until they _umnoBm mmdm&nmm It

o

is not I, Hum:_ de ZmP m@mm_cnm, but I mwm&cbm in the name of, E:T mrm

authority, of my authors. As Chaucer says, “My auctor wol I folwen if
I konne.”13 In the “Reply to Raymond Geuss,” de Man says,

The move from the theory of the sign to the theory of the subject has
nothing to do with my being overconcerned with the Romantic tradi-
tion, or narcissistic, or (“c’est la méme chose”) too influenced by the
French It has, in fact, nothing to do with me at all but corresponds to

an EmonmEm and m:ommﬁron Hegelian move of %n text. (AI 189)

@H second mwwn& to mcﬁr.}mdm what I, Paul de Man, say happens

ﬁrmocmr the rigor of critical reading, This rigor is somethin ing that pro-

e € e =

mmﬂmm,m\ﬁro generalizations of theory, something that is wholly rational,

logical, :msmaaagn the product of rigorous EEWEW that Bﬁrw haye

been done by anyone with de Man’s intelligence and _mmHE:m HrmoQ

grows out of reading and is authorized by it, though it is in a different

register and even ﬁrosmr &503\ m:m reading, as “The Resistance to
Theory” shows, are not mvNBEmnEn& Although “the resistance to theo-
ry is in fact a resistance to reading,” nevertheless “rhetorical readings,

Pl —

like the other kinds, still avoid and resist the reading they advocate.

Nothing can overcome the resistance to theory since theory is itself this

resistance’ .QGJ 15, 19). In the anm_v\ to Wm%Boza Geuss,” de Man

asserts that the commentator should accept the “canonical Rmm_zm up

8 ﬁro @o:: érnmm moBoﬁrEm is encountered in the text that makes it

impossible to go on accepting the om:oEnm_ interpretation. De Man’s
formulations are couched i in the language « of ethical obligation and in-
eevitability: “should,” anocE ” and “necessity.” The necessity arises ?oB

the reader’s encounter ézr ﬁro text. What happens in reading rmwwoa

and it imposes ::Emomv_o obligations on the reader that exceed the pre-_
suppositions both of the canonical reading and Om ﬁrmoQ

The commentator should persist as long as possible in the canonical read-

ing and should begin to swerve away from it only when he encounters
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difficulties which the methodological and substantial assertions of the
system are no longer able to master. Whether or not such a point has
been reached should be left open as part of an ongoing critical investiga-
tion. But it would be naive to believe that such an investigation ¢ould be
avoided, even for the best of reasons. The necessity to revise the canon
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arises from resistances encountered in the text :mm: Amxﬁm:m:\m_v\ con-

nm_<m& m:m not ?oE @mmnosnmm:onm :d@%& boB m_moérﬂm (A1 186)

\Hr:m source 0m de gm: S m:ﬁmg. ity; deepest and most serious: the

mnmzmm_omm oo:Ew:BE;:\n Q:Dmm de Man mmv\m come into _msmzmmm;

ﬁrhocmr the encounter, at the limits of the most exigent ﬁrmopoﬂomﬁ
rigor and obedient close Hmmm::mu of 1 the uni ﬁm_rm&_o De Man takes

the mmﬂos& to the mmqm of _EmQOdmrg or amnamnm the cE:REm_Zo

Lty = e o et

cmm:: of Bﬁo:m_

~TesmEee

as ﬁrmﬁ égor has m_émva m_nnmm% Emwnﬁnm ﬁrm

Wsoé_nn_mm. mmﬁom Nietzsche ,Am:m_ indeed, ‘mmﬁﬂ. m3~ ﬁmxﬁv we can no
longer hope o<$ ‘to _Soé in peace”. ?:N 126). Wherever de Man
starts, whatever texts he Rm% whatever vocabulary he uses leads ulti-
mately beyond itself to its limits at the border of a dark unintelligibili-

wed e

ty,what Friedrich mnEmmo_ called “der mn_ﬁE des Verkehrten und

Verriickten oder des m_:mm_ﬁmm: “und Dummen” (“the m@@mmwmbnm of

.

error and madness, or EB@FEE%Q%% mb& mﬁcwi_a\:v 14 Iﬁgnn

s

names de Man giveschis unintelligibilityyare performative Hmnmcmﬂml/

[ irony,: msa materiality, Kant may be taken as the paradigmatic model

==t

here. Kant’s s rigor of critical thinking led him to what undid his enter-

prise of architectonic articulation, disarticulated it. The same &dﬂm can

be said of &ngmn s writing, except that de. Man’s writing is &:ocmro:m

a long meditation on what happens when thinking encounters that

EOE@:SQ event émnz Hrw ‘unintelligible, error, Em&:mmm mﬁc?n:cw
:Bmomm the Bﬁocm_ enterprise of critical thinking, or turns out to have

been E&o_bm it all m_o:m
De Man mwmmwm in the name of, on the grounds of, these three quite
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incompatible but nevertheless inextricably intertwined justifications
for the allergens that he generates in words. This authority is, however,
no authority in the ordinary sense. It is an authority without authority,

e

or_the authority that undoes all grounds for m@nm_czm with authorit ty.

How can one speak ESLE@E,N@W the ; mmo\m@w mmfmm.m,,s:_a&:M\Emmwf

the limit, and indeed all along the way, de Man’s writings are allergenic
because they pass on to the reader an m:mnmm: an otherness, with

which they have been 5?08& and that is quite other ‘to the calm, im-

placable, _,.m:o:m_,\ﬁ:maam:_:m_w %mmn:: to R?R is Emo_ Om mm Zm: m

ﬁ
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argumentation. Or rather, the latter turns out to be the same as the for-

Emm reason to be other to itself.

NOTES

1. Paul de Man, Aesthetic Ideology, ed. Andrzej Warminski (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 1996), 131-32; hereafter Al

2. Paul dé-Man, The Rbetoric of Romanticism (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1984), 262; hereafter RR.

3. I use the word joyfully as an allusion to Nietzsche’s “joyful wisdom” or
“frohliche Wissenschaft.” Anyone who fails to see the exuberant or.even. comic joy
in de Man’s writings, anyone who sees him as a “gloomy existentialist,” as one
commentator calls him, simply lacks an ear. The ironic comedy sometimes surfaces
openly, as when he says, apropos of Kant’s assertion that the Dutch are all phleg-
matic, “interested only in money and totally devoid of any feeling for beauty or
sublimity whatsoever”: “I have never felt more grateful for the hundred or so kilo-
meters that separate Antwerp [de Man’s home city] from Rotterdam” (Al 124-25).
Another example is what he says as part of an assertion that the self-undoing of
Kant’s critical enterprise through “the rigor of his own discourse” was not felt as a
subjective, affective shudder: “I don’t think that Kant, when he wrote about the
heavens and the sea there, that he was shuddering in mind. Any literalism there
would not be called for. It is terrifying in a way which we don’t know. What do
we know about the nightmares of Immanuel Kant? I'm sure they were . . . very
interesting . . . Konigsberg there in the winter—I shudder to &::w\ AI 134). This
joy is no doubt one of the things that is held against de Man, as Derrida’s exuberant
hijinks—in format, for example—are held against him. Both make ironic jokes
about deadly serious matters. There is no room for comedy or for joy either in phi-
losophy and theory. They are solemn matters for which you should, if you are a
man, always wear a shirt and tie.

4. Paul de Man, The Resistance to Theory (Minneapolis: University of Minne-
sota Press, 1986), 3-4; hereafter RT; and RR 121-23.

5. De Man goes on to recognize that the final twist of irony in Greek or
Hellenic comedy is that the smart guy is “always being set up by the person he
thinks of as being the dumb guy, the alazon. In this case the alazon (and I recognize
that this makes me the real alazon of this discourse) is American criticism of irony,
and the smart guy is going to be German criticism of irony, which I of course under-
stand” (AI 165). This seems tobea rare mxmzﬁ_m of an overt admission 3 de Man

that he is bound to be nm:mwﬂ in the t Rm@m rm - sets for others, that what is sauce for

the goose is sauce for the gander. In the rest of “The Oo:nmE of Irony,” however, de
Man allows precious little in the way of smart-guy attributes either to American
criticism of irony, exemplified by Wayne Booth, presented as a dumb guy through
and through, or to German and Danish criticism of irony either, with the exception
of Friedrich Schlegel. Hegel, Kierkegaard, Benjamin, Szondi, and so on, are all as
dumb as Booth, though in different ways. In the vibrating irony of the passage I
have quoted from de Man, it is ironic for de Man to claim that he represents
American criticism of irony, though of course he is not German either. In any case,
for him to say he is “the real alazon of this discourse” is at the same time to say that
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he is the real eiron, since the alazon always turns out to be the disguised eiron, the
smartest smart guy, or the only smart guy around.

6. Paul de Man, Allegories of Reading (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1979), 78; hereafter AR.

7. The anonymous reader of this essay for the University of Minnesota Press
strongly resisted this account of de Man’s noznown of historical events in their mate-
riality. “Miller’s idea of history, moreover,” the reader said, “is of little merit and
has, as far as I can tell, very little to do with de Man.” This is a good example of
what I mean by an allergic reaction. My own idea of history is not expressed any-

where here, only de Man’s, although in the s mm:ﬁmnnm vmm:::.:m :I&SQ is wars,

battles . . .” T am miming ironically what H_Eﬁ,@ ry is oozﬁﬁﬂozm:% assumed to be.

Can the reader have taken my irony straight? After a careful rereading of my essay,

D e i !

I claim that the citations from de Man I make support what I say about de Man’s
concept of history. It is de Man’s concept, not mine, that scandalizes the reader,

makes him (or her) sneeze and cough. I have, however, altered one phrase that ap-
parently misled the reader into thinking I understand de Man to be saying that his-
tory is caused by “intentional” uses of language and that might therefore mislead
you, dear reader. As any careful reader of de Man knows, his theory of the perfor-

Hﬁmm.mm.ﬁmmm > of _msmcmmm (as owmommm to its mention) is, detached from. any con-

S EES SO s s

scious intention in the user. Language \éolﬁm performatively, on its own, most often

against the intentions or knowledge of the mmmmw@m or writer. As he says, in the con-

clusion to “Promises’ (Social Contract),” “The error is not within the reader; lan-
guage itself dissociates the cognition from the act. Die Sprache verspricht (sich)”

‘\xt(l)x! =

(AR 277), which means “Language promises” and w_mo “Language makes a slip of

the tongue.” I have thought it worthwhile to refer directly to the comments of the
Minnesota reader in order to try to forestall similar errors on the part of readers of
the published essay.

8. Louis Althusser, “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses (Notes to-
wards an Investigation,” in Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays, trans. Ben
Brewster (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1972), 162. See page 159, where
Althusser says, “ideology has no history,” and goes on to remark: “As we know, this
formulation appears in so many words in a passage from The German Em&l@

_..9. In an equally important, though much less.well known, definitio

m_mm :mmn ﬁrm vmm::::m of. :wrocoﬁa:mrQ and Zmﬁmnm_:% rinKant>.de Man mmmm,nﬁp

. et o S
are on the side of what. Nmmn called.“metaphysics,” that is, in

Rozﬂnm%h%@e Wpoi_m.&wnbhﬁrn MEH)E UbJ_k:oE:S_

analysis of aoo_om_nm will keep ideologies from becoming mere _:czoz and critical

n‘
: of the term,

E:_Omowww from vono:::m imm:mB cut off from the mBmEo& world (AI 72). The~

anonymous reader for the Gn:&%:w of Minnesota Press sternly challenged my
understanding in this footnote of Kant’s use of the term metaphysics. This is another
allergic reaction, one that demonstrates just the point I am making about de Man.
Surely Kant cannot have meant something so strange as this by “metaphysics”! At
the risk of making this footnote tediously long for those who have read Kant and
de Man’s commentary on Kant, here is the relevant passage from Kant, followed by
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de Man’s comment on it. I think my reader is mystified through having accepted
et R s )
received opinion about what Kant must be saying because everyone knows that

is what he says. That received opinion is, precisely, a species of “ideology,” even of
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mmmnrmzn Zideology.” aAmDn says: A transcendental principle is one through érﬁ:

ém e represent a ?B: ﬁrm universal condition under which alone Q::mm can vmoon

OEmna of our cognition mn:m;:w\b‘xb: QmF on the other hand, is nm:mm Emnm-

physical [Dagegen héifit ein FENE metaphysisch], where it R@Rmm:ﬂm a v:o: %m

condition under which alone Objects whose concept has to be given Q:@_:om:v\

[empirisch], may become. further determined [bestimmet] « priori. Thus the prin- |

ciple of the cognition of bodies [der Erkenntnis der Kérper] as substances, and as
changeable substances, is szwnn:anaw_,érmnm the statement is that their change
must have a cause ﬁdammor& but it is Emnmwrwﬂom_ “where it mmwo:m Emﬂ their

change must have an external cause ?En dufere Ursache]. For in the first case bod-

ies need only be %o:mrﬁ through ontological predicates (pure concepts of under-
standing [reine Verstandesbegriffe]), e.g. as substance, to enable the proposition to
be cognized a priori; whereas, in the second case,.the empirical concept of a_body

(as a movable thing ,_mmm‘mnmv must be introduced to support the proposition
[diesem Satze zum Grunde gelegt werden muf], although, once n:m is done, it may

Bahd st

be seen [eingesehen] quite a priori that the latter predicate (movement only by

means of an external cause) applies to body” (Immanuel Kant, Kritik der Ur teilskrafft,

ed. Wilhelm Wieschedel [Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1979], 90; The Critique
of Judgement, trans. James Creed Meredith [Oxford: Oxford University Press,

1982], 20-21).De Man commentsg in :wwmzoamzm:nw and Materiality in Kant”:
“The condition mwfmﬁ{ rceof | wo%mm is called substance; to state that mcvmam:mm is

the cause of the motion of woﬁ:mm (as Kant does in the passage a:,oﬁn& is to exam-

ine critically the h!mm_g:Q 0m their existence. Zm@%rv\m_om_ principles, on the oﬁrmn

hand, take the existence of their oEmnn for granted as _empirical mmg They contain

_Soslo&mm of the world, but this _Soi&mm is Ennzzn& ﬁm:mon:am:nm_ c_..i-

ciples contain no w:oé_mmmn of %a world or msvi::m else, except for the knowl-

edge that metaphysical principles that take them for their object are themselves in
need of critical analysis, since they take for granted an objectivity-that, for the tran-

scendental principles, is not a priori available. Thus the objects of transcendental

@:nm%_mm; are always critical E&w\:w:wm that take metaphysical knowledge for their
target. Transcendental philos l@E\ is m_émv\m the critical philosophy of Eoﬁmwrﬁ_nw

(AT wém Zm: goes on Eﬂmﬁw ideslogy with Bmﬁm@_d\m_nm as Kant defines it;- .

The passage is an important m_omm on de Man’s n_mmEzoP or, more properly, “call-

» T

ing,” of ideology in {(‘The Resistance to UESOHS just cited. In the sentences that
follow just after the ones alfeady quoted from “Phenomenality and Materiality in
Kant” de Man associates ideology with Kantian ¢ ‘metaphysics” and argues for an

intricate Eﬁmamwmmmm:nm Om critical nmocmrﬁ on ideology and of _&m&omx if it is to
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other than “meére error,” on critical ﬁ_._o:mvﬁ b3 Fmﬁmwrwm_nm or ideology needs criti-

cal ﬁro: «mﬁn:ﬂnm‘_»mﬁ\m»mrﬁ also’ :nmam R_no_omv\v as its [ink to epistemological ques-

:o:m . The link is “causal.” The' .,mmmmmmn‘ 1s a moo& mxmBEo of that almost imper-

ceptible. Qo,.wm_:mu in de Man’s mo.ﬁE:_m:o:m“. of the border between rigorous Sm%nm

mnmmmmmnm in the author va_:m a_mozmmma and statements t Emﬁ are de Man’s own,
mﬂﬂmmmH\Nlnm 3 his own_rigor of Hro:mrn as it extrapolates mnoa what the w_.;ro_. in

nmmzo:‘mmv\mr nEmo_om:mmﬂﬁo the extent that they necessarily contain mEm_n_.n‘m_ mo-.

ments and are M::.m{oﬂ&.ﬂoéma what lies outside the realm of pure concepts, are on

_the side of Emﬁmwrénm rather than critical phi ical philosophy. The no:a:_o:w and Bo&m__-

ties of their occurrence are determined by critical ,Em?mmm to which Hr@ r.m<m no.

S e =

203




204

/\

!
:

s

J. Hillis Miller

access. The object of these analyses, on the other hand, can only be ideologies.

Ideological and critical thought are interdependentjand any attempt to separate

ght into idealism. The pos-

ety

them collapses ideology into mere error and critical thoug

sibility of maintaining the causal link between them is the controlling principle of
rigorous philosophical discourse: philosophies that succumb to ideology lose their
epistemological sense, whereas philosophies that try to by-pass or repress ideology
lose all critical thrust and risk being repossessed by what they foreclose? (AI 72).
The only responsible way to challenge de Man’s reading of Kant would be to go
back to Kant for oneself and read him with scrupulous care, trying not to be misled
by ideological presuppositions about what Kant must be saying. This is extremely
difficult, not just because Kant is difficult, but because those ideological presuppo-
sitions are so powerful and are unconscious to boot, as Althusser says, that is, a
taken for granted assumption that something really linguistic is phenomenal.

10. See de Man’s “Reply to Raymond Geuss” (Al 185-92), first published in

Critical Inquiry 10:2 (December 1983), a rejoinder to Geuss’s “A Response to Paul
de Man,” in the same issue of Critical Inquiry.

11. Speaking in “Autobiography as De-Facement,” of what Gérard Genette
says about the undecidable alternation between fiction and autobiography in
Proust’s Recherche, de Man says: “As anyone who has ever been caught in a re-
volving door or on a revolving wheel can testify, it is certainly most uncomfortable,
and all the more so in this case since this whirligig is capable of infinite acceleration
and is, in fact, not successive but simultaneous” (RR 70).

12. Jacques Derrida approaches this problematic from another direction in his
second essay on Levinas, “En ce moment méme dans cet ouvrage me voici,” in
Psyché: Inventions de Pautre (Paris: Galilée, 1987), 159-202.

13. Geoffrey Chaucer, Troilus and Cressida, 2:49.

14. Friedrich Schlegel, Kritische Schriften (Munich: Carl Hanser, 1964), 501-2.

15. I do not mean that it is impossible to disagree with what de Man says or to
challenge his positions, as I have done elsewhere (by way of calling attention to the
way de Man cannot expunge one trope, prosopopoeia, from his own language,
though he rejects prosopopocia as a false projection), or as I am doing here in
stressing what is “unintelligible” in what de Man says, or as Jacques Derrida does
with exemplary care and delicacy in his essay in this volume apropos of de Man’s
sense of the relation of Rousseau’s Confessions to literary history. I mean that chal-
lenging de Man persuasively and responsibly is not all that easy, and that de Man
will most often have foreseen and effectively forestalled the objections that it occurs
to a skeptical or antagonistic reader to make. .
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Anthropomorphism in Lyric and Law

Barbara Johnson

Anthropomorphism. n. Attribution of human motivation, characteristics, or be-
havior to inanimate objects, animals, or natural phenomena.

—American Heritage Dictionary

Through a singular ambiguity, through a kind of transposition or intellectual quid
pro quo, you will feel yourself evaporating, and you will attribute to your . ..
tobacco, the strange ability to smoke you.

—Baudelaire, Artificial Paradises

Recent discussions of the relations between law and literature have
tended to focus on prose—novels, short stories, autobiographies, even
plays—rather than on lyric poetry.! Literature has been seen as a locus
of plots and situations that parallel legal cases or problems, either to
shed light on complexities not always acknowledged by the ordinary
practice of legal discourse, or to shed light on cultural crises and de-
bates that historically underlie and inform literary texts. But, in a
sense, this focus on prose is surprising, since lyric poetry has at least
historically been the more law-abiding or rule-bound of the genres.
Indeed, the sonnet form has been compared to a prison (Wordsworth),2
or at least to a bound woman (Keats),? and Baudelaire’s portraits of
lyric depression (Spleen)* are often written as if from behind bars.
What are the relations between the laws of genre and the laws of the
state?’ The present essay might be seen as asking this question through
the juxtaposition, as it happens, between two sonnets and a prisoners’
association.

More profoundly, though, lyric and law might be seen as two very
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A “Materiality without Matter”?

Tom Cohen, J. Hillis Miller, and Barbara Cohen

Why de Man today? What if any claim might a project so linked to a
“theory” that seems out of fashion—that is, rightly or not, to literary
preoccupations and close reading—have in an era, say, moving beyond
“cultural studies” to a reworking of technology, of technicity, of concert-
ed political imaginaries and revived notions of materiality? Such ques-
tions were deferred not only in the overdetermined violence of de Man’s
occlusion following discussions of the wartime journalism but in the ar-
tificially delayed and seemingly untimely publication of the last essays,
collected in Aesthetic Ideology (1996). Is it in these texts, primarily, that

de M Man moves away from preoccupations with Qowo_omﬁm_ %mm_mnm.‘

ments to what perhaps precedes figuration itself, to inscription, a certain

Emﬁmbm:ﬁ mrm mnemonic ,.the ?mﬂoEm_ am<mz~ —or does it wQ: an-

AL, SR A2 112

Bo_mmﬁn Emﬁ mmwxwmfofﬂvmmwu /x\rmﬁﬁ_caaﬁwaaomﬁ :_;mSQOm
microtextual projects to a time undergoing the transformations of the
electronic archive and political and terrestrial impasses concerned with
anything but textual reading (ecoterrestrial catastrophes, the homoge-
nizations dictated by global capital, resurgent genocidal sidebars, the
.,G:?&.m:u\ in ruins”)? What, after all, has a riddle that haunts the his-
tory of the “aesthetic”—and, for that matter, “materiality”—to do with
world history or today’s critical aporia? This would only be true, say, if
the former were attempting in fact to access and alter the program and
definition of the “human” itself, and the epistemo-aesthetic regime that
shapes and participates in these “impasses” as well.! Here, on the far
side of the era of “cultural studies,” and at a time of increasing preoccu-
pation with the politics of the (electronic) archive, with mnemotechnics

and with the posthuman, is there again reason to ask this?




