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Preface

In a modest but ineluctable fashion, the specter of the Bildungsroman haunts literary criticism. This genre does not properly exist, and in a sense can be proved not to exist: one can take canonical definitions of Bildung (itself no simple term), go to the novels most frequently called Bildungsromane, and with greater or lesser difficulty show that they exceed, or fall short of, or call into question the process of Bildung which they purportedly serve. Even Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre can be (and has been) excluded from the genre it exemplifies. Nor does one need to be a postmodern literary theorist to encounter this paradox. Soundly humanistic Germanists have been doing so ever since the term Bildungsroman began to circulate in the early decades of the twentieth century (for another odd feature of this supposedly nineteenth-century genre is that its name barely appears in the literary record prior to the publication of Wilhelm Dilthey’s Experience and Poetry [1906]: its currency is roughly coterminous with the professionalization of academic literary study). Yet despite, or because of, its referential complexity, the notion of the Bildungsroman is one of academic criticism’s most overwhelmingly successful inventions. Few professional terms (let alone German ones) have achieved comparable dissemination in Western literary culture; and critics probably will go on talking about the Bildungsroman as long as the institutions of literary criticism as we know them survive. The Bildungsroman exemplifies the ideological construction of literature by criticism.

In consequence, the issues raised by this pseudo genre greatly surpass the literal terms of the debate over whether it exists or not. My central argument in this book is that the notion of the Bildungsroman brings into sharp focus the promises and pitfalls of aesthetics, and that aesthetics in turn exemplifies what we call ideology. As a result, this book is not in the ordinary sense a book about the Bildungsroman. It is certainly a work of literary criticism and offers as central to its self-justification readings of novels by Goethe, George Eliot, and Flaubert. But since my analyses discover in the rather minor professional embarrassment of the Bildungsroman the infinitely inflatable question of the aesthetic, I am also writing about what we mean by culture, history, and humanity, what we do when we read or teach literature, and why the twentieth-century institutionalization of literature has generated the curious phenomenon of “literary theory.” In an indirect fashion this book is about the literary institution and thus also about the political, technical, and cultural worlds which this institution at once excludes and commemorates. This breadth of ambition stems from the peculiar difficulties of writing about aesthetic ideology.

Few narratives are more familiar to scholars of modern literature and culture than the story of the appearance of aesthetics, both as a new philosophical category and as a massively diffuse and influential discourse—one that provided the post-Romantic Western world with meanings for words such as “culture” and “art” that we now consider primary. The topic of beauty is as old as philosophy, but the notion of the aesthetic as a particular sort of experience or judgment or class of objects does not begin to appear regularly until the eighteenth century. At the same time, large-scale historical developments were permitting, as is well known, the emergence of art and literature in their modern sense, and the transformation of the artist into the genius, the representative of universal humanity, whose productions transcend the system of commodity exchange which enables them. Aesthetics partakes of the emergence of the universal subject of bourgeois ideology.

Indeed, aesthetics enables and exemplifies the production of this subject. For though aesthetics has usually been subordinated to logic or ethics because of its dependence on a sensory element, this very hybridity of the aesthetic makes it a privileged point of contact between the supersensible and the sensory worlds, and also grants it inherent pragmatic and pedagogical force. Since its mission is to guarantee and promote spirit’s articulation with the world, the aesthetic establishes “disinterested” space in the service of a certain referential effectivity. In the harmonious free play of the faculties which results when Kant’s subject performs a disinterested aesthetic judgment, the judging subject becomes exemplary—capable, in its formality, of representing universal humanity. Thus in Schiller’s influential On the Aesthetic Education of Man (1795), Kantian themes easily acquire political and historical dimensions. Because aesthetic education is at once the universal history “of man” and the specific history of the acculturation of certain groups and individuals, aesthetics provides a powerful selfvalidating mechanism for the representativeness of the social groups which can claim to have achieved and inherited this understanding of acculturation. The sheerly empirical qualities of being European, white, middle-class, male, and so on become either tacitly or overtly essentialized as privileged sites in the unfolding of an irreversible aesthetic history. Thus from the sober precincts of philosophy one is led with disconcerting speed to the large reaches of ideology; indeed, ideology then becomes a limit-term difficult to control. For this aesthetic logic of exemplarity subtends powerful Western ideas and discourses of the self, the nation, race, historical process, the literary canon, and the function of criticism; it informs the role of the cultural sphere in modern Western societies, and the mission of the humanities in the modern university. And aesthetics not only structures crucial aspects of mainstream post-Romantic Western culture but also shapes this culture’s internal nightmare, as Walter Benjamin indicated in his famous characterization of fascism as the “aestheticization of politics.” A lurid but necessary task facing any genuine critique of aesthetics is that of engaging both the abyssal difference and the complex proximities between the humanist tradition and what Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe and Jean-Luc Nancy call “the Nazi myth”—a phrase coined to describe not the sociohistorical actuality of German fascism but rather the decisive turns of an ideology that transforms the representative subject of aesthetics into the exemplarity of a master race, and the humanistic, deferred promise of Schiller’s Aesthetic State into the violent immediacy of a destiny.

Aesthetics thus poses the question of “ideology” itself in its vacillation between philosophy and politics, and between the languages and practices of high culture and those of modern propaganda. Furthermore, as a process of and discourse about formalization, aesthetics is always also prepared to function as a figure for the act of signification itself. The inflationary aesthetic spiral generates the limit-term of ideology as “language.” As a philosophical category, aesthetics is the place where the cognitive manifests itself in the phenomenal—where the essential structure of the sign, in other words, seems to unfold itself as an experience or intuition. Aesthetics translates into psychological or phenomenal terms the unintuitable difference and repetition that allow a linguistic sign to mean and to refer. If Paul de Man asserted that “what we call ideology is precisely the confusion of linguistic with natural reality, of reference with phenomenalism,” it was because he understood ideology as aesthetics. The full difficulty of such a claim becomes apparent once we realize that it is asking us to conceive of aesthetics as, paradoxically, at once structurally necessary, structurally incoherent, and historically contingent—a ghostly event, haunted by its own inauthenticity, yet, despite its impossible and repressed dependence on linguistic difference, possessed of enormous social and political impact.

Polemical formulations are sometimes useful so long as one keeps in mind their limitations, and clearly the most polemical way to describe this book would be as an argument for the cognitive and ethical force of “deconstruction” as a critical activity. More specifically, as is perhaps already clear, this book situates itself in the tradition of rhetorical reading associated with the work of Paul de Man. I am certainly as aware as anyone that the profession has no great wish to hear more about this critic. Indeed, it may happen that even those who value de Man’s project will feel a certain creeping lassitude at the invocation, yet once more, of this exhaustingly hypercathected proper name. Nonetheless I must ask readers to consider one more time the paradoxes of rhetorical reading: these paradoxes precisely and critically repeat those of aesthetics, and thereby allow us to begin measuring the true sociopolitical impact of aesthetic ideology. If my book has a single overriding purpose, it is to demonstrate that rhetorical reading is cultural critique and that, in the absence of a deconstructive or rhetorical analysis, cultural criticism will remain blind to the rationale and sometimes to the entire existence of the violent gestures with which aesthetic systems seek to exorcise their inability to ground their claims. Only by exposing aesthetics to the rhetorical predicament it both conceals and exacerbates is one able to explain the provenance, power, and instability of the aesthetic terminology—the language of type and stereotype, model and imitation, beauty and ugliness, prefiguration and exemplarity—that saturates the various discourses with which post-Enlightenment Western cultures have construed themselves as historical narrative, which is to say as aesthetic narratives of racial, sexual, and class identities and differences.

Both from cultural critics and Amoldian humanists one frequently hears that the pursuit of political issues requires the sacrifice of literary concerns; yet the truth is the opposite: it is in its involuntary proximity to the selfreflexive and self-disruptive institution we now call “literature” that criticism comes into its own as ideology critique. The notion of literature, to be sure, forms part of the eighteenth-century emergence of aesthetics and may in fact be said to provide aesthetics with its most fully realized model. In the fully modern form it attains in the writings of the Jena Romantics, literature is criticism or theory: such is the full meaning (and the historical genesis) of the commonplace of the “self-conscious text” on which the scholarly and pedagogical edifice of modern criticism is built. Literature produces itself as the theory of itself, and it thereby becomes a “literary absolute,” in Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy’s terms: a self-productive reflexivity that “aggravates and radicalizes the thinking of totality and the Subject.” As a mirror and model for an autoproductive, proleptic, and synecdochic consciousness, literature serves aesthetics and the institutions of aesthetic pedagogy, most visibly as the imaginary totality of the canon and its quite real scholarly and pedagogical apparatuses.

But literature is also paradoxically incompatible with the institutions it requires and sustains, precisely because it “aggravates and radicalizes” aesthetics. In doing so, literature records the impossibility of the aesthetic synthesis—which is why literary criticism and its institutions have always inhabited a state of half-acknowledged crisis, and why any fundamental critique of aesthetics has to pass through the space of literature. At this point it is perhaps clear why I have focused this study on the Bildungsroman. The notion of this genre functions as a pragmatic, aestheticized rendering of the notion of the “literary absolute.” It translates the literary absolute into the empirical terms of human consciousness and action, proposing to confuse “reference with phenomenalism” directly and thoroughly by aestheticizing a life and thereby aestheticizing history. The Bildungsroman names a faith in the congruence of literature and aesthetics (or, in other words, a faith in the integrity of aesthetics per se) that criticism is neither able entirely to uphold or to do without. And since criticism depends on a model of literature that is already its own criticism, further light on this paradox may be obtained only from a reading of the literary texts themselves.

Given that the Bildungsroman exists only as a phantom, the choice of texts to be read is in some ways an open one but in other ways comes burdened with specific responsibilities. For any number of historical and theoretical reasons, Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre lies at the heart of this spectral genre. It is no coincidence that Schiller reacted with mixed enthusiasm and anxiety to Goethe’s novel when he read it in manuscript about the time he was finishing On the Aesthetic Education of Man, or that Friedrich Schlege’s review of the Lehrjahre contains his most concisely paradoxical formulation of the relation between “literature” and “criticism.” The issues I pursue here lead directly and insistently back to this novel and its reception. And while it is true that from Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre many possible routes of inquiry spiral out, even at this point my choice of texts claims a certain rationale. I have included a chapter on Wilhelm Meisters Wanderjahre, Goethe’s curious “sequel” to the Lehrjahre, not just because of Goethe’s importance in discussions of the Bildungsroman, but because the Wanderjahre takes the plot of Wilhelm’s Bildung in directions that lead to a searching critique of aesthetics as a political model. Subsequent chapters on George Eliot and Flaubert partly record my wish to demonstrate that aesthetics is not simply a “German” problem, but more specifically seek to track major possibilities or alternatives latent in aesthetic discourse. Eliot’s Middlemarch represents the culmination of a discourse of sympathy which originates with Shaftesbury and eighteenth-century psychological aesthetics, whereas Flaubert’s L’Education sentimentale takes to the limit the aestheticization of irony as pure, impersonal form. Both texts, however, demonstrate the spectral origin and potentially violent destiny of aesthetics as a politico-pedagogical model, and both suggest the irreducibility of history to aesthetic narrative.

My discussions of Eliot and Flaubert thus claim to develop issues which my discussions of Goethe adumbrate; and all of the readings seek to document, elucidate, and develop the claims I set out in the opening chapters on aesthetic ideology and the Bildungsroman. Though it is not always the case with books built on close readings, Phantom Formations does intend its chapters to contribute more or less sequentially to an ongoing argument, and I can only hope that readers interested in this book’s thesis will be willing to work through readings of three rather different, though of course also deeply related, nineteenth-century European oeuvres. With one exception the chapters are centered on canonical texts; and since Wilhelm Meisters Wanderjahre is no longer much read even in German departments, I have done my best to anchor my discussion of it in plot summary. Indeed, this book’s purpose will be largely served if it manages to turn a few critical eyes, particularly in the English-speaking world, toward this last, strange, deeply political novel of Goethe’s: a text that speaks with uncanny prescience to the disastrously pragmatic techno-aesthetics of our era. That literature cannot cure history has been a source of endless, sometimes comical frustration over the last two hundred years; yet texts of this sort can at least help explain why we have invested so much in literature’s critical performance, and why it is neither simply erroneous to do so nor even a matter of choice. Literature may be a ghost, but the aesthetic machine that it discreetly haunts continues to play a major part in the production of norms of cultural identity. We can no more cease reading, or misreading, this predicament than we can cease being historical beings.

MARC REDFIELD

Claremont, California
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1

Aesthetic Ideology



If man is ever to solve that problem of politics in practice he will have to approach it through the problem of the aesthetic, because it is only through Beauty that man makes his way to Freedom.

—Schiller, On the Aesthetic Education of Man



Critical accounts of contemporary Western literary culture invariably confront at some point the difficulty of explaining the vicissitudes of literary theory. It is hard to account in rational or pragmatic terms for the degree or kind of attention this rather forbidding academic discourse has attracted, particularly in the United States, where the threat, and even to a small extent the glamor of “theory” has achieved a certain sporadic recognition throughout higher middlebrow culture. One imagines that, somewhere, material interests must be involved: as Louis Althusser once remarked apropos of “Marxist theory,” would there have been “the storms, the denunciations, the passions which we have witnessed, if nothing had been at stake except a simple quarrel over words?”1 But though Althusser can discern a historically efficacious specter—“Leninism”—behind the polemics he indicates, literary theory seems a specter without substance, a phantom whose ability to scare or seduce resists easy translation into the realities of power. Critics unsympathetic to theory have thus commonly characterized it as, paradoxically, both awful and inconsequential.

But the puzzle of theory’s popular reception does not lie simply in the disproportion between a hysterical reaction and its occasion or referent. Theory’s representation has been far more ambiguous than, for instance, Marxism’s was in the U.S. media during the McCarthy era. It is perhaps unsurprising that the hue and cry over theory has resulted in little one would wish to call official repression or censorship, given how little appears to be at stake; but the mode of resistance which theory inspires seems less tempered by tolerance than complicated by obsession. To be sure, opposition to theory can manifest itself in straightforwardly violent ways; but generally speaking a thread of fascination weaves through the texture of this resistance, as though theory were the object of a hysteria inseparable from a certain fetishism. Indeed, theory may be said to have profited from its demonization, against the backdrop of which it displays its glamorous cast of master theorists—figures in whom the fetishistic drift of theory finds embodiment. With the event of theory the culture industry’s star system achieves manifestation in U.S. universities. And because theory may plausibly be said to have as its rationale the demystification of the kinds of illusions the star system exemplifies, theory has always also seemed at once radical and compromised, both from the perspectives of those practicing it and those opposed to it. The sort of hysteria that theory generates seems to encourage theory’s relative success, but this success in turn immediately gets represented as theory’s failure.2

Besides setting in motion contradictory hyperboles of power and impotence, representations of theory also entail certain obsessive associations. It is not prima facie obvious that theory should be so insistently qualifiable as “literary.” Even if for argument’s sake one assumes that something called theory was destined to enter the spotlight as the activity of a rather fictional “Yale School,” one might have expected theory to assume a more philosophical or interdisciplinary public identity over the subsequent two decades, and to the extent that it has not, one remains faced with the question of theory’s link to literature as a pedagogical institution. This problem leads to a related question, that of the popular media identification of “theory” with “deconstruction”—in one sense a wildly inaccurate equation, of course, but nonetheless not a straightforward case of bad reporting either, despite the unquestionable existence of a plurality of mutually hostile critical approaches with a claim to theoretical stature in the academy. Versions of the conflation of theory with deconstruction occur in professional as well as popular contexts, as does the further identification of the dyad theory /deconstruction with the proper names Jacques Derrida and, above all, Paul de Man. The fact that the actual influence exerted by these critics falls very short of their totemic stature offers us another version of the disproportion between theory and its hallucinatory projections. “The immense symptomatic significance of the figure of de Man,” John Guillory notes, has been confirmed by the intensity of the furor accompanying the discovery of de Man’s wartime journalism: “It would not have been necessary for so many theorists and anti-theorists, de Manians and anti-de Manians, to ‘respond’ to these revelations if theory itself were not perceived to be implicated in de Man. The easy condemnation in the media of theory along with de Man only confirmed a symbolic equation already present in the professional imaginary.”3 Theory is deconstruction and deconstruction is de Man: this fetishistic sequence may have no obvious link to institutional or discursive reality, but it goes into the making of the specter of literary theory.

And we may add at least one more term, or cluster of terms, to Guillory’s equation. Mainstream journalistic and conservative academic portrayals of theory associate it with deconstruction on the one hand and “political” criticism on the other.4 Once again, the actual debt that certain sorts of feminist, gay/lesbian, or Marxist critical practice might owe to (for instance) Derrida or de Man is hardly the issue. Anyone working seriously in the field knows the complexity of such filiations, and certainly also knows how few of the many critics presently engaged in some sort of cultural critique would term what they are doing “deconstruction.” Even more rarely would one expect to hear de Manian deconstruction touted as the rationale for the gestures toward curricular expansion or reform that are often summed up under the rubric of “multiculturalism”—unless, that is, one is willing to listen to the ideological murmur that links these seemingly inappropriate things. When given full throttle, the resistance to theory extends Guillory’s “axis of imaginary identification” to achieve the sequence: theory-deconstruction-de Man-politics. Embodied and epitomized in the master critic, theory is the deconstruction of the canon, of aesthetic value, of “culture” itself. This in no way prevents theory from being charged with sterile inconsequentiality or aestheticism, since the “deconstruction” of value can always also be called a mere game of words. And we may add that if we press a little further into the political haunts of theory, we find ourselves once again traversing a Möbius-like surface in which accuser and accused tread each other’s heels: the cultural critic or multiculturalist will more often than not share to some degree the conservative ideologue’s suspicion of “theory” and echo back the sequence theory-deconstruction-de Man-politics, the only difference being that theory’s politics will now be understood as nihilistic (and impotent) in a reactionary rather than a revolutionary mode. Between left- and right-wing political poles theory shuttles as a specter of the politics of the other. This pattern was observable well before the scandal of de Man’s wartime journalism, which in one sense merely gave the screw one more turn by allowing the polemics surrounding theory to draw energy from our culture’s rather suspect fascination with Nazism.

What are we to make of the phantasmatic paradoxes of literary theory? This book argues that they may be derived from those posed by the larger cultural and theoretical enigma of aesthetics. I shall eventually funnel the question of theory more narrowly into the puzzle of the Bildungsroman, a genre that my next chapter unpacks as the idea of a fully “aesthetic” literary genre. At that point I shall address head-on the question of theory’s literariness; for the moment I propose to subordinate that question—without entirely forgetting it—to one concerning the relation between the specter of theory, as sketched, and a discursive entity called “aesthetics,” which the rest of this chapter seeks to elucidate. I have already suggested ways in which this relation is at once well publicized and obscure. On the one hand, it seems the height of obviousness to say that theory represents aesthetics as ideology: indeed, scholars relatively indifferent to theoretical debate may well know that de Man’s late work theorized something called aesthetic ideology, or may know about or even own Terry Eagleton’s academic bestseller, The Ideology of the Aesthetic. The populist version of this knowledge, of course, casts theory as the assassin of aesthetic value. But on the other hand, as we have seen, theory is also persistently denounced as “aestheticism”—as though too large a helping of either aesthetics or theory turned it into its opposite. The hysteria coloring the topic of literary theory derives from this uncertain intrinsication of theory and aesthetics, which, as Fredric Jameson suggests in his dust-jacket blurb for Eagleton’s book, has as its historical dimension the fact that theory originates “in the contradictions of philosophical aesthetics.”5 This indispensable genealogical insight proposes aesthetics as a schizophrenic entity productive of the theory that critiques it—a theory, however, which then repeats within itself the selfconsumption of aesthetics, turning away from itself as “aestheticism/” which is to say, once again, “theory.” Under such circumstances theory’s demystification of aesthetics as ideology becomes an uncertain enterprise, though perhaps also an unavoidable one.

These considerations suggest some of the difficulties facing an analysis of aesthetics. We may add that in approaching aesthetics as ideology we are setting out to examine a vast and amorphous discursive disposition, in which the aesthetic lure wobbles between philosophy and politics, anthropology and psychology, and between the languages and practices of high culture and those of journalism, advertising, and propaganda. A critique of aesthetics, as we shall see, entails a critique of profoundly meta-physicial and efficaciously political notions of modernity, history, and human identity; it will be necessary to undertake an analysis that is at once wide-ranging and technically detailed, and this chapter returns to the problem of literary theory only at the end of a rather long trajectory. This last has been organized into four stages. The first section summarizes the development of aesthetics as a specific discourse in the eighteenth century, while also drawing attention to the peculiar difficulties raised by this discourse; the second looks closely at portions of Kant’s Critique of Judgment which will help us confirm previous generalizations and locate certain sites of tension; the third rapidly surveys the post-Kantian development of aesthetics as a full-scale ideology and political model; the fourth returns laden with the fruits of a close reading of Kant to the late twentieth-century problem of “theory,” and seeks to explain why theory functions as a name for persistent and disruptive difficulties in aesthetics. That these difficulties turn out to be representable in linguistic or rhetorical terms will allow us to understand why Paul de Man’s work plays the role it does in contemporary debates about theory, and will prepare us for the claim, developed in chapter 2, that aesthetic education, or Bildung, finds its example, and its most intractable problem, in the idea of literature.

I

The question of art forms part of the inauguration of metaphysics with Plato and has played a prominent role throughout much of the tradition we construe as “Western.” As is well known, however, the notion of the aesthetic as a specific sort of experience or category, and thus as a specific field of philosophical inquiry, belongs to the modern era. The term itself was coined in the mid eighteenth century by the Wolffian philosopher Alexander Baumgarten, in order to posit a “science of sensible cognition,” as a subordinate complement to logic, the science of the higher faculty of reason.6 Since for Baumgarten poetry is experienced as sensibility, the science of aesthetics comprehends the production and judgment of representations, and thus absorbs into its purview the faculties of imagination and taste. In Germany the term caught on rapidly. Baumgarten had many critics and imitators from the 1750s on, and by the 1820s Hegel could begin his lectures on fine art with the remark that despite the shortcomings of “the word Aesthetics, taken literally” (meaning as it does “the science of sensation” rather than the art of judgment), he will employ it anyway since it has “passed over into common speech.”7 In Britain the word did not achieve a comparable triumph until the end of the nineteenth century; however, the discourse we now call aesthetics knew a rich development in eighteenth-century Britain and with the Wolffian tradition in Germany formed the two wings of Enlightenment thought on sensibility and taste which Kant, in the Critique of Judgment, judged unphilosophical and sought to resolve.

The clarity with which one can delineate a history for philosophical aesthetics, however, is to some extent misleading, since even as a technical category it has proved deceptively volatile. Our understanding is not helped by epigrammatic claims such as Terry Eagleton’s assertion that aesthetics is in some essential sense a “discourse of the body” (Ideology of the Aesthetic, 13): though aesthetics certainly has an irreducible commitment to phenomenal or sensory appearance, its entire rationale lies in the articulation of phenomenal appearance with the supersensible realm of cognition or spirit. Through the category of the aesthetic, philosophical systems seek to manifest and guarantee their own truth and coherence. Aesthetics consequently forms part of modern philosophy’s effort to discover a ground for itself in the activity of the judging subject. With the post-medieval appearance of institutions and discourses invested in theories of the legislative subject—the subject, let us say, of an emergent capitalism—the topic of beauty became, as Howard Caygill suggests, “the crisis-point of judgment since it exceeded judgment.”8 Beauty at once names and conceals the problem of judging judgment—that is, of judging the production of the rules informing an act of judgment.

The eighteenth-century British debate about taste posits and elaborates a human ability to recognize and act according to what Shaftesbury called, in the teleological terms of the Cambridge Platonists, the “beautiful order” of the cosmos. Both natural beauty and the peculiarly disinterested activity of the artist communicate this divine order, which, in the Shaftesburean tradition of Hutcheson, Kames, and to some extent Burke, can be known only as aesthetic pleasure: “Though [the artist’s] Intention be to please the World, he must nevertheless be, in a manner, above it; and fix his Eye upon that consummate Grace, that Beauty of Nature, and that Perfection of numbers, which the rest of Mankind, feeling only by the Effect, whilst ignorant of the Cause, term the Je-ne-sçay-quoy, the unintelligible, or the I know not what; and suppose to be a kind of Charm, or Inchantment, of which the Artist himself can give no account.”9 Taste cannot account for its own discriminative power, but this power confirms the harmony of individual interest or pleasure with universal law or moral end. Through intuition rather than through external law, the judging subject becomes integrated into the social and cosmic order. The discourse of taste thus not only generates our modem notions of artist and artwork but also forms part of the developing political discourses and institutions of post-1688 British civil society.10

In the rather different political environment of Prussian absolutism, the seductions and difficulties of taste exerted pressure in ways that led, with Baumgarten, to the uneasy incorporation of “aesthetics” as a new science of sensibility within the Leibniz-Wolff system. Wolffian philosophy, which quite explicitly saw itself as the philosophical complement to the autocratic state, rested on a hierarchical distinction between reason and the senses, with the clarity of rational perception opposed to and, by rights, ordering and ruling the confusion of sensible perception. As the enlightened monarch of philosophy’s domain, Wolffian reason could not easily tolerate the senses’ claim to perceive unity or perfection in unmediated fashion, and this led to difficulties when the system was asked to provide a satisfactory account of judgments of taste. Caygill, tracing the compromises with Wolf-fianism effected by Gottsched, Bodmer and Breitinger, and Baumgarten, is willing to claim that “the apparently minor problem of pleasure in the beautiful brought down the whole Wolffian edifice” (Art of Judgment, 127). For though Baumgarten, like Gottsched, wrote as a Wolffian from a university chair, his work represents a turning point in pre-Kantian German philosophy: not only do the senses acquire a science, but sensible knowledge becomes the matrix of education and progress, because, according to the dogmatic categories which Baumgarten uses and displaces, the higher faculty of reason merely orders representations while the lower faculty, as imagination, produces them. Baumgarten’s focus on the mind’s productive power thus led naturally to a concern for this power’s acculturation; and from these moorings Baumgarten’s admirer, Herder, was able to launch a fully historical theory of culture—of culture, that is, as the historical selfproduction of humanity—in his prize-winning essay The Origin of Language (1771).11

The purpose of this whirlwind summary of eighteenth-century aesthetics is to prepare us to absorb and credit a few generalizations. First, we may note that, contrary to popular belief, aesthetics functions as a referential and political discourse. The “disinterestedness” it claims for its modes of manifestation serves to underwrite the coherence of even the most un-nervingly complex social and epistemological orders: indeed, as Caygill points out, Adam Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments identifies beauty—the perception of formal regularity in excess or in advance of utility—as the engine of economic production itself:



If we consider the real satisfaction which all these things are capable of affording, by itself and separated from the beauty of that arrangement which is fitted to promote it, it will always appear in the highest degree contemptible and trifling. But we rarely view it in this abstract and philosophical light. We naturally confound it in our imagination with the order, the regular and harmonious movement of the system, the machine or oeconomy by means of which it is produced. The pleasures of wealth and greatness, when considered in this complex view, strike the imagination as something grand and beautiful and noble, of which the attainment is well worth all the toil and anxiety which we are so apt to bestow upon it.

And it is well that nature imposes upon us in this manner. It is this deception which rouses and keeps in continual motion the industry of mankind. It is this which first prompted them to cultivate the ground, to build houses, to found cities and commonwealths, and to invent and improve all the sciences and arts, which ennoble and embellish human life.12




Aimed toward beauty, desire becomes ruled by imagination and expresses itself as industry; and thus, through the “invisible hand” (184) of the providential trick of aesthetic pleasure, individual greed results in communal wealth and progress.13 However much Smith’s fable may seem consignable to a distant Enlightenment, we should at least keep in mind the larger point that, as a discourse, aesthetics intends to underwrite the origin and upkeep of material civilization, albeit by indirect or intangible means. The purpose of aesthetics is nothing more or less than to ensure purposiveness. Nineteenth-century theorists of “culture” make this point incessantly. Matthew Arnold’s famous call for a disinterested criticism urges the critic to “keep out of the region of immediate practice in the political, social, humanitarian sphere” precisely in order to inculcate “that more free speculative treatment of things, which may perhaps one day make its benefits felt even in this sphere, but in a natural and thence irresistible manner.”14 Cardinal Newman distills the double gesture of aesthetics into a manifesto, asserting the moral necessity of the belief that


the process of imparting knowledge to the intellect in this philosophical way is its true culture; that such culture is a good in itself; that the knowledge which is both its instrument and result is called Liberal Knowledge; that such culture, together with the knowledge which effects it, may be fitly sought for its own sake; that it is, however, in addition, of great secular utility, as constituting the best and highest formation of the intellect for social and political life.15



Mutatis mutandis, similar formulations appear throughout the history of criticism from Coleridge to T. S. Eliot and the twentieth-century academic formalist tradition. The polished sides of the well-wrought urn mirror the providential order of the political itself.16

The second point, which may be considered a temporal projection of the first, is that aesthetics is a discourse or myth of history. The self-production of self which from Herder through Gadamer has been conceptualized in the German tradition as Bildung may without hyperbole be said to be the narrative of aesthetics, and we shall see that much of the ideological efficacity of aesthetic discourse derives from its temporal structure. At the heart of this story of self-production is the double bind which taste sets out to resolve through its figure of an unknowable but nonetheless intuitively “know-able” harmony. That is, the paradox of taste’s having to “produce its own context, give itself law,” as Cay gill puts it (Art of Judgment, 38), unfolds into temporal narrative, as our excerpt from Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments demonstrates. Aesthetics “rouses and keeps in continual motion the industry of mankind” because aesthetics is constitutionally in excess of itself as it asserts and reaffirms its own legitimacy. And it may be noted as a third general point about aesthetics that the paradoxes of taste cast a shadow of illegitimacy, deceitfulness, or fictionality. Smith’s nature “imposes on us” by practicing a benevolent “deception” on which civilization rests. Aesthetics occupies an ambiguous position—both foundational and marginal—in most post-Kantian philosophical systems for precisely this reason. Its very claim to produce the unity it discovers makes it vulnerable to the Platonic charge of lying.17

We may assimilate the referential and historical ambitions and anxieties of taste into a fourth general observation: unlike the classical tradition of poetics it displaces, aesthetics is in no way limited to being on or about the experience or object that it frames and specifies, but is always also a discourse on humanity and history, and the nature of representation itself. If aesthetics invents autonomy as the condition of the artwork, and disinterestedness as the condition of the perception of the artwork, it also defines art as the sign of the human, the human as the producer of itself, and history as the ongoing work of art that is humanity. Thus the philosophical category of aesthetics bleeds into the more general question of ideology, and into the paradox of a discourse which claims to be both historical (since it produces itself) and trans-historical (since it produces itself as universal form). It is not just that aesthetics is historically inseparable from the vastly complex developments one summarizes as the emergence of bourgeois hegemony—industrialization, capitalization, and the appearance of the modern bureaucratic state; mercantilist and imperialist expansion; the secularization of religious discourse; the reconfiguration of gender roles; the emergence of the culture industry; and so on. The point is that aesthetics intends, as it were, to be about all these things, to the extent that they form part of the “all” that is to be folded into aesthetic form. Because of its internal dynamics, the story of aesthetics inflates until one is telling stories of the largest sort of historical events (the consolidation of capitalism, or of the modern “subject”), events which compete in grandeur with the philosophical difficulties they contextualize (the self-production of judgment, the intuitive manifestation of unity). In consequence many stories of Romanticism move uneasily between historical and formal concerns, seeking to explain the history of their own representational possibility. Michel Foucault’s famous claim that “man” is a late eighteenth-century “invention” derives its critical—and sensational—edge from its emphatic historicization of a transcendental term, but otherwise can hardly be said to deviate from a familiar paradigm in which the Romantic era serves to usher into existence a self-consciously historical modern world.18 Modernity might plausibly be characterized as the reiterated retelling of the birth of the modern; and aesthetics is perhaps our culture’s most suggestive name for this narrative. For in aesthetic narrative “man” is reinvented as nothing less than “culture,” a word that replays the spiral of aesthetics by indicating at once the fine arts and all of civilization.19


II

In order to document these claims more fully and render the diagnosis more precise, I now turn to Kant’s critical rewriting of eighteenth-century aesthetics in the Critique of Judgment. The problem of taste occupies a position in the critical architectonic which the above summary of pre-Kantian aesthetics will have rendered familiar. As Gilles Deleuze notes, aesthetic judgment in the Third Critique uncovers the “deepest” (though not the “highest”) aspect of the soul, since it reveals under the parliamentary hierarchies of the Kantian faculties of mind “a deeper free and indeterminate accord of the faculties as the condition of the possibility of every determinate relationship.”20 In its speculative employment, reason operates under the rule of the understanding, as does the imagination; in its practical, moral employment, reason reigns supreme, and the two other active faculties assist in subordinate ways. In the Critique of Judgment, the imagination accedes to prominence in the rotating logic of the Kantian system, but with a difference: rather than legislate, the imagination engenders a free play of the faculties which testifies to the good health of the system. In aesthetic judgment the imagination and the understanding are “in free play” insofar as they “harmonize with each other as required for cognition in general.”21 (More specifically, “the imagination in its freedom harmonizes with the understanding in its lawfulness” [sec. 35]; the result is “lawfulness without a law.”) Aesthetic pleasure is the feeling that accompanies and records this harmony, which is ultimately indicative of “nature’s subjective purposiveness for our cognitive power” (sec. 57). Aesthetic judgment thus underwrites the validity of the cognitive processes, and in doing so it provides a bridge from cognitive to ethical judgment, for as we shall see, Kant also argues that “the beautiful is the symbol of the morally good” (sec. 59), the mark or sign of “the supersensible substrate of humanity” (sec. 57).

These remarkable accomplishments unfold from the act of formal reflection that composes what Kant, true to eighteenth-century tradition, calls taste. A pure aesthetic judgment, that is, a pure judgment of taste, refers a presentation to “the subject and his feeling of pleasure or displeasure” (sec. 1); however, judgments of taste distinguish themselves from the empiricism of judgments about the merely “agreeable” through their claim to universality. A judgment of taste is subjective, but it is also prescriptively universal in that it presupposes that all other judging subjects ought to agree with the judgment. The first half of the Third Critique is largely devoted to unpacking the logic and the implications of this universalizing demand, which occurs in the absence of any concept pertaining to the object, and emerges entirely from the formal disinterestedness of the judgment itself. In an aesthetic judgment the object is considered in its formality, which is to say, in Kantian terms, that the object is reflected in the imagination rather than enjoyed in sensation or cognized; and this disinterestedness—the absence, in other words, of any judgment as to the object’s existence, meaning, or purpose—causes the judging subject to believe in the universal validity of the judgment (sec. 6). A “universal voice” of assent is postulated (sec. 8), which becomes the subjective principle of “common sense.” Common sense is the ideal standard of universal communicability, and is “the effect arising from the free play of our cognitive powers” (sec. 20). The subjective necessity of the idea of a common sense is grounded not just in empirical fact (“That we do actually presuppose this indeterminate standard of a common sense is proved by the fact that we presume to make judgments” [sec. 22]), but also in systemic necessity:


[I]f cognitions are to be communicated, then the mental state, i.e., the attunement of the cognitive powers that is required for cognition in general . . . must also be universally communicable. . . . [T]he only way this attunement can be determined is by feeling (rather than by concepts). Moreover, this attunement itself, and hence also the feeling of it (when a presentation is given) must be universally communicable, while the universal communicability of a feeling presupposes a common sense. Hence it would seem that we do have a basis for assuming such a sense, and for assuming it without relying on psychological observations, but as the necessary condition of the universal communicability of our cognition, which must be presupposed in any logic and any principle of cognitions that is not skeptical. (Sec. 21)



With the subjective universality of aesthetic judgment in place, the harmony of the faculties subsequently extends outward toward the world. Both empirical and rational interests can be indirectly attached to aesthetic disinterestedness: we deduce a fortuitous harmony between nature and our freely-playing faculties based on nature’s willingness to supply the natural content (the colors, sounds, and so on) composing the object that is being judged formally. Aesthetic judgment thus paves the way for teleological and moral judgment: “Taste enables us, as it were, to make the transition from sensible charm to a habitual moral interest without making too violent a leap; for taste presents the imagination as admitting, even in its freedom, of determination that is purposive for the understanding, and it teaches us to like even objects of sense freely, even apart from sensible charm” (sec. 59).

This thumbnail sketch of Kant’s argument suffices to suggest the considerable philosophical utility of aesthetic disinterest, as well as the makings of various complications and difficulties. For our purposes it will be useful briefly to examine the vexed status of empiricism in Kant’s critical aesthetic. The main purpose of the analytic of taste is to establish non-empirical—and, of course, non-dogmatic—grounds for aesthetic judgment; but judgment nonetheless retains a complex proximity to the empirical in its dependence on the event of the judgment itself, which is always singular, and, even in the case of judgments about the sublime, occurs in a certain relation to objects of experience. In judgments about the beautiful the object is directly involved in its formality, with the twist that beauty is not a property or predicate of the object, but derives entirely from the nature of the judgment itself. But at the same time, like Adam Smith, Kant identifies aesthetic judgment with a certain systematic confusion or error: because aesthetic judgments “resemble” cognitive judgments in their universality, the judging subject “will talk about the beautiful as if beauty were a characteristic of the object and the judgment were logical (namely, a cognition of the object through concepts of it) even though the judgment is only aesthetic and refers the object’s presentation merely to the subject” (sec. 6). In the analytic of the sublime Kant calls this act of reification “subreption”: a displacement whereby “respect for the object is substituted for respect for the idea of humanity within ourselves as subjects” (sec. 27). Since, in Kant’s system, the sublime engages “formless” objects and thus (unlike the beautiful) has no essential relation to the natural world, subreption appears as a more dramatic error in judgments about the sublime than in those about the beautiful. But a certain subreption infects, even enables, all aesthetic judgment. Aesthetic judgment would not provide the synthesis it does if it did not “resemble” ethical and logical judgments while remaining distinct from them. Yet this resemblance generates a constitutive instability: the purely subjective or formal nature of aesthetic judgment is constantly being effaced in and through its own production. The effacement is necessary if rational interest is to reassert itself at the close of the aesthetic trajectory; but this erasure of the formality of judgment must always have already occurred for the trajectory to be plotted in the first place.22

Furthermore, Kant appears to repeat the subreptive error himself, since a certain empirical objectivity of beauty recurs in his text as the difference between “free” and “adherent” beauty, and in the person of the “ideal” of beauty—“man.” A pure judgment of taste occurs only when “free beauty” (pulchritudo vaga) is being judged: beauty that does not presuppose “a concept of what the object is meant to be” (sec. 16); otherwise the beauty is adherent or accessory (pulchritudo adhaerens). Thus, despite aesthetic judgment’s purely subjective formality, the object being judged turns out to have a hand in determining the modality of the judgment. Certain objects presuppose the concept of their purpose; certain objects do not. Objects capable of occasioning a pure judgment of taste may occasion other sorts of judgments as well: “flowers are free natural beauties,” but not to the botanist’s eye; and a similar flexibility would hold for the other objects capable of free beauty making up Kant’s rather curious list (“many birds (the parrot, the hummingbird, the bird of paradise) and a lot of crustaceans in the sea”; “designs à la grecque, the foliage on borders or on wallpapers, etc.”; “all music not set to words”).23 But objects that presuppose their concept cannot be the object of a pure judgment of taste: “the beauty of a human being. . . or of a horse, or of a building” can only be “adherent beauty” (sec. 16).

The rationale of this second list has been unpacked by Jacques Derrida: a concept adheres to the horse because the horse adheres to man—that is, to man “no longer [considered] as a beautiful object (of adherent beauty) but as the subject of aesthetic and teleological judgments.”24 Certain objects require certain kinds of judgments because the field of conceptual and phenomenal discriminations is always already ordered around man. And because of his irreducible centrality within the field of judgment, man, “alone among all objects in the world,” admits of an ideal of beauty (sec. 17). For since an ideal (that is, “the presentation of an individual being as adequate to an idea”) is an idea of reason, ideal beauty is necessarily adherent (“An ideal of beautiful flowers, of beautiful furnishings, or a beautiful view, is unthinkable”). But ordinary adherent beauties (“a beautiful mansion, a beautiful tree, a beautiful garden, etc.”) are equally incapable of ideality—“presumably,” Kant writes, “because the purposes are not sufficiently determined and fixed by their concept, so that the purposiveness is nearly as free as in the case of vague beauty.” Man is the only object so utterly defined by purpose that he “has the purpose of [his] existence within [him]self” (sec. 17). He is the empirical event as the closure of the ideal; he contains the free play of beauty within the self-reflexivity of embodied purpose, repeating taste’s power to give itself its own law. Michel Foucault’s story of the “invention of man,” mentioned earlier, is anchored in such Kantian moments: “[T]he threshold of our modernity is situated not by the attempt to apply objective methods to the study of man, but rather by the constitution of an empirico-transcendental doublet which was called man” (Order of Things, 319). As the “being such that knowledge will be attained in him of what renders all knowledge possible,” man is transcendental, and in providing a body for knowledge as transcendental critique, he provides knowledge’s “empirical” ground (319). The invention of man is the invention of a pragmatism indissociable from the transcendental space of the human.25

The empirico-transcendental doublet’s relation to aesthetic judgment is, however, both fundamental and devious. For with the appearance of man as the ideal of beauty, a bifurcation occurs in the Third Critique between the pure and the ideal: as the ideal of beauty, “man” is also strictly speaking the only entity incapable of serving as an object of a pure judgment of taste. Man is the “impurity” necessary to provide taste with its ideal, even though the purity of the judgment of taste is what provides the system with its guarantee of internal and external harmony. Derrida captures this paradox in one of his evocative puns: man, the “paragon,” seeks to enclose and annul the “parergon,” or frame defining the formality of aesthetic judgment. The trope of the frame is Kant’s, and the ambiguous status of the frame—neither of the artwork nor apart from it—sums up the difficulty of aesthetic formalism: “Even what we call ornaments (parerga), i.e., what does not belong to the whole presentation of the object as an intrinsic constituent, but [is] only an extrinsic addition, increases our taste’s liking, and yet it too does so only by its form, as in the case of picture frames, or drapery on statues, or colonnades around magnificent buildings” (sec. 14). In giving shape to aesthetic space, the frame of form must cut itself off from interest, yet also mirror the finality it negates, effacing its own interruptive force. Constitutive and marginal, necessary and supplemental, neither intrinsic nor extrinsic, the parergon provides a figure for the undecidable, double bind of a “pure cut” of judgment that must also never entirely cut its links with perception and meaning. I take up the paradox of aesthetic formalization shortly in more specifically linguistic terms, but first let me prepare a more thorough understanding of the anthropological and political narratives which this paradox at once troubles and serves. The theories of history, society, and culture which arrange themselves around the parergon of aesthetics require for their understanding a closer look at the logic of aesthetic exemplarity.

III

The necessity of the universality of aesthetic judgment is “exemplary, i.e., a necessity of the assent of everyone to a judgment that is regarded as an example of a universal rule that we are unable to state” (sec. 18). Exemplarity signifies an a priori presumption of a universal act of identification, yet it is the locus of an insistent subreption. Common sense tumbles into a “weak” empiricism “barely sufficient for a conjecture” just as the Critique of Judgment prepares to discover man’s exemplarity as the ideal of beauty:


The universal communicability of the sensation (of liking or disliking)—a universal communicability that is indeed not based on a concept—[I say that] the broadest possible agreement among all ages and peoples regarding this feeling that accompanies the presentation of certain objects is the empirical criterion [for what is beautiful]. This critierion, although weak and barely sufficient for a conjecture, [does suggest] that a taste so much confirmed by examples stems from [a] deeply hidden basis, common to all human beings, underlying their agreement in judging the forms under which objects are given them.

That is why we regard some products of taste as exemplary. (Sec. 17)



In principle the example as sensuous particular does not determine the judgment, since the imagination is “productive and spontaneous” rather than reproductive in relation to the exemplary object.26 And by the same token, as we have seen, the properly aesthetic example should not in itself perform an idealization, since in Kantian terms an ideal involves the rational idea of perfection.

But a certain subreption and idealization prove inseparable from the discovery of “man” and “common sense,” two figures that intertwine in Kant’s text in terms oddly reminiscent of empiricist accounts of taste as a process of abstraction (through which, as Hume puts it, “considering myself as a man in general, [I] forget, if possible, my individual being and my peculiar circumstances”).27 This empiricizing moment occurs when the example becomes the narrative of a movement from presentation to representation:



[W]e compare our judgment not so much with the actual as rather with the merely possible judgments of others, and [thus] put ourselves in the position of everyone else, merely by abstracting from the limitations that [may] happen to attach to our own judging; and this in turn we accomplish by leaving out as much as possible whatever is matter, i.e., sensation, in the presentational state, and by paying attention solely to the formal features of our presentation or of our presentational state. (Sec. 40)



Sketched at such moments in the Critique of Judgment is the story of an ascent from the sensuous particular to the formal universal; and as David Lloyd has argued, this embryonic narrative composes the ideological matrix of aesthetics. The example unfolds into subreptive narrative because of the circular predicament of taste. The example is only an example thanks to the formalizing power of judgment, yet common sense depends on examples for its appearance and development: “The common sense that is the foundation of taste, precisely as a sense, cannot be deduced transcendentally or be supplied by universal rule: its exercise as its manifestation depends upon prior examples.”28 The a priori act of formalization that is exemplarity is thus always marked by a “prior” formalization: the exemplary is always belated with respect to itself. This paradox may be inverted: the exemplary is always ahead of itself, moving toward an ideal, precisely because of the lag or lapse inherent within the example. We have already encountered this paradox in the subreptive narrative movement from an empirical past (the exemplary as an accumulation of previous judgments) to an ideal futurity: “[T]he broadest possible agreement among all ages and peoples regarding this feeling that accompanies the presentation of certain objects is the empirical criterion [for what is beautiful]. . . . That is why we regard some products of taste as exemplary” (sec. 17). This self-confessedly “weak” empirico-transcendental narrative has been generated out of the non-empirical doubleness of an act of formalization which must always be behind or ahead of itself in order to be itself.

For the moment, however, let me focus attention on this narrative’s inherently historical and political drift. Just as aesthetic judgment takes narrative shape as a movement from sensuous presentation to formal representation, civilization becomes the history of a passage from primitive sensuality to the universal communicability of aesthetic judgment proper—a narrative, however, that is always double: humanity must be at once an “original contract” and a latency, a product of its own history:


[A] concern for universal communication is something that everyone expects and demands from everyone else, on the basis, as it were, of an original contract dictated by [our] very humanity. Initially, it is true, only charms thus become important in society and become connected with great interest, e.g., the dyes people use to paint themselves (roucou among the Caribs and cinnabar among the Iroquois), or the flowers, sea shells, beautifully colored feathers, but eventually also beautiful forms (as in canoes, clothes, etc.) that involve no gratification whatsoever, i.e., no liking of enjoyment. But in the end, when civilization has reached its peak, it makes this communication almost the principal activity of refined inclination, and sensations are valued only to the extent that they are universally communicable. (Sec. 41)



That the flowers and seashells of the sensually-minded primitive had earlier served Kant as the proper objects of pure judgments of taste suggests the persistently uncertain status of aesthetic formalization in this text.29 The beautiful constantly threatens to degrade into the agreeable because it depends on the example (as sensuous priority). However, the example is also the only remedy against itself:




Among all our abilities and talents, taste is the only one which, because its judgment cannot be determined by concepts and precepts, stands most in need of examples [Beispiele] of that which has enjoyed the longest-lasting approval [Beifall] over the progress of culture [Kultur], in order that it will not become uncouth [ungeschlacht] again and relapse into the crudeness of its first attempts. (Sec. 32, translation modified)



The rationale of the canon, of humanistic education, and of aesthetics generally as a political model unfolds from these passages with almost startling clarity. And we may now take a long step back from this rigorous, conflicted philosophical text, and survey briefly the far-flung ideological haunts of post-Kantian aesthetic narrative.

From such a bird’s-eye perspective the Critique of Judgment acquires the patina of exemplary marginality proper to the category of “high” culture which Kant’s work indirectly helped theorize. Yet we may begin riding out the inflationary spiral of aesthetics as ideology with the observation that aspects of Kant’s project, and some of his formulations, underwent extremely effective popularization in the work of Friedrich Schiller, whose Naive and Sentimental Poetry (1793–96) and On the Aesthetic Education of Man (1795, 1802) distill the empirico-transcendental narrative of man into its canonical form. In Schiller the aesthetic becomes a supremely synthetic moment, an instant of freedom balanced between the binary oppositions of the empirical and the ideal—the “sensuous drive” and the “formal drive” of the Aesthetic Education—a synthesis that provides man with “a complete intuition of his human nature” and “a symbol of his accomplished destiny.”30 The symmetrical chiasmus or “reciprocal action” (Wechsel-wirkung) of sensuous and formal drives also undergoes temporalization, however, such that the sensuous precedes and yields to the formal: man “begins by being nothing but life, in order to end by becoming form” (Schiller, Aesthetic Education, 20.2). History is the unfolding of this destiny as culture: that is, as the progress from a “naive,” sensual aesthetic to a “sentimental” interiority, this last defined as the self-conscious quest for a return to the naive, and thus as the motion toward an ever-deferred “ideal” state of aesthetic synthesis. The evolution of poetry or aesthetic form is by definition also that of humanity. “This path taken by the modern poets is, moreover, that along which man in general, the individual as well as the race, must pass.”31


Thus aesthetic, individual, and species formation all occur as an interdependent system of homologies, and as a progress in the form of a spiral or transumptive return, which is the only form of progress possible for a system of exemplarity. One could say that such a system always looks backward toward an exemplar and forward toward an ideal, except that the two gestures are inseparable: one goes backward to go forward, achieving the ideal through a return a higher naïveté: “We were nature . . . and our culture, by means of reason and freedom, should lead us back to nature” (Schiller, Naive and Sentimental Poetry, 85).32 The double burden of repetition and self-production composes the paradox of identification as that of aesthetic education. On the one hand, the subject of aesthetics comes into existence by identifying with an exemplar, and the exemplar is exemplary because of its original spontaneity: what must be imitated is the inimitable. On the other hand, the exemplar is exemplary for us, as Hegel would say: an example cannot be exemplary except for a (fallen) subject, and in itself is a purely sensuous and unreflective spontaneity. Precisely because we have fallen from the example, are belated with respect to it, and exist as a reflection on our difference from it, we are oriented toward a yet higher synthesis as historical subjects. Schiller’s Greeks, therefore—inherited from Winckelmann, and bequeathed to a properly modern nineteenth- and twentieth-century Hellenism—are at once exemplary and childish.33


As a narrative of subject-formation that is always also a narrative of universal history, aesthetics rapidly and easily becomes a political model. The inherently political character of aesthetics is already suggested in Kant’s definition of aesthetic formalization as the hypothetical identification of the particular act of judgment with the universality of human judgment. In the Critique of Judgment this identification is purely formal and thus, properly speaking, identityless; but we saw that in aesthetic narrative a subreption—we might now wish to say, an excess of identification—is always already at work translating the hypothetical universal communality of judgment into the empirical manifestation of man. In Schiller’s repetition and intensification of this gesture, the Aesthetic State becomes the idealized realization of humanity in its empirico-transcendental totality. This State, Schiller tells us at the end of the Aesthetic Education of Man exists “as a realized fact” only in “some few chosen circles,” but exists as a “need” in every “fine-tuned,” that is, fully human, soul (27.12). Scholars of English literature encounter Schiller’s Aesthetic State most memorably in Matthew Arnold’s assertion in Culture and Anarchy that “culture suggests the idea of the State . . . in our best self.”34 In a British context Arnold’s statement was slightly eccentric; but the overtly authoritarian resonance of such formulations is finally less politically significant than the logic of their construction, which proposes the judging subject’s identification with a hypothetical formal community as both the engine and the telos of history. In an entirely Arnoldian spirit one can replace the word “State” with “humanity,” and obtain the tautology of “culture” out of which aesthetic narrative unfolds.

The production and consumption of culture, therefore, acquires a political destiny inseparable from its “disinterested” exemplariness, with the result that the line between the artwork and the political, like that between the beautiful and the agreeable, is always being crossed and recrossed. Here the discourse of modern aesthetics opens very rapidly onto that of “Western culture” itself, for the State or City has been conceived in relation to the artwork since Plato. The political is a making or forming, a “fiction,” in Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe’s phrase: “The fact that the political is a form of plastic art in no way means that the polis is an artificial or conventional formation, but that the political belongs to the sphere of technē in the highest sense of the term: the sense in which technē is thought as the accomplishment and the revelation of physis itself.”35 The formation or fiction of the polis, in other words, is the mimesis and the fulfillment of nature. In the “modern” world of aesthetic exemplarity, this (self-)formation involves, as we have seen, the production and transumption of an “ancient” model—Athens, Sparta, Rome, Jerusalem; the points of reference can, of course, be multiple. Winckelmann’s famous claim, at the beginning of his seminal Reflections on the Imitation of Greek Works in Painting and Sculpture (1755), that “the only way for us to become great or, if this be possible, inimitable, is to imitate the ancients,” could doubtless only have been uttered in the particularly fragmented context of eighteenth-century Germany, but differently inflected versions of this paradox inform nationalist representations throughout post-Renaissance European history.36 The nation is a fiction, not just in Benedict Anderson’s sense of being an “imagined community,” an entity superior to the possibility of empirical experience, but in the more turbulent sense of being a making, a poiesis that is always at once belated and proleptic with respect to the concept it presupposes 37 Since the technē of the political must both mimic and exceed physis, the nation must be at once a “natural” movement of the people and an orchestrated, staged event; and in the course of this staging of the event of history, the artwork, for inherent rather than external or contingent reasons, will find its disinterestedness pressed into overtly political service.38

The “aestheticization of politics” that Walter Benjamin diagnosed in early twentieth-century fascism thus represents no absolute break with the humanist tradition, for which fascism generally had little but scorn. Indeed, from the perspective of a critique of aesthetics it is no coincidence that in its National Socialist version fascist nationalism was first and foremost a racism. The development of normative models of racial difference in the late eighteenth century is inseparable from a neoclassicizing aesthetic of the body.39 Aesthetics, of course, can hardly be charged with having invented European racism, which forms part of a shifting complex of discourses that has served visible and various economic and political interests from the discovery of the New World and the emergence of a modern slave-trade to the mid-twentieth-century production of a “Third” World. But in its specifically modern form as racism, racial discourse obtains a specifically aesthetic provenance and momentum as a version of aesthetic typology—in certain respects as typology’s sharpest ideological expression: as, precisely, the instantiation of the stereotype as the mechanical reiteration of a caricature.40 Precisely because of its aesthetic determination, however, the racial stereotype is not as simple a trope as its iterative, mass-produced nature might lead one to think. The racism that descends from Count Gobineau to Alfred Rosenberg does not simply fix essences in immutable corporeal signs, but identifies the type as self-formative: that is, as the (aesthetic) subject’s self-determination in history as type, which is to say as race. “A race,” Lacoue-Labarthe and Jean-Luc Nancy comment, referring to texts by Rosenberg and Hitler in an effort to diagnose a “Nazi myth,” “is the identity of a formative power, of a singular type.”41 The individual subject’s identification with the leader is an identification with the nation, but nation in the sense of race, and race in the sense of a power of self-formation, embodied in the naturalness of blood and soil. The manipulation of the masses through spectacle and symbol is at this point an end in itself. And the race that accomplishes itself in and through this spectacle would be, in Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy’s terms, “nothing more than the absolute, self-creating Subject” (310). In the terms we have elaborated here, this racial entity would be the hallucinogenic literalization of the “empirico-transcendental doublet,” man, whom Kant proposed as the “visible expression of moral ideas” (Critique of Judgment, sec. 17), and whose universality has fallen casualty to a subreption so absolute as to destroy the human itself.

The fascist spectacle, however, can distract us from the hegemonic power of aesthetic narrative—a narrative which Schiller offers as an alternative to violent revolution and as a palliative for authoritarian rule. Here the principal ideological mechanism, as Lloyd observes of colonialist paternalism, is the transformation of “the stereotype into the type, allowing the fixed character . . . of the racial subject to become a letter into which a spirit can be breathed, the spirit, that is, of an evolving assimilation of the uncultivated, and therefore incomplete, to the civilized and complete.”42 The “type” functions in a rhetorical capacity as a prefiguration of its own fuller realization; and its insertion into the exemplary and developmental temporality of aesthetic history permits the “native” or, mutatis mutandis, the working-class or feminine subject to be represented as incomplete rather than different—with the unstated proviso that these “children” will also never grow up: within the harmonious aesthetic universe they are naturally childish.43 Yet the eschatological promise of history now moves to the foreground; and precisely because the instrument of reconciliation is culture, the politics of aesthetics derive from the seeming benevolence and normativity of a pedagogical model. Thus aesthetics achieves its most elaborate institutional manifestation in pedagogical contexts. The subject of aesthetics emerges through an identification with the exemplary texts and subjects that make up a tradition definitive of humanity itself (for taste, as we know from Kant, “stands most in need of examples of that which has enjoyed the longest-lasting approval over the progress of culture”). When institutionalized as pedagogical practice, aesthetics thus requires a canon and a scene of instruction in which this canon reiterates its own identity in forming that of the aesthetic subject. Whether any particular text or author “belongs” in the canon or not can always come into dispute; the important point is that there be an understanding, articulated or not, that the canonical text is representative and exemplary. The outlines of developmental and typological narrative can be nearly lost in the halo of aesthetic disinterestedness and representativeness; the canon can be “expanded” to incorporate representatives of previously marginalized groups without prejudice to its hegemonic function. Indeed, it is precisely in and through this expansion that aesthetics becomes properly hegemonic, by distributing its representative attentions over the widest possible social field, and internalizing as much as possible the terms of conflict. We are now in a position to appreciate why the idea of “multiculturalism” should meet resistance both within and without the present-day academy—but we are also prepared to understand the relative ease with which a certain multiculturalism is accommodated and promoted by scholarly, pedagogical, and other cultural institutions. As long as the multiplication of cultures remains integrated under the sign of the human (or, since the institutionalization of feminism is obviously also at stake here, that of “man”), and even as long as the noncanonical cultural objects studied are taken as examples of ethnic or national identity, an aesthetic logic controls the field of dispute, organizing ethnic identity upon the neutrally white background of “culture” itself, as the (Western, male, etc.) institution of aesthetics has defined it. The strenuous opposition to multiculturalism by conservative cultural groups, however, responds to the fact that all cultures are always multiple, and that even the imaginary totality of “Culture” is fragmented at its origin by its double task of producing what it affirms. The name of this instability within aesthetics is “theory,” as I have already suggested, and shall now seek to elaborate.

IV

The preceding discussion has to some extent already launched us on yet one more of those dizzying leaps which the analysis of aesthetics as an ideology demands. If I now propose to shift attention from the panoramic unfolding of politico-aesthetic narrative to the strange but socioeconomically minute phenomenon of “theory” in late twentieth-century North America (and, mutatis mutandis, other major centers for the production of “Western” literary culture), it is on the strength of the observation that aesthetic pedagogy was fully institutionalized in the twentieth century, with the development of national literature studies in the modern, bureaucratic university. It must also be emphasized that the university has a relatively minor part to play in the diffusion of aesthetic narrative in the contemporary West—where, postmodern conditions notwithstanding, versions and fragments of the grand récit of aesthetics continue to circulate incessantly.44 But the university serves our culture as, among other things, the museum of “culture” per se, which grants the humanities a symbolic role considerably in excess of their actual contribution to the school’s explicit or implicit socioeconomic rationale. And within the humanities, the national literature department, based on the elucidation and dissemination of an imaginary totality or “canon” of exemplary vernacular texts, provides aesthetic pedagogy with its most developed institutional elaboration. We have said enough about the difficulties and paradoxes besetting aesthetic discourse to suggest that the blend of symbolic importance and sociocultural marginality enjoyed by the university literature department is no accident. As we have seen, the aesthetic has never been conceived as an end in itself, despite—or because of—its formalism, its universalism, and its political ambition. The institutional site of aesthetics in the modern techno-scientific university is consequently the object of much rhetoric but little funding. Throughout this chapter I have been tracking versions of this fundamental contradiction, which all too often has been misrepresented or simplifed even in otherwise rigorous analyses of the politics of aesthetics.

It is necessary to qualify John Guillory’s claim, for instance, that the “canon debate” and the emergence of “theory” record and react to the decreasing value of literature as cultural capital in an increasingly tech-nobureaucratic society. The growing practical irrelevance of high literary culture may well be a fact, but it is also a fact that literary culture has always been constituted as marginal in relation to a popular culture against which “literature” gets defined. I take up the problem of literature more extensively in chapter 2; here it suffices to recall that the notion of literature, in the sense of imaginative fiction, emerged as part of the discourse of aesthetics—and, as the name for a self-reflexive linguistic form that speaks to the totality of the human condition, may in fact be understood as the discursive epitome of aesthetics.45 With the invention of literature came the corresponding category of the “subliterary”; and critics seeking to demystify aesthetic discourse have frequently drawn attention to literature’s troubled relation to the more overtly commodified forms of writing it excludes. All too often, however, this relation has been represented as unilaterally defensive, as though the marketplace success of sensation fiction represented a simple “reality” which Wordsworth or Goethe were seeking disingenuously to avoid.46 The material and cultural processes that created the possibility of this marketplace, however, produced the possibility of literature as an integral dimension of it. The universalizing or homogenizing force of commodified “popular culture”—as well as much of its ideological content—is aesthetic in its rationale. The discourse of aesthetics, as the model of bourgeois ideology, registers this complication in its schizophrenic ambition to be at once popular and elite, as our double sense of “culture” has come to imply. Thus, if the notion of literature cannot be fully extracted from the subliterary field it plunders and disdains, it is equally true—and not simply in a trivial sense—that the institution of “popular” culture presupposes and in a certain sense even reinforces that of “literature.” Guillory discovers evidence of “the peculiar power of mass culture” in the fact that mass-cultural representations of literature rarely bother to deny literature’s transcendental claims (Cultural Capital, 173); but his adversarial metaphors foreclose the logic governing mass culture’s uncaring but consistent acceptance of its own putative inferiority. From the perspective of low as well as high culture the purpose of literature—or, more generally, the aesthetic per se—is precisely to be both marginal and fundamental. This contradictory role also communicates to high culture a flavor of ineffectuality, allowing mass culture to represent itself, when it so chooses, as after all more representative of essential humanity than its exemplary but bookish counterpart. The permutations of such a thoroughly symbiotic opposition are numerous; the point to note is that literature’s decreasing value as cultural capital translates into a cultural crisis only insofar as “literature” remains a locus of investment (and crisis) within the notion of “culture” itself, in both its popular and elite manifestations. Put another way, as long as we continue to define a certain sort of activity as “cultural” or “aesthetic,” we shall be lamenting (or celebrating) the endless death of literature.

The role of theory in this tragicomic scenario may be grasped even if we finesse, for the moment, the complex question of theory’s relation to literature: it is merely necessary to grant the aesthetic foundations of literature as a pedagogical institution and to pursue a little further the linguistic character of the aesthetic aporia. The crucial role played by figurative language in aesthetic systems may be confirmed if we return once more to Kant, whose text has been presented here in enough detail to allow us access to at least one of its sites of rhetorical tension. We recall that rational interest can be indirectly attached to aesthetic disinterest, thus allowing judgments of taste to prepare the way for teleological judgments: this occurs thanks to the readmittance of semantic and referential content via “that cipher [Chiffreschrift] through which nature speaks to us figuratively [figürlich] in its beautiful forms” (Critique of Judgment, sec. 42). Figurative language mediates between form and meaning, disinterest and interest: “[T]he sans of the pure cut,” Derrida comments, “is in truth a language that nature speaks to us.”47 In similar fashion the articulation between aesthetic judgment and ethical judgment depends on the figure of analogy. We judge the beautiful as if we were judging rationally or ethically: this moment of fiction, the analogical “as if,” recuperates the errancy of pulchritudo vaga and allows aesthetic judgment to moor itself to interestedness.

The fictional “as if” of analogy, however, causes figurative language to become the locus of attention and anxiety as Kant defines the “symbol” in order to argue that beauty is a symbol of morality. Though the ideas of reason cannot be directly represented by intuitions, Kant argues that the sensory presentation or “hypotyposis” of a rational idea can occur “symbolically.” The “symbol” thus takes up the task of aesthetic judgment itself in articulating pure with practical reason, the phenomenal with the noume-nal realm:



Symbolic exhibition uses an analogy [Analogie] (for which we use empirical intuitions as well), in which judgment performs a double function: it applies the concept to the object of a sensible intuition; and then it applies the mere rule by which it reflects on that intuition to an entirely different object, of which the former is only the symbol. Thus a monarchy ruled according to its own constitutional laws would be presented as an animate body, but a monarchy ruled by an individual absolute will would be presented as a mere machine (such as a hand mill); but in either case the presentation is only symbolic. For though there is no similarity between a despotic state and a hand mill, there certainly is one between the rules by which we reflect on the two and how they operate. This function [of judgment] has not been analyzed much so far, even though it very much deserves fuller investigation; but this is not the place to pursue it. Our language is replete with such indirect exhibitions according to an analogy, where the expression does not contain the actual schemata for the concept but contains merely a symbol for our reflection. Thus the word foundation (support, basis), to depend (to be held from above), to flow (instead of to follow) from something, substance (the support of accidents, as Locke puts it), and countless others are not schematic but symbolic hypotyposes; they express concepts not by means of a direct intuition but only according to an analogy with one, i.e., a transfer of our reflection on an object of intuition to an entirely different concept, to which perhaps no intuition can ever directly correspond. (Critique of Judgment, sec. 59)



In the wake of this discussion Kant ventures the crucial assertion that “the beautiful is the symbol of the morally good.” The former depends on the imagination and is independent of concepts, while the latter depends on the freedom of the will and is grounded on concepts; however, the former becomes the symbol of the latter insofar as the “mere rule” by which judgment reflects on the beautiful is applied to the morally good. Kant’s self-conscious digression on the figurative nature of key philosophical terms registers the magnitude of the stakes for which this passage plays.48 For the analogy between the beautiful and the good is not an example among others: it is the condition of the possibility of the symbol as the articulation of the ethical and the phenomenal, and is thus exemplary of symbolism as the figure that will allow critical philosophy to unify itself. Beauty as a symbol for morality is the exemplary symbol, the symbol of symbols, and it is also radically problematic. For in aesthetic judgment a concept is not applied to an intuition such that the “mere rule” of this application could be abstracted and transferred. Aesthetic judgment is already an affair of “mere rule”; but even this is not quite accurate: aesthetic judgment is a free play that is harmonious with, or analogous to, mere rule. In aesthetic formalization the symbol or analogy is already at work prior to the concept of the symbol or analogy. Aesthetic judgment is always already analogous with the logical and the ethical, but for this very reason can never coincide with the analogical knowledge it enables. Aesthetic judgment may be said to “perform” the concept of the symbol, but the symbolic performance will always exceed or fall short of its own concept.49

The aporia of aesthetics thus becomes a disjunction within the figure of analogy; and this disjunction may in turn be described in a rhetorical vocabulary, as Roland Barthes once showed in a remarkable, brief meditation on “beauty” as that which “cannot assert itself save in the form of a citation,” which is to say in the form of an enumerative referral (“lovely as . . .”): “There is only one way to stop the replication of beauty: hide it, return it to silence. . . . There is one rhetorical figure which fills this blank in the object of comparison whose existence is altogether transferred to the language of the object to which it is compared: catachresis (there is no other possible word to denote the ‘wings’ of a house or the ‘arms’ of a chair, and yet ‘wings’ and ‘arms’ are instantly, already metaphorical): a basic figure, more basic, perhaps, than metonymy, since it speaks around an empty object of comparison: the figure of beauty.”50 Barthes’s Kantian figure of beauty inspires an endless process of tropological displacement because, as a catachresis, it is always already metaphorical; furthermore, as an absolute transfer, the catachresis also incessantly interrupts the substitutive process it sets in motion and perpetuates. Beauty thus becomes a figure for the radical figurativeness of language.

And with that insight we encounter Paul de Man’s project of rhetorical reading as precisely the critique which aesthetics enables and obscures. As a discourse and a philosophical system, aesthetics unfolds as the story of the construction of the symbol; but because of its unstable origin this narrative will always be doubled by the narrative of its undoing, which may be called “theory.” The story of the symbol is not one with which aesthetics can dispense, because the aesthetic project of linking phenomenality to meaning and knowledge to action has to model itself on language. “Language” tropes the limit, the outer rind or shell which a total discourse must incorporate and know. And thus, if we call to mind the aesthetic narrative we extracted from the Critique of Judgment, we may observe that it is in fact composed of naturalized tropes. Man is the empirico-transcendental doublet because he is the symbol of symbols, the “visible expression of moral ideas” (sec. 17). Schiller’s exaggeration of “man”’s empirical and transcendental poles has the paradoxical effect of making man’s rhetorical construction more pronounced, since in the Aesthetic Education the judging subject borrows its powers from typology, claiming to prefigure the universal destiny of humanity with the concrete sensuality that Erich Auerbach, in an aestheticizing (and overtly Hegelian) gesture, ascribed to the medieval figura.51 But where the historical reality of the figura could repose on divine foundations, that of aesthetics, as we have seen, must derive from the aesthetic synthesis itself. The subject of aesthetics is not only prefigurative and synecdochic of its own universality; it also produces itself as this subject in the act of judgment, modeling itself not just on tropes, but on the magical immediacy of a divine fiat, which is to say, in more prosaic terms, a performative. Since in the absence of God only language can claim to create ex nihilo, the linguistic model cannot be dispensed with; and thus, in naturalizing figurative structures and processes, the aesthetic subject inadvertently conjures up the specter of its own determination by language.

Language, however, is not an entity or subject, and cannot furnish a determinism. Its performative power appears fictional precisely to the extent that it appears effortlessly total: conjuring its worlds out of nothing, language can never escape the charge of being nothing itself: ex nihilo nihil fit. Whatever identity language has depends on an otherness to which it both points and fails to point, which means that a certain rupture within, or resistance to, self-effacement is the only specificity language “itself” can possess. When we say that a subject is modeled on linguistic structures, we have not made a positive claim but have merely pointed to a difficulty, a site of incomprehension—and in so doing have repeated the problem we diagnosed, for no personification could be more rhetorical than that which grants agency to “language.” Yet a critique of aesthetics cannot avoid this gesture, which is scripted within aesthetics as the trace of its radical incoherence. De Man’s definition of “theory” as “occur[ring] with the introduction of linguistic terminology into the metalanguage about literature” refers less to the development of twentieth-century linguistics per se than to the inextricability of theory from the aesthetics it deconstructs.52

Theory retells the story of aesthetics as the allegory of language which—in theory—aesthetics was all along. Theory identifies aesthetics as ideology by identifying ideology as a linguistic predicament: “What we call ideology is precisely the confusion of linguistic with natural reality, of reference with phenomenalism” (de Man, Resistance to Theory, 11). Aesthetics is thus the model of all ideology, since aesthetics builds its system out of linguistic functions that it treats as attributes of consciousness or spirit. In theory’s aesthetic allegory, the disruptive free play of Kant’s pulchritudo vaga becomes the figure for a potential randomness of the signifier, a randomness which can never appear without undergoing a “subreptive” ascription of meaning but which remains incoherently necessary if language is to occur. The subject of language, “man,” becomes the subject of judgment and the “ideal of beauty,” thanks to a play of the signifier which remains lodged at the heart of “man”’s possibility—the kernel of a trauma, rendered in Kant as the threatening, basilisk gaze of a pure judgment of taste.53 And since “man,” in this narrative, reads his possibility—or has it read for him—in the signifier the catachresis that establishes the signified’s legibility thereby also establishes the subject’s interpellation by language, and insertion into the symbolic order. The catachresis is a prosopopoeia: a “giving face,” as Cynthia Chase says, to something that may or may not be a sign, but which is taken as one in being perceived.54 This illegible, radically external insistence making up the possibility of the sign’s production is what theory calls materiality. We may recall that the term “ideology” originally signaled the attempt to derive ideas from the senses, and that in the wake of Marx and Engels’s displacement of Destutt de Tracy’s term, the critique of ideology became a troubled inquiry into the materiality of phenomenal form. If the notion of “ideology” preserves in its history an aesthetic ascent from the sensuous to the ideal, the critique of ideology becomes a critique of aesthetics in seeking to explain the effectivity of fiction, or, conversely, the fictionality of the real, since any materiality at the origin of ideology must be able to generate ideological illusion.55 In a rigorous Marxism, materiality resists itself, and thereby generates history. Theory pursues this thought to its limit in locating the materiality and interpellative force of ideology in language’s self-resistance.

The famous de Manian epigram that “theory is itself the resistance to theory” falls into place at this point, and so do the paradoxes of theory’s reception with which we began. In theory’s allegory, the originary aesthetic-ideological error is both legible and irreducible. It is legible because aesthetics cannot do what it says, or say what it does: theory’s narrative emerges out of this dissymmetry, and tells the story of its own emergence as the story of language’s radical incoherence. Yet the aesthetic error is also irreducible, since theory, according to its own narrative, submits to the exigencies of the inflated, treacherous limit-term “language” itself: in accounting for its own production theory betrays the linguistic fracture it discovers. There results the spiral of dissatisfaction with which we are familiar. Theory is denounced as “aestheticism” because its critical purchase occurs in and through an aesthetics that, as Lacoue-Labarthe comments, “cannot be defined otherwise than as a theory of fiction . . . [as] the locus where fiction, the fictional in general, becomes worthy of theory.”56 I Would reinflect this formulation slightly so as to emphasize that aesthetics is both a theory of fiction and (thus) a theory of fiction’s occlusion, which is to say the production and occlusion of theory itself. Aesthetics is theory as the resistance to theory.57 Or, put more patiently, aesthetics is the systematic resistance to the self-resisting theory it cannot help but generate.

The peculiarities of theory’s dissemination and reception derive from the aesthetic character of literary culture in general and professional literary study in particular. In its specific manifestation as “de Manian deconstruction,” theory is a discourse informed by the structures and exigencies of the research university and the history of literary study—let us say most generally, by the existence of an institutional apparatus in which critics, as part of their role within the academic bureaucracy, produce “interpretations” and teach students to produce them. This institutional focus on interpretation, nominally in the service of the literary text as aesthetic object, permits the very success of theory which both theory and theory’s detractors decry. Indeed, deconstruction appears in such a context as a peculiarly “American” phenomenon precisely because it exploits and submits to the structure and productive mechanisms of the postwar U.S. research university. There is thus a limited truth to John Guillory’s claim that, in its announced impersonality and its valorization of “rigor,” de Manian deconstruction mirrors the routinized conditions of production in a scholarly bureaucracy. We may in fact say that the hyperbolic character of de Man’s reception—his fetishization and ferocious abjection—derives to some extent quite directly from the commodified nature of U.S. scholarly production, which causes both the work and the name of de Man to become widely and repeatedly circulated irritants. If the de Manian critique occurs precisely where the internal coordinates of the cultural institution permit aesthetic ideology’s systematic self-laceration, the culture of the commodity inflates this systematic process into a minor—but stubborn—public neurosis.

One should not conclude, however, that theory reduces to a local sociological symptom because it occurs as an institutional development. Guillory’s shrewd account of the institutionality of “theory” misses its mark at precisely this point. While it is to some extent possible—though certainly also hastily reductive—to say that deconstruction “model[s] the work of theory on bureaucratic work” (Cultural Capital, 257), it is misleading to characterize this gesture as a blind reiteration of the ideology of professionalism—a cathexis of routine, that is, whereby “the charisma of the master theorist appears to constitute a realm of absolute autonomy” (254). Guillory has diagnosed the pathology of theory at the price of foreclosing the theoretical statement itself, which means that he has simply repeated a version of this statement without knowing it. Theory is about the charismatic effectivity of the bureaucratic—that is, the production of pathos out of “rigor,” and of faces and names out of formal systems: a process exemplified in and as the story of aesthetics, which is to say, of course, as the story of the production of a certain illusion of “absolute autonomy.” By way of a paradox which we have explored throughout this chapter, this aesthetic narrative (of “man”) finds its sharpest and most visibly conflicted academic expression in the production of the master theorist (“de Man”)—the pure subject of knowledge, who embodies theory’s impersonal “rigor.” In de Man’s own terms one may speak of the hypostatization of “the deconstructive passion of a subject” into the illusory center of authority.58 The fact that theory (as de Man) predicts the pattern of its own resistance does not prevent it from resisting its own insight. But in falling into error, theory, located as it is on the fault line of aesthetics, explains what Guillory’s sociological reduction cannot: the fact that the master theorist’s charisma recurs as, and within, a resistance to theory so widespread and conflicted that even critics without much sympathy for or interest in de Man’s work have noted its peculiarity.59

For good or ill, de Man’s monumentalization is a symptom of a permanent crisis within the institutions of aesthetic culture. As long as the academic study of literature persists in anything like its present form, the death of theory will continue to be announced and predicted, analyzed and called for, while the theoretical critique will continue to circulate as an irrepressible irritant, a phantom repeatedly exorcised and rediscovered in the academic machine. The institution of literature is hardly invulnerable. It is at best two centuries old, and in its fully bureaucratized form is a twentieth-century phenomenon, which one day will no doubt pass from the earth. Yet in the meantime it forms an integral part of an ideology that informs the ensemble of disasters and opportunities we call modernity. Though literary study may continue to witness its own increasing marginalization within an increasingly techno-pragmatic educational apparatus, its future, in the short run at least, and despite appearances, is not really in danger. “Literature,” in other words, is another name for the crisis of theory, as will become clear once we tunnel further into the literary institution and examine at close range the debate about the Bildungsroman.
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The Phantom Bildungsroman



For the being of Geist has an essential connection with the idea of Bildung.

—Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method



Among the challenges the modern novel offers to genre theory, that of the Bildungsroman is remarkable on several counts. Few literary terms—let alone German ones—have enjoyed greater international success, both in the academy and in high culture generally. “If a person interested in literary matters commands as many as a dozen words of German,” Jeffrey Sammons remarks, “one of them is likely to be: Bildungsroman.”1 If this person also commands the staples of Western literary history, she or he will also know that this subgenre is epitomized by Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship, is in some way deeply German, but represents nonetheless “one of the major fictional types of European realism.”2 At once international and national, a “major fictional type” embodied in the historical event of a particular novel, the Bildungsroman seems to have inherited the virtues of its nominal father, Goethe, the genius whose life captured for provincial Weimar the full radiance of human potentiality. One would be hard-pressed to find another instance of a genre in which particularity and generality appear to mesh so thoroughly. For since the Bildungsroman narrates the acculturation of a self—the integration of a particular “I” into the general subjectivity of a community, and thus, finally, into the universal subjectivity of humanity—the genre can be said to repeat, as its identity or content, its own synthesis of particular instance and general form. An equivalent repetition is audible in the German word “Bildungsroman” itself, which no doubt largely explains why it is more frequently borrowed than translated: even knowledge of only a dozen words of German suffices to hear an interplay of representation (Bild) and formation (Bildung), and thus the whisper of a profound homology between pedagogy and aesthetics, the education of a subject and the figuration of a text. The Bildungsroman, in short, is a trope for the aspirations of aesthetic humanism. Indeed, a stronger claim can be made: given its simultaneously self-reflexive and universalizing structure, this genre presents itself as a version—a humanist, and thus fully ideological version—of what Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe and Jean-Luc Nancy, in their study of German Romanticism, term “the literary absolute.”3

The first of many paradoxes that one encounters in studying this genre is that this description of it probably surprises. I have done little more than unpack, in very abbreviated and literal-minded fashion, the assertions implicit in the notion of the Bildungsroman, yet the result no doubt seems at odds with the prosaic use to which the term is usually put. The very success of the term has made it part of the daily fare of educated discourse and has given it the aura of a well-worn literary tool. And besides the fact that one habitually employs this word to describe novels that may not display much literary value, the idea of the Bildungsroman, even considered abstractly as a form, appears compromised by a certain sordid wishfulness. It seems counterintuitive to expect high aesthetic ambition from a genre seemingly built around a hero who, in Hegel’s ironic summary, “in the end usually gets his girl and some kind of position, marries and becomes a philistine just like the others.”4 We would certainly appear to be more than a little removed from the refined poetics of a Mallarmé, or the aestheticism of Pater or Wilde. Finally, even if this genre were not weighed down by bourgeois pettiness, it would still seem an illegitimate substitute for what Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy call the “literary absolute,” which, as “the genre of literature,” no specific genre can embody (Literary Absolute, 11). I shall return to the question of the “literary” in short order; for the moment it will suffice to note that according to Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy the Romantics inaugurate the thought of literature in its modern sense, with the “literary absolute” naming an emphatically new and self-transcending genre “beyond the divisions of classical (or modern) poetics” (11). Even if one recalls the Romantics’ high claims for the novel as the genre that transcends genre, or Friedrich Schlegel’s assertion that Fichte’s philosophy, the French Revolution, and Wilhelm Meister are “the great tendencies of the age,” the Romantic absolu littéraire will still at best halo the achievement of Goethe’s novel, not the genre Wilhelm Meister presumably inspired.

But the tense interplay of meanings at work in the idea of the Bildungs-roman is further complicated by a referential difficulty: it is uncertain whether this genre exists to be described in the first place. Scholarship in this area has turned up one complication after another. Problems begin, appropriately enough, on the level of the signifier itself, since the word “Bildungsroman,” purportedly the name of a nineteenth-century genre, was nearly unknown before the early twentieth century—its widespread popularity is, in fact, largely a postwar phenomenon.5 Generic terms are no doubt usually supposed to lag behind the phenomena to which they refer; but given the “Romantic” presuppositions that can be extracted from this particular term, its deferred occurrence raises questions about literary history which rapidly become complex and serious. One might begin to suspect that critics such as Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy have good reason to claim that “a veritable romantic unconscious is discernable today, in the most central motifs of our modernity” (Literary Absolute, 15). At the same time, however, one might also wonder whether the term Bildungsroman, like the more notorious label “Romanticism,” has at best an indirect relation to the texts it is supposed to describe. And indeed, unsurprisingly, scholars in German studies have been casting doubt on this word’s referential purchase for nearly as long as it has been in wide circulation. As soon as one takes a serious look at the notion of the Bildungsroman, it begins to unfold such extravagant aesthetic promises that few if any novels can be said to achieve the right to be so defined—possibly not even the five or six German-language novels that, in postwar German studies, have constantly been put forward as this genre’s main (and not infrequently its only) representatives.6 Sammons’s well-known article, by no means the first of its sort,7 concludes by wondering whether, among the “legends of literary history,” there is one “so lacking in foundation and so misleading as the phantom of the nineteenth-century Bildungsroman” (Sammons, “Mystery,” 243). Frederick Amririe writes more forgivingly of a “critical fiction”—though like Sammons, Amrine has hard words for members of English departments who appropriate the authority of the term Bildungsroman without investigating its history or, consequently, its referential difficulties.8

But the Bildungsroman seems to constitute one of those quagmires of literary study in which increased rigor produces nothing more tangible than increased confusion. On the one hand it is certainly true that under the lens of scholarship this genre rapidly shrinks until, like a figure in Wonderland, it threatens to disappear altogether. Even Wilhelm Meister has proved resistant to being subsumed under the definition it supposedly inspired: critics with little else in common have registered their sense that at the end of Goethe’s novel, Wilhelm “is still a long way from Schiller’s theoretically postulated ‘beautiful moral freedom’.”9 As Sammons remarks, “[I]f the status of the model text is problematic, then a fortiori the genre itself must certainly be insecure” (“Mystery,” 237). But on the other hand, Germanists seem all the more ideologically committed to the truth of this “critical fiction” for having examined it and found it ontologically wanting. Monographs on the Bildungsroman appear regularly; without exception they possess introductory chapters in which the genre is characterized as a problem, but as one that the critic, for one reason or another, plans either to solve or ignore;10 and despite the variety of solutions proffered, the definition of the Bildungsroman that emerges in study after study usually repeats, in ways and for reasons that I seek to elaborate here, the self-referential structure of the aesthetic synthesis sketched at the beginning of this chapter—which returns one to the beginning of the cycle and necessitates, of course, another book or essay on the Bildungsroman. The more this genre is cast into question, the more it flourishes. And though it is certainly poor scholarship to reduce Bildung to a vague idea of individual “growth,” as common parlance generally does, a more historically and philosophically precise understanding of Bildung does not appear either to keep the Bildungsroman healthy and alive, or to prevent its corpse from rising with renewed vigor each time it is slain. The popular success of vulgarized notions of the Bildungsroman simply repeats, on a grander scale, this genre’s indestructibility within the specialized literature.

I shall be tracking the rationale of this vacillation at some length in what follows; but with a glance back to the preceding chapter’s discussion of aesthetic ideology, we may note that the Bildungsroman’s paradox derives from that of aesthetics. The “content” of the Bildungsroman instantly becomes a question of form, precisely because the content is the forming-of-content, “Bildung”—the formation of the human as the producer of itself as form. Wilhelm Dilthey’s seemingly content-oriented definition of the Bildungsroman as a “regular development . . . in the life of the individual,” in which each stage of development “has its own intrinsic value and is at the same time the basis for a higher stage,” is animated by a formal principle that undermines the content’s specificity, as shown clearly in a remark by Robert Musil:



When one says “Bildungsroman,” [Wilhelm] Meister comes to mind. The development of a personal Bildung. There is, however, also Bildung in what is at once a narrower and a more extensive sense: with every true experience a cultured man educates himself [bildet sich ein geistiger Mensch]. This is the organic plasticity of man. In this sense every novel worthy of the name is a Bildungsroman. . . . The Bildungsroman of a person is a type [Typus] of novel. The Bildungsroman of an idea, that’s quite simply the novel per se.11




The content is thus in an essential sense the form, and the principle of formation is the human: if every novel worthy of the name is a Bildungsroman, this is because every human being worthy of the name embodies an essential humanity, an “organic plasticity” that permits the “geistiger Mensch” to produce himself (sich bilden). And yet, if the “person” immediately becomes a figure of the “idea”—and the novel a figure for the production of the novel itself—the ongoing debate about the Bildungsroman suggests that this power of formalization is less stable than Musil’s comments imply. The idea of this genre persistently drives it in the direction of universality, but since its particularity is constantly in danger of disappearing, a “disturbing dialectic of everything and nothing,” as Amrine puts it (“Rethinking,” 124) comes to afflict the notion of the Bildungsroman as it vacillates between signifying in vague fashion a narrative in which a protagonist matures (such that “precious few novels would not qualify as ‘Bildungsromane’” [122]) and signifying in more rigorous fashion an aesthetic synthesis that threatens to disappear into sheer illusion. At once too referential and not referential enough, the Bildungsroman appears ineradicable from literary criticism. In its nonexistence it is so efficaciously present that Sammons is led to speak more than once of a “phantom genre” (“Mystery,” 239, 243). And since a tension within the procedures of institutionalized literary studies has generated this ghost, one can hope to learn something about the nature of literary reception by keeping it in view.

A closer look at what Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy call the “literary absolute” is in order here, since their study attempts to capture the presuppositions on which the institution of literary criticism is based. We may first dilate on a topic that surfaced intermittently in the preceding chapter: the appearance of the notion and institution of “literature” as part of the development of modern aesthetics over the course of the eighteenth century. Though Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy are no doubt being overpunctual in locating the irruption of literature in Jena Romanticism, they are certainly right to insist on literature’s modernity. As is well known, throughout most of the eighteenth century texts were organized rhetorically, according to generic principles that had not changed substantially since the classical era. The notion of “fiction” did not begin to have its present classificatory power before the Romantic period, as every student of the eighteenth-century novel knows: Samuel Richardson’s stubborn insistence that he was indeed the “editor” rather than the “author” of the letters composing Pamela, for instance, only begins to make sense when one considers the ambiguous epistemological and ethical status of a text unprotected by prestigious generic conventions, and written several decades too early to profit from the category of “serious fiction,” or literature. This category became available as part of the wholesale rearrangement of discourses marking the advent of what we generalized in the preceding chapter as aesthetics. Literature emerges with the developing commodification of cultural production, the concomitant development of the “author” as the producer of intellectual property, and the production of the category of the aesthetic as the guarantor of social and philosophical unity. The fictionality of the text, like the disinterestedness of aesthetic intuition, becomes the mark of identity and value by being recoded as the imaginative expression of an exemplary subject.12

The history of literature’s appearance and institutional development, which has been the object of many recent critical studies, does not in itself, however, answer the ritualistically modernist question, “What is literature?” It is imperative to take this question seriously if one’s historical account is to have any real purchase on its object; and the great accomplishment of Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy’s Literary Absolute is to have provided an uncompromisingly rigorous formulation of literature as an aesthetic ideal. Building on the work of Walter Benjamin and Maurice Blanchot, Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy unpack the commonplace of the “self-conscious text” into the model of a text that generates its own theory: into “theory itself as literature, or, in other words, literature producing itself as it produces its own theory” (12). The literary text becomes what it is—“literary”—in reflecting on its own constitution, pursuing, in Blanchot’s words, “the almost abstract demand made by poetry itself to reflect itself and to fulfill itself through its reflection.”13 Literature thereby inscribes within itself the infinite task of criticism, hollowing out a space for readers who, in engaging the text, repeat the production of the text as its own (and their own) self-understanding. This self-understanding always lies on the horizon, à venir, because each production of the text calls out in turn for a further moment of completion. Literature is thus inexhaustible; it is an infinite, reflective, fragmentary movement, Schlegel’s “progressive universal poetry,” or, in Blanchot’s words, “a veritable conversion of writing: the power for the work to be and no longer to represent” (“Athenaeum,” 165).

Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy rightly insist that “we ourselves are implicated in all that determines both literature as auto-critique and criticism as literature” (Literary Absolute, 16), for this understanding of literature provides the rationale of criticism’s scientific and pedagogical operations, whether criticism knows it or not. On the one hand, literature is the “all,” as Blanchot points out: literature concerns everything, to the point of conveying Being itself in an intuitive, unmediated moment of insight. On the other hand, literature is what one approaches endlessly, through specialized, technical processes of mediation. The absolute character of the text’s truth calls for editions and variorum editions, biographies, memoirs, and all the minutiae of scholarship, as well as for the reiterated acts of interpretation we call criticism proper. One may thus claim in the abstract what the historical record confirms: not only is there no literature without criticism, but the history of the idea of literature is the history of the institutionalization of literary study. It must also be noted, however, that a contradiction highly productive of discourse labors at this institution’s heart. “Literature” is both infinitely populist and irreducibly elitist in its aspirations, and at once avant-gardist and archival in nature. The result is a persistent tension between academic and anti-academic discourse about literature (a literature that is always being “betrayed” by the scholarly reverence it elicits); between scholarship and criticism within the academy; and between poetics and hermeneutics within criticism. The critical endeavor, however, is as irreducible as it is conflicted, since it embodies the very self-consciousness of the “literary” text. Indeed, criticism has so thoroughly displaced philology in the twentieth-century academy partly because criticism’s appeal to the “opacity” and “inexhaustibility” of the literary text results in the full integration of the literary absolute as an institutional rationale.14

The discussion of aesthetics in chapter 1 has prepared us to understand that the emergence of literature as theory involves the participation of larger metaphysical and political issues than the extremely modest world-historical destiny of academic literary criticism might lead one to conclude. In modeling the autoproduction of reflection, literature, Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy insist, represents an absolute instance of “poiesy or, in other words, production”:



Romantic poetry sets out to penetrate the essence of poiesy, in which the literary thing produces the truth of production in itself, and thus, as will be evident in all that follows, the truth of the production of itself of auto-poiesy. And if it is true (as Hegel will soon demonstrate, entirely against romanticism) that auto-production constitutes the ultimate instance and closure of the speculative absolute, then romantic thought involves not only the absolute of literature, but literature as the absolute. (Literary Absolute, 12)




The literary absolute “aggravates and radicalizes the thinking of totality and the Subject” (15), and thereby becomes the privileged other of philosophy, at once the object of philosophy’s desire and an excess toward which philosophy must maintain a reserve. For our purposes two consequences bear emphasizing. (1) The Subject, in the full metaphysical sense of the term, remains in proximity to and possibly depends on a linguistic model, since the thought of “literature” provides the Subject with its most immediate self-image—though not necessarily with a fully reliable image: Hegel’s hostility toward Romanticism is only one event in the well-known story of philosophy’s profound ambivalence toward literature. I shall return to this ambivalence, which is arguably at play even in Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy’s analysis of it. (2) The Subject, in its historicity, comes into being as Bildung, “the putting-into-form of form” (Literary Absolute, 104), the elaboration of the Subject in the specifically aesthetic terms of phenomenal or sensory realization.

The complex itinerary of Bildung in German or, more broadly, in European intellectual history from Herder onward can only be suggested here; however, lest it be imagined that Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy are overstating the metaphysical force of this concept, we may recall Hans-Georg Gadamer’s authoritative description of Bildung at the beginning of Truth and Method. I quote at length, since Gadamer’s synthesis brings clearly into view the synthetic power of the aesthetic tradition:



The first important observation about the familar content of the word Bildung is that the earlier idea of a “natural shape” which refers to external appearance (the shape of the limbs, the well-formed figure) and in general to the shapes created by nature (e.g., a mountain formation—Gebirgsbildung) was at that time detached almost entirely from the new idea. Now Bildung is intimately associated with the idea of culture and designates primarily the properly human way of developing one’s natural talents and capacities. Between Kant and Hegel the form that Herder had given to the concept was perfected. . . . Wilhelm von Humboldt, with his sensitive ear, already detects a difference in meaning between Kultur and Bildung: “but if in our language we say Bildung, we mean something both higher and more inward, namely the attitude of mind which, from the knowledge and the feeling of the total intellectual and moral endeavor, flows harmoniously into sensibility and character.” Bildung here no longer means “culture,” i.e., the development of capacities or talents. The rise of the word Bildung calls rather on the ancient mystical tradition, according to which man carries in his soul the image [Bild] of God after whom he is fashioned and must cultivate it in himself. The Latin equivalent for Bildung is formatio, and accordingly in other languages, e.g., in English (in Shaftesbury), “form,” and “formation.” In German also the corresponding derivations of the idea of forma, e.g., Formierung and Formation, have long vied with the word Bildung. . . . Yet the victory of the word Bildung over “form” does not seem to be fortuitous. For in Bildung there is Bild. The idea of “form” lacks the mysterious ambiguity of Bild, which can mean both Nachbild (“image,” “copy”) and Vorbild (“model”).

In accordance with the frequent carry-over from becoming to being, Bildung (as also the contemporary use of “formation”) describes more the result of this process of becoming than the process itself. The carry-over is especially clear here because the result of Bildung is not achieved in the manner of a technical construction but grows out of the inner process of formation and cultivation, and therefore remains in a constant state of further continued Bildung. It is not accidental that in this the word Bildung resembles the Greek physis. Like nature, Bildung has no goals outside itself. . . . In this the concept of Bildung transcends that of the mere cultivation of given talents, from which concept it is derived. The cultivation of a talent is the development of something that is given, so that the practice and cultivation of it is a mere means to an end. Thus the educational content of a grammar-book is simply a means and not itself an end. Its assimilation simply improves one’s linguistic ability. In Bildung, contrariwise, that by which and through which one is formed becomes completely one’s own. To some extent everything that is received is absorbed, but in Bildung what is absorbed is not like a means that has lost its function. Rather in acquired Bildung nothing disappears, but everything is preserved. Bildung is a genuine historical idea, and because of this historical character of “preservation” is important for understanding in the human sciences.15



Since Bildung is grounded in a linguistic model—in the “literary absolute” as the autoproductivity of language—it is unsurprising that Gadamer finds in this concept’s signifier a fusion of process, telos, and self-representation (“In Bildung there is Bild. The idea of ‘form’ lacks the mysterious ambiguity of Bild”). Signifying both Nachbild and Vorbild, Bildung encloses the structure of mimesis itself, which, through the temporalizing prefixes nach and vor, becomes the structure of typology: Bildung mirrors and prefigures its own fulfillment. Thus, as the representation of its own striving, Bildung “remains in a constant state of further continued Bildung” and achieves the autoproductivity of nature or physis, having “no goals outside itself.” Its destiny is the universality of Hegel’s Absolute Spirit, which later on in his discussion Gadamer specifically invokes: “It is the universal nature of human Bildung to constitute itself as a universal intellectual being” (13).

There are, of course, well-known historical reasons why speculative philosophy, the idea of Bildung, and a certain thought of literature emerge with particular intensity in late eighteenth-century Germany. But as we saw in chapter 1, analogous concepts, frequently, though by no means always, the result of the direct or indirect influence of German thought, saturate post-Romantic European cultural discourse, informing directly political as well as philosophical or belletristic contexts.16 This should be the less surprising in that the idea of Bildung is an idea about the historical realization of Bildung. “Promotion to the universal,” Gadamer writes, “is not something that is limited to theoretical Bildung” (13); it could not be: its logic renders it an essentially political process. Lacoue-Labarthe has in fact argued that Bildung summarizes the thought of politics in Western culture, insofar as “the political (the City) belongs to a form of plastic art, formation and information, fiction in the strict sense. This is a deep theme which derives from Plato’s politico-pedagogical writings. . . and reappears in the guise of such concepts as Gestaltung (configuration, fashioning) or Bildung, a term with a revealingly polysemic character (formation, constitution, organization, education, culture, etc.).”17 The ambitious analyses that Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy derive from this insight are not our immediate concern here, but Bildung’s practical orientation holds sufficient relevance for the more humdrum problem of the Bildungsroman in the modern academy that it is worth pausing to recompose the preceding chapter’s analysis of aesthetic narrative around the question of aesthetic pedagogy.18

The autoproduction of the literary or speculative absolute lies in its representing-itself-to-itself, its identifying with itself. Its process or historicity consists in its ongoing identification with an identity that is its own. However, in making overt the aesthetic or speculative absolute’s pragmatic claim to realize itself in the phenomenal world, Bildung brings into play the figurative and temporal complications of exemplarity. An identity must be formed through identification with an example: a model that on the one hand is the true identity of the identity-to-be-formed, but on the other hand is separated from the ephebe by the temporality or process of Bildung itself. Bildung’s engine thus runs on the double bind of identification: the subject must identify with the model in order to become what the subject already is; however, this also means that the subject must not identify with anything—particularly not a master or exemplar—that is not always already the subject itself. Aesthetic history, in its rigorous manifestations, thereby becomes a dialectical story of pain—of “the seriousness, the suffering, the patience, and the labor of the negative” that Hegel elaborates very much in opposition to, though not, as we see, simply in contradiction with, the Romantic “literary absolute.” Though Schiller’s On the Aesthetic Education of Man does not work out a fully dialectical argument in Hegel’s sense, it is arguably the most influential text on the notion of aesthetic pedagogy to come out of Germany during this period; so we may usefully extract and examine its famous central claim, which we have already heard echoed in Gadamer’s invocation of “the ancient mystical tradition, according to which man carries in his soul the image of God after whom he is fashioned and must cultivate it in himself”:



Every individual man, one may say, carries in himself, by predisposition and determination [der Anlage und Bestimmung nach], a pure ideal Man, with whose unchanging oneness it is the great task of his being, in all its changes, to correspond. This pure Man [reine Mensch], who makes himself known more or less clearly in every subject [Subject], is represented by the State, the objective and as it were canonical form in which the diversity of subjects seeks to unite itself.19



It would be difficult to find a more compact rendering of the essence and itinerary of Bildung, which appears here in its full anthropological determination as the aesthetic education of “man,” a pragmatic process of autoproduction-as-identification that is both predestined and a “great task.” The difference of history separates the subject from the Subject, and in the gap of this difference—which is an exacerbated version of the difference, at once annulled and maintained, which makes possible the self-identifying Subject—the political force of Bildung inheres. It is not simply that the subject discovers the objective form of its own ideality in the State, though this is certainly not without consequence for the political character of aesthetics. Even more crucial, however, as we saw in the previous chapter, is that the difference between subject and Subject allows the latter to reveal itself “more or less clearly” depending on the stage of development that the former occupies. Any particular subject, to the precise extent that it remains particular, will always remain underway toward full self-realization, just as every determinate State will remain “more or less” what Schiller calls a “dynamic state,” underway toward the “moral” or Aesthetic State that forms the telos of Bildung. As an aesthetic event, however, Bildung demands phenomenal manifestation: this is to say that it requires a figure, a Bild, exemplifying and prefiguring the identity underlying Bildung’s difference and deferral. In the concordant discord of history, then, certain subjects and states can, indeed must, become exemplary. They will always fall short of their own exemplarity, but exemplarity inheres in this very shortfall: Bildung, as Gadamer says, “remains in a constant state of further continued Bildung.” It is thus inherent in the logic of aesthetic education that Schiller’s treatise should regress from the universalist promise of its title to the less democratic model of history suggested in the text’s conclusion: “[A]s a need, [the Aesthetic State] exists in every finely attuned soul; as a realized fact, we are likely to find it, like the pure Church and the pure Republic, only in some few chosen circles” (Schiller, Aesthetic Education, 27.12). These chosen few acquire the ability to identify with “pure ideal Man” by actualizing, through acculturation, their inherent human ability to perform an aesthetic judgment—a disinterested, formally universal judgment that enacts the individual subject’s point of contact with the formal universality of humanity, thus providing the subject with what Schiller calls “the gift of humanity itself” (21.5).20 And since the process of acculturation or Bildung that actualizes this potential will always in turn be found to have manifested itself most purely in a historically specific site (classical Greece; Germany, England, or, more generally, “Europe”; the educated classes; the male psyche; etc.), the narrative of Bildung clearly has enormous political utility and is in fact inseparable not just from the rhetoric of class struggle and colonial administration in the nineteenth century, but more generally from the very thought of history itself, as, in David Lloyd’s words, the “individual narrative of self-formation is subsumed in the larger narrative of the civilizing process, the passage from savagery to civility, which is the master narrative of modernity.”21

This account of Bildung, sketchy enough given that, as Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy remark, this concept “brings together shaping and molding, art and culture, education and sociality, and ultimately history and figuration” (36), returns us to the task—mercifully limited in some respects, though far-reaching in others—of understanding what happens when Bildung acquires the suffix Roman, and the institution of criticism is forced to confront more directly its origins in the question of literature. The results, as we have seen, are mixed. It should at least be more obvious at this point why studies of the Bildungsroman generally display a deep investment in this genre’s existence, since we are now able to establish that the Bildungsroman presents itself as a certain modality of the “literary absolute” in offering itself as the literary form of Bildung. This emerges most overtly in formalizing accounts such as Monika Schrader’s, in which the Bildungsroman is defined as “the mimesis of poietical [poietischer] productivity”;22 but the aesthetic heritage is no less forcefully at work in seemingly more pragmatic definitions. If, as we are provisionally accepting, the literary absolute “aggravates and radicalizes the thinking of totality and the Subject,” and if Bildung names the actualization of the Subject as pedagogy, which in turn generates the empirical determination both of the Subject (as “man”) and of Bildung (as acculturation), then the notion of the Bildungsroman returns us to the literary armed with what Schiller would call “the determination [we] have received through sensation” (Aesthetic Education, 20.3): the literary will now be absolute as a mirror for the anthropological subject of Bildung, Musil’s “organically plastic” Man.23 This humanization of the literary helps explain certain vacillations that, as we noted earlier, seem inseparable from the Bildungsroman. The genre’s definition inflates so easily into commonplaces of “progress” or “growth,” for instance, because the pragmatic universal-ism of Bildung encourages it to. The case of the Bildungsroman confirms the generalization offered in the preceding chapter: “high” and “popular” culture are the two sides of a single coin, and an absolute aesthetic performance must be both at once. This double imperative accounts for the hint of crassness or vulgarity haunting the idea of a Bildungsroman: precisely because it is an aesthetic genre—the genre of the aesthetic—it will need to be degradable form and address itself to what an acculturated class understands as the masses. In fascist or totalitarian Marxist narratives, the masses will, furthermore, become the protagonist of such a novel; the translation of the Subject into the fantastic immediacies of blood and race is a logical (though by no means a necessary) exacerbation of aesthetic ideology, as Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy, among others, have shown.24 The more ba-nally sordid kind of upward mobility that drew Hegel’s irony is for similar reasons an essential ambiguity within Bildung, which, though it manifests the universal disinterestedness of aesthetic culture, also (therefore) occurs as the accumulation of sensuous forms of this universality, and thus always remains exposed to its seeming opposite, philistinism—and more generally, in complex and far-reaching ways, to the commodity form and the ruses of capital.25 Like aesthetics generally, the Bildungsroman will always risk the uneasy contempt of the philosopher. In short, as an aestheticized literary absolute, it will always risk falling short of itself as “literature.”

Meanwhile, however, the genre will also demand to be understood in terms of internalization and negation, not just because it constantly risks tumbling into the world of economic exchange, but also because Bildung, as we have seen, constitutes the effacement of the difference between the ephebe and the exemplar: a task that, in presenting itself as infinite, becomes understandable as an ironic predicament and easily acquires the tonality of melancholy. The Bildungsroman is thus frequently characterized as the great genre of German inwardness; and numerous critics, faced with the paradoxes of this genre, have sought to define the Bildungsroman in ironic terms as the exemplary novelistic genre of failure or loss. I shall return to the concept of irony later in this chapter and in subsequent chapters; for the moment, we need simply note that so long as irony is understood as self-reflection or knowledge, the essential structure of Bildung is preserved: the subject “matures,” either in a wry or a penseroso mode, by transforming loss into the knowledge of loss, thus acquiring representative status as an entity capable of universalizing its own mortality. All of the dangers and opportunities sketched here return us to the predicament of aesthetic exemplarity. For it is, in short, because the Bildungsroman, as the literary form of Bildung, must be an exemplary genre that it must shoulder the compromises and contradictions that wait upon political efficacity.

If criticism depends on literature (as theory) to furnish it with the model of its own possibility, and if the Bildungsroman is the pragmatic, humanist rewriting of literature-as-theory, then it is certainly understandable that criticism as an institution, like Lacan’s infant before its mirror, should perform a “jubilant assumption of its specular image” when faced with the notion of this genre—and should therefore find itself committed to a certain irreducible paranoia. Definitions of the Bildungsroman share a practically immovable deep structure for just this reason. Though the genre’s instability forces its constant retheorization, the definition that results is always plotted around three interrelated qualities, which are those of a pragmatized absolu littéraire: self-reflexivity, self-productivity, and exemplarity. The frequency with which “self-reflexivity” is emphasized as the quality that makes the Bildungsroman different and distinct is perhaps the most glaring sign that something has gone wrong in the critical process and that whatever has gone wrong has something to do with the problem of literature. To define a literary genre as “self-reflexive” is to offer, in lieu of a definition, a supererogatory, paranoid assertion that the genre is indeed “literary.”26 One could make a similar point about “self-productivity,” which is inseparable from self-reflexivity and is similarly literary in its generality, though here the pragmatic thrust of Bildung generates the appearance of greater specificity. Self-productivity, for Bildung, means the production of selves: in producing itself the genre produces—i.e., educates—readers. The Bildungsroman’s pedagogical power has thus constantly served as the focal point of its self-consciousness and exemplarity, as in the earliest recorded use of this term, by Karl Morgenstern in 1820: “It will justly bear the name Bildungsroman . . . because it portrays the Bildung of a hero. . . and also secondly because it is by virtue of this portrayal that it furthers the reader’s Bildung to a much greater extent than any other kind of novel.”27 The full metaphysical system of Bildung rarely displays itself in contemporary criticism as overtly as it did in Gadamer’s definition of the term; but a certain structure of assumptions generally remains intact, and remains capable of emerging as a recognizably aesthetic ideology. The pragmatics of Bildung inhere, for instance, even in the title of Michael Beddow’s The Fiction of Humanity (1982): the human is the essence of fictionality because in being imagined it is produced; fictionality, however, is essentially human because the human is its referent and meaning. The Bildungsroman, consequently, is the exemplary genre of humanity’s autoproduction: “[T]he novels all testify to a conviction that there is something about imaginative fiction, and something about authentic humanity, which makes the former an especially suitable medium of insight into the latter.”28 If one turns to Martin Swales’s influential The German Bildungsroman, one finds that once again the genre is exemplary of “the literary work” in its combination of self-consciousness and pragmatism, rendered here as a double attention to imagination and reality: “I want to suggest in my analysis of the Bildungsroman that, in general terms, the literary work is both referential and self-constituting, that, more specifically, the Bildungsroman is a novel genre which derives its very life from the awareness both of the given experiential framework of practical reality on the one hand and of the creative potential of the human imagination and reflectivity on the other.”29 The skeleton of the literary absolute remains visible in all these definitions. Reading is a process of Bildung inscribed in the text itself as the text’s reflection on its own human essence; consequently, Bildungsromane are the most “realist” as well as the most “self-conscious” of novels, since their referent is the self-positing consciousness of the human. They are the most pedagogically efficient of novels, since they thematize and enact the very motion of aesthetic education.30 In short, they are exemplary fictions, not least, as noted earlier, when they are characterized as the ironic knowledge of human finitude: such melancholy would in fact be the definitive manifestation of their realism, self-consciousness, and educative force.

It would be a mistake to imagine that more overtly skeptical readers or methodologies find it easy to avoid repeating these gestures. The Marxist tradition, for instance, while obviously committed to a critique of “German ideology,” has nonetheless tended to accept uncritically the existence, and therefore the exemplarity, of the Bildungsroman. Ferenc Fehér writes that the Bildungsroman “differs from other novels only in so far as the educational process itself is purposely put forward as the goal of the action.”31 Franco Moretti, in a particularly emphatic profession of faith in this genre’s uncomplicated existence, claims that it represents the “symbolic form” of modernity.32 Even David Lloyd, whose critique of aesthetics informs much of my argument, seems unable to avoid making an overhasty investment in the existence of the Bildungsroman. Ironically, in Lloyd’s case a political critique of Bildung leads to Bildung’s ghostly return: seeking firm differences between a “major” literary tradition laboring in the service of aesthetics and contestatory, “minor” literatures that prepare the way for political alternatives, Lloyd commits himself to a binary opposition in which the Bildungsroman becomes the other of otherness, the stable site of production of subjects whose claim to universality may be materially interested and bogus, but can be exposed as such only from the vantage of other cultural productions.33

If the Bildungsroman can figure so unproblematically in critical texts even when the critic’s agenda and methodology oppose those of humanist aesthetics, one has reason to suspect that the persistent return of the problem of the Bildungsroman in recent scholarship is a symptom of an instability within criticism. The symptom, as a symptom of instability, is itself at once overdetermined and contingent: criticism obviously should be able to get along quite well in the absence of this recently invented Bildungsroman, which, however, as we have seen, is as saturated with meaning as if it were a metaphysical cornerstone. There is no secure way to decide whether the idea of this genre is either necessary with regard to aesthetics or referential with regard to literature, which means that criticism is threatened with an inability to know the status or control the production of its own knowledge. In response to this uncertainty, critics return obsessively to this phantom genre, usually in order to grant it human warmth and substance, and this frequently in the hyperbolic mode of naturalization. Moretti, for instance, not only idealizes the Bildungsroman into the “symbolic form” of modernity, but naturalizes it into a biological species that “emerged victorious from that veritable ‘struggle for existence’ between various narrative forms that took place at the turn of the century: historical novel and epistolary novel, lyric, allegorical, satirical, ‘romantic’ novel, Künstlerroman. . . . As in Darwin, the fate of these forms hung on their respective ‘purity’: that is to say, the more they remained bound to a rigid, original structure, the more difficult their survival” (Moretti, Way of the World, 10, Moretti’s ellipsis).34 Alternatively, one can seek to exorcise the problem through skepticism—a gesture all the easier to make if, like Sammons, one adopts the no-nonsense tone of an empiricist, and pretends to believe that a Bildungsroman would be very easy to recognize if only one could find one.35 Such skepticism is thus in one sense no more than the negative face of a recuperative movement in which criticism’s ability to account for its own error is reaffirmed. But even in its most naively empirical form, the skeptic’s negative gesture has a critical force beyond its own limitations, because in seeking to recalibrate and remove the difference between criticism and literature, it reminds criticism that this difference exists. The entire debate about the Bildungsroman revolves around this difference, constantly suspected and repeatedly effaced, and since we have seen that the relation between criticism and literature is one in which literature produces itself in and as criticism, the question of the Bildungsroman returns us to that of the “literary absolute,” which is perhaps less absolute, or even more absolute, than Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy are able to claim.

Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy occasionally suggest literature’s irreducibility to the Subject, but their pathbreaking study does tend to underplay or forget the most incisive gesture in Walter Benjamin’s thesis: his contention that German romantic criticism understands “reflection in the absolute of art” to be in the strictest sense non-subjective, an “I-less reflection” (Ich-freie Reflexion).36 “What is at stake in Benjamin’s account,” Samuel Weber affirms, “is nothing less unusual, idiosyncratic, or, if you prefer, original, than the effort to elaborate a notion or practice of ‘reflexivity’ that would not ultimately be rooted in the premise of a constitutive subject.”37 Weber’s commentary elucidates non-subjective reflection in terms of what Benjamin calls “the irony of form,” which Weber unpacks as “a practice of writing which, precisely by undermining the integrity of the individual form, at the same time allows the singular ‘work’ to ‘survive’” (“Criticism Underway,” 315). Rather than represent an internalization of reflection as subjectivity, this irony would reside in the excess of form over its own selfconstitution as form: in the mechanical linguistic repetitions that destroy the singularity of the artwork while permitting it to emerge. This mechanical element in art is what Benjamin calls the “prosaic,” and criticism, Benjamin writes, exists as a strange form of presentation [Darstellung] of this prosaic nucleus:



Criticism is the presentation of the prosaic kernel in each work. The concept “presentation” is thereby to be understood in the chemical sense, as the generation of one substance [Erzeugung eines Stoffes] through a determinate process to which others are subjected [unterworfen]. This is what Schlegel meant when he said of Wilhelm Meister that the work “does not merely judge itself, it also presents itself [stellt sich dar].” (Begriff der Kunstkritik, 109)




Commenting on this difficult passage, Weber draws attention to its sacrificial logic: “The romantic idea of criticism thus turns out to consist in a process of ‘subjection’: ‘others’ are subjected so that something can matter.” And then, tacitly reversing the poles of Benjamin’s chemical analogy, he continues: “As a result of this subjection to the other, criticism ‘stellt sich dar,’ sets itself forth, sets forth, departing from itself to become something else, something lacking a proper name and which Benjamin, and after him de Man, will call ‘allegory’” (“Criticism Underway,” 317). It is perhaps not immediately clear how or to what criticism subjects itself in this passage, but Weber’s proposed reversal, though unexplained, is consequent: criticism is always the criticism or “Darstellung” of itself, and thus is a subjection of itself to an alterity which is itself. All of the terms in this sacrificial story can in fact be substituted for each other, as Benjamin’s passive and paratactic syntax allows either “criticism” or the “prosaic kernel” to occupy the place either of “the one substance” or of the “others.” It must be noted that this narrative is still essentially that of Bildung, when Bildung is unfolded into its full dialectical model and understood as the ironic understanding of its own impossibility. But another story shadows the sacrificial and substitutive one both in Benjamin’s text and in Weber’s, legible in the political term “subjection”: the story of an Unterwerfung, a sub-jection or “throwing under” of a plural otherness. In this sense the anonymous “others” in Benjamin’s sentence have no existence except as placeholders for the violence of the “determinate process” of Darstellung: they are thus irrecuperable, inaccessible to the substitutive process that, like syntax, they make possible. The sacrificial exchange, which leads back to the auto-productive world of natural production (Erzeugung) and Bildung, could not exist without this violent Unterwerfung, which nonetheless remains radically heterogeneous to it. The thrown-under others thus reiterate an alterity irrecuperable to yet constitutive of the subject: this is also to say that they mark the mechanical insistence that Benjamin, deliberately contesting the subjectivist model of irony, terms the “irony of form.” Criticism, the “presentation” of this irony, is thus the figure of its own unwitting and unstoppable “subjection,” an ongoing throwing-under of understanding that, as Weber reminds us, is what “Benjamin, and after him de Man, will call ‘allegory’.”38

What this might mean becomes clearer if we examine the passage to which Benjamin refers us in Friedrich Schlegel’s famous essay on Wilhelm Meister. For Schlegel, this novel is so “thoroughly new and unique” that it can only be understood “in itself [aus sich selbst].”39 When reading it we must perform a purely reflective judgment, deriving our generic concept (Gattungsbegriff) from the object in its particularity:


Perhaps one should thus at once judge it and not judge it—which seems to be no easy task. Luckily it is one of those books that judge themselves, and so relieve the critic of all trouble. Indeed, it doesn’t just judge itself; it also presents itself [stellt sich auch selbst dar]. (Schlegel, “Über Goethes Meister,” 133–34)



Thus critical representations of the text would serve it badly, “apart from the fact that they would be superfluous [überflüssig].” But the strange order of Darstellung that Benjamin read in the formation of this “literary absolute” ensures that a certain reading, however superfluous, will be called for. A few sentences later we read that the novel “disappoints as often as it fulfills customary expectations of unity and coherence,” and that it in fact fails to judge itself insofar as it fails to pass from the level of the particular to that of the general: a failure that signals the return of the formerly “superfluous” reader:


If any book has genius, it is this one. If this genius had been able to characterize itself in general as well as in particular, no one would have been able to say anything further about the novel as a whole, and how one should take it. Here a small supplement [Ergänzung] remains possible, and a few explanations will not seem useless or superfluous [kann nicht unnätz oder überflüssig scheinen]. . . . [T]he beginning and the ending of the novel will generally be found peculiar and unsatisfactory, and this and that in the middle of the text will be found superfluous and incoherent [überflüssig und unzusammenhängend]. And even he who knows how to distinguish the godlike from artistic willfulness will feel something isolated in the first and last reading, as though in the deepest and most beautiful harmony and oneness the final knotting of thought and feeling were lacking. (134)




The text judges itself but does not judge itself; it accounts for its own particularity but fails to inscribe itself in a genre (Gattung). And the reader, initially suspended between judging and not judging, then made überflüssig by the text’s self-reflexive power, finally becomes a supplement (Ergänzung) that is nicht überflüssig. This reader, a master reader who knows how to distinguish “the godlike from artistic willfulness,” performs an aesthetic judgment and necessarily finds the text wanting—rather as Hegel, in the Aesthetics, was to find Schlegel’s work of an “indefinite and vacillating character,” “sometimes achiev[ing] too much, sometimes too little” (63). But nothing could be more suspect than this magisterial act of judgment, for it has been generated by the text’s inability to account for itself—a predicament replayed in the lucid incoherence of Schlegel’s own theoretical narrative.

Theory or criticism here is “literary” precisely to the extent that it is unable to know its own origin, and the literary is “absolute” only in the sense that it recedes from theory in the very act of constituting it. Theory becomes theory out of an irreducible self-resistance: a paradox nicely exemplified by Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy’s The Literary Absolute, which achieves its insight into the Subject’s dependence on literature only by remaining blind to what Benjamin gives us to think as literature’s disruptive subjection.40 In meditating such “subjection” in terms of a fundamentally non-subjective, formal irony, Benjamin remains faithful to Schlegel’s own much-misunderstood presentation of irony. In the passage just examined, for instance, irony must be thought precisely in Benjamin’s terms, as an excess of exemplarity or of form, a surplus or remainder that produces the judging subject by disrupting the dialectical passage from particular to general. When Schlegel goes on to characterize Wilhelm Meister in terms of “the irony that hovers over the whole work” (137), he is referring to a textuality that, in this most exemplary of texts, is überflüssig und unzusammenhängend, “as though in the deepest and most beautiful harmony and oneness the final knotting of thought and feeling were lacking”: irony here is the “permanent parabasis” of Schlegel’s famous fragment 668, and is thus another word for literariness itself.41 Irony, as Kevin Newmark comments, is therefore “a term that always marks the encounter and potential tension between literature and philosophy, or truth and tropes” (“L’absolu litter aire,” 906). When Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy tell us that irony is “the very power of reflection or infinite reflexivity—the other name of speculation” (Literary Absolute, 86), they are in a crucial sense very far from Schlegel, and paradoxically close to the formulations that Hegel directs against Schlegel in the name of speculative thought, when he defines irony as “the principle of absolute subjectivity” (Hegel, Aesthetics, 67), and condemns its “concentration of the ego into itself, for which all bonds are snapped and which can live only in the bliss of self-enjoyment. This irony was invented by Friedrich Schlegel, and many others have babbled about it or are now babbling about it again” (66).

In denouncing irony as a bad or parodic form of the Subject, and Schlegel as a bad or parodic version of the philosopher, Hegel draws a distinction between criticism and philosophy that is at once sharp and ambiguous:


To touch briefly on the course of the further development of the subject, alongside the reawakening of the philosophical Idea, A. W. and Friedrich von Schlegel, greedy for novelty in the search for the distinctive and extraordinary, appropriated from the philosophical Idea as much as their completely non-philosophical, but essentially critical natures were capable of accepting. For neither of them can claim a reputation for speculative thought. Nevertheless it was they who, with their critical talent, put themselves near the standpoint of the Idea, and with great freedom of speech and boldness of invention, even with miserable philosophical ingredients, directed a spirited polemic against the views of their predecessors. [. . . ] But since their criticism was not accompanied by a thoroughly philosophical knowledge of their standard, this standard retained a somewhat indefinite and vacillating character, so that they sometimes achieved too much, sometimes too little. (Hegel, Aesthetics, 63)



“Criticism” and the “critical,” achieving at once too much and too little, fails the test of philosophy but in doing so attracts philosophy’s anger, since in criticism’s failure philosophy is confronted with a figure of its own demise. And if Hegel goes on to insist, again in raised tones, that “if irony is taken as the keynote of the representation, then the most inartistic of all principles is taken to be the principle of the work of art” (since “the result is to produce, in part, commonplace figures, in part, figures worthless and without bearing”) (68), he is identifying criticism’s failure as a failure to prevent irony from causing criticism to fail to become criticism. Literature would be another name for this failure, and the Bildungsroman would be an exemplary site in which criticism’s failure and its failure to fail become legible as the simultaneous co-implication and incompatibility of literature and aesthetics, thanks to the illegibility of “the most inartistic of all principles,” irony. Such reflections suggest that when the figure of Bildung survives to compel a reading—in other words, becomes a Roman—it survives as a phantom, built and unbuilt through Bilder, figures, which record in the excess of their formalism a historicity that aesthetics labors to conceal. The rest of this book will try to unpack that conundrum.
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3

Ghostly Bildung: Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre



Whoever could manage to interpret Goethe’s Meister properly would have expressed what is now happening in literature. He could, so far as literary criticism is concerned, retire forever.

—Friedrich Schlegel, “Über Goethes Meister”




In the preceding chapter I argued that the notion of the Bildungsroman is a figure for the problem of reading, as this problem manifests itself within a fully developed aesthetic ideology. Aesthetics, the discourse that discovers in a certain formality of perception the sensuous appearance of meaning’s possibility, realizes its ideological potential when the artwork becomes the model for human identity, the state, and, most generally, the historical or phenomenal realization of the Subject. Bildung names the autoproduction of a subject that produces or forms itself in the very act of coming to consciousness of itself. Bildung may thus be understood as a figure for the accomplishment of absolute Spirit. However, as an aesthetic principle, Bildung also remains a pragmatic program of sensuous realization, an “aesthetic education” that is always “of man,” where “man” is Spirit’s empirical representative. Despite its inextricability from speculative metaphysics, aesthetics is anthropological and ultimately political in orientation, and the Bildungsroman presents itself as the genre in which this pragmatic grip of aesthetics displays itself as literature.

Indeed, we saw that “literature,” which produces itself in the very act of reflecting upon itself as literature, provides aesthetics with a mirror in which to confirm its identity. Thus, as a literary genre defined by the aesthetic project of Bildung, the Bildungsroman may be said to symbolize the possibility of aesthetics itself—the only problem being that literary criticism, as we have seen, is unable to guarantee the existence of a Bildungsroman. The status of this uncertainty is itself uncertain: this genre seems on the one hand excessively available, since any narrative can be taken as some sort of Bildungsroman, yet on the other hand hyperbolically absent, since under inspection no literary text appears to meet the aesthetic expectations of the genre. Furthermore, criticism seems unable to cease affirming, as well as debunking, the existence of this phantom genre, which means that if we think of the Bildungsroman as a “purely theoretical” object, we confront an opacity within literary theory itself, a difficulty afflicting theory precisely to the extent that theory seeks to refer to and understand literature. This paradox is at once clarified and further obscured when one takes into account the theoretical definition of literature as theory: literature as the self-reflexive source of knowledge about literature. If criticism confronts itself as a persistent pattern of error, the error partakes of literature “itself,” though what one then means by literature becomes all the more difficult to ascertain.

This resistance of literature to (its own) critical understanding may be thought in rhetorical terms as the problem of irony. Since the Romantics, irony has frequently been associated with the novel; and the Bildungsroman, as a novelistic genre that exceeds or falls short of itself, would seem in its very (non)existence to exemplify this association. The question then becomes how one reads the irony of this genre’s failure. As a privileged form of disenchantment through narrative, the Bildungsroman could hope to recover some conceptual stability; and indeed, criticism has often explored this possibility, if only because instances of what Todd Kontje calls the “affirmative” Bildungsroman seem so hard to come by.1 If the failure of Bildung can be transformed into the knowledge of failure, Bildung can rediscover itself as the production of an ironic consciousness and as the assumption of human finitude, while the Bildungsroman can become the narrative of its own inability to achieve self-definition. It is in this spirit that Georg Lukács calls the novel a genre that exists only “in the process of becoming,” and writes that “irony, with intuitive double vision, can see where God is to be found in a world abandoned by God.”2 The difficulty we have encountered in our examination of the Bildungsroman thus far, however, is that the knowledge of failure seems unable to keep up with the act of failure, since criticism is persistently returning to the affirmations it disqualifies. This divergence between knowledge and performance suggests the need to consider the irony of the Bildungsroman as an effect of literary language that would include but would also be in some sense irreducible to criticism as knowledge. The texts examined at the end of the preceding chapter suggest both the pertinence and the difficulty of such a claim. Since criticism’s specificity—its particular crisis—consists in dwelling under an imperative to confront literary texts and since this imperative repeats the obscure self-confrontation of literature, the difference between philosophy and criticism that we saw Hegel seeking to enforce in the Aesthetics turns on the problem of irony Reiterating one of the founding gestures of Western philosophy, Hegel expels a certain kind of imitative practice from the aesthetic state: by characterizing irony as a subjective structure, he subordinates irony to the Idea as a parody to its original. The violence with which Hegel sends this parody packing, however, suggests the defensive nature of the initial characterization, for if irony were indeed merely an incomplete attitude of the Idea, it would take its place in the dialectical system without difficulty. When Hegel uncompromisingly rejects irony as “the most inartistic of all principles,” the trace of another irony appears in the interstices of his text’s apotropaic gesture: an irony associated in the Aesthetics with criticism, and thus with the resistance of literature to the critical understanding for which it calls.3

Such reflections, however, do not yet fully respond to the question of the Bildungsroman, which as an aesthetic genre requires exemplification in a text. Ordinarily we do not think of genres as requiring a model, let alone a visible point of origin; but the Bildungsroman is not an ordinary genre: though all generic terms may be considered aesthetic categories, the Bildungsroman is the genre of aesthetics. In this it differs from a classical genre such as the lyric, for instance, which, for all the aesthetic and ideological investment it has occasioned, bears the traces of multiple and heterogenous histories. The notion of the Bildungsroman, however, has no existence apart from either the post-Romantic history of aesthetics, or the aesthetic formalization that this “genre” takes as its content—in the guise, of course, of the formation of a specific, anthropological subject.4 As an aesthetic of genre, the Bildungsroman must find embodiment in an example; and the burden of such exemplarity has been assigned to Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre ever since Friedrich Schlegel nominated it, with Fichte’s philosophy and the French Revolution, as one of the “greatest tendencies of the age,” and asserted that it was “so thoroughly new and unique” that “only in itself [aus sich selbst] can one learn to understand it.”5 Schlegel emphasized the text’s power to represent “nature or Bildung itself . . . in manifold examples” (“Über Goethes Meister,” 143); at the same time, however, as we saw, he wrote of “the irony that hovers over the whole work” (137), and told an uncanny story of a text that “judges itself” and “presents itself [stellt sich selbst dar],” yet strangely enough simultaneously fails to judge itself, generating a space for criticism precisely to the extent that its selfrepresentation is “superfluous and incoherent” (134). The question of the Bildungsroman finally becomes that of how Wilhelm Meister figures the possibility of its own theorization, which is equally the question that any reading of this novel must pursue.

Since the reception of texts and more specifically the relation between aesthetics and reading is at issue, however, it will be useful at this point to work toward an encounter with Wilhelm Meister by examining the response it elicited in one of its first readers, Friedrich Schiller. In bending to critical purpose the terminology and presuppositions of his influential treatise, On the Aesthetic Education of Man, Schiller became in a certain sense the first critic to attempt to read Wilhelm Meister as a Bildungsroman. His remarks thus plot an interpretative path that much subsequent criticism has followed, but also provide a map of some of the more prominent difficulties encountered by the aestheticizing reading. Schiller’s commentary has the additional merit of relating aesthetics to gender politics in ways that speak to the specific concerns of Goethe’s novel, as well as to the more general question of the politics of aesthetics.6

I

The Schiller-Goethe correspondence from the period 1795–96 has become one of the sacred cows of the modern German canon, not least because it provides a bridge between Wilhelm Meister and On the Aesthetic Education of Man, allowing Goethe’s novel to be understood as the “fictional counterpart” of one of the founding texts of aesthetic culture.7 Schiller received installments of Wilhelm Meister while he was revising his treatise in 1795, though his most interesting comments date from the following summer, when Goethe had finished the novel’s last two books and Schiller was able to reflect on the text as a whole, ask himself what a “whole” is, and tentatively wonder out loud whether this text made up one. Much of the time the answer is affirmative, and at these moments the language of the Aesthetic Education moves squarely into view. “In him,” Schiller writes at one point of the character Wilhelm, “dwells a pure and moral image of mankind,”8 a phrase that recalls the typological system of the Aesthetic Education, according to which, as we saw in chapter 2, “every individual man . . . carries in himself, by predisposition and determination [der Anlage und Bestimmung nach], a pure ideal Man, with whose unchanging oneness it is the great task of his being, in all its changes, to correspond” (Aesthetic Education, 4.2, translation modified). Schiller thus implicitly presents Wilhelm here as the subject of aesthetics, representative of universal humanity. And since the State is “the objective and as it were canonical form in which the diversity of subjects seeks to unite itself,” Schiller’s scheme also easily accommodates the appearance of a secret society such as the pseudo-Masonic Society of the Tower (Turmgesellschaft) in Goethe’s novel. For in the Aesthetic Education, we recall, the State remains underway toward the Aesthetic State, which is prefigured by the exemplary community: “[A]s a need, [the Aesthetic State] exists in every finely attuned soul; as a realized fact, we are likely to find it, like the pure Church and the pure Republic, only in some few chosen circles” (27.12). The Society of the Tower clearly presents itself as one such chosen circle; thus the story of the Society’s interest in Wilhelm, its secret manipulation of his life, and eventual initiation of him into its ranks, appears as an exemplary representation of aesthetic pedagogy.

Schiller, accordingly, draws an ambitious link between the plot of Goethe’s novel and the procedures of an aesthetic judgment. Since the Society of the Tower directs Wilhelm’s life like a god or a force of destiny, its machinations are analogous to the machinery (Maschinen) of epic. But the Society’s intervention is not a simple one, for it labors in the service of the “idea of mastery,” and



this idea of mastery [Meisterschaft], which is the work of ripened and whole experience, cannot itself guide the novel’s hero; it cannot and must not stand before him as his purpose and goal, since as soon as he were to imagine the goal, he would have eo ipso already attained it. Rather, the idea of mastery must stand as a leader behind him. In this way, the whole obtains a beautiful purposiveness [Zweckmäβigkeit], without the hero having a purpose [Zweck]. Thus the understanding finds a task fulfilled, while the imagination entirely asserts its freedom. (Seidel, Briefwechsel, 196)



A double bind composes the very essence of narrative as a teleological figure: the telos, the “idea of mastery” must “lead from behind,” lest it stamp on the unfolding of Bildung the mark of an external force or goal. Narrative, in other words, must provide a temporal detour wholly subservient to the totalizing structure of a Bild that, as Gadamer insists, is at once Vorbild and Nachbild, prefiguration and model.9 As always in the orbit of the Bildungsroman, and, more generally, in that of aesthetics per se, literary form and subjectivity are taken to be homologous, which means that Schiller can shift easily between the language of poetics and that of consciousness, and translate the structure of prefiguration into the paradox of Kantian disinterest. Pedagogue, pupil, and the narrative process itself must all intend and not intend, direct and not direct, the process of formation. For a subject or a text to be exemplary—a representation and prefiguration of the universal—its purposiveness must be purposeless. The use to which Schiller puts Kantian terminology in this passage is no doubt philosophically suspect; but here as elsewhere his vulgarization of critical philosophy has about it an inspired quality, compressing into a few sentences the ideological potential of Kant’s notion of the aesthetic. Though the Critique of Judgment is vastly more cautious than On the Aesthetic Education of Man in its affirmation of the power of aesthetic judgment to underwrite and confirm the harmony of the faculties, the stability of the Kantian architectonic nonetheless does depend on a passage through the formal abstraction of “purposiveness without purpose”: only in a truly free (purposeless) play of the faculties can the formal coherence (purposiveness) of the whole system of the faculties be ascertained.10 In recalling this, Schiller not only emphasizes the central importance of the “subject” in aesthetics but also the importance of aesthetics for the subject. If history or narrative can be represented in the terminology of aesthetic judgment, this is because the historical model is a temporalized version of a subject that is deriving its coherence, which is to say its exemplarity, from an identification with aesthetic form. Much, as we shall see, will turn on the nature of this identification.

And precisely here problems develop: despite Schiller’s enthusiasm for Wilhelm Meister, the novel will never fully satisfy him, and the shortcomings he perceives in it are, unsurprisingly, those commonly listed by twentieth-century critics who have trouble classing it as a Bildungsroman. Once again Schiller’s response moves fluidly between the levels of character analysis and narrative form. Wilhelm’s personal Bildung is suspect on Kantian grounds: he does not ever seem to learn how to perform a proper aesthetic judgment. At the end of the novel, gazing at aesthetic objects in the Hall of the Past, he is “still too much the old Wilhelm, who liked best to linger, in his grandfather’s house, by the [portrait of the] sick king’s son” (Lehrjahre, 208)—the Wilhelm of the novel’s opening chapters, who consumes art narcissistically, identifying with its content rather than judging its form. And the Bildung of the text itself necessarily displays an analogous weakness, which Schiller again understands as an overly purposive relation to art: “Sometimes it seems as though you’re writing for the actor, though you only wish to write of the actor” (Seidel, Briefwechsel, 82). Both character and text appear to fall short of the Zweckmäβigkeit ohne Zweck that was to guarantee the emplotment of Bildung, and the synthesis that Schiller had celebrated only a paragraph or so earlier suddenly threatens to fracture at all points. The meaning, das Bedeutende, of the aesthetic plot—the epic “machinery” provided by the Society of the Tower, as it manipulates Wilhelm along the road to Meisterschaft—does not demonstrate a “necessary relation to inner being” (Seidel, Briefwechsel, 197). Many readers will believe they have found in the “secret influence” of the Tower “merely a theatrical game and a trick [Kunstgriff]” (197). Earlier the imagination had asserted its freedom; now “the imagination seems to play too freely with the whole.” This surplus of freedom is what Schiller has been calling and continues to call the “theatrical”: the text suffers from “a more theatrical purpose [Zweck] and . . . a more theatrical medium, than is needful and proper in a novel” (197).

If, then, Goethe’s novel falls short of the purposiveness without purpose of Bildung, this does not quite mean that the text is being overly instrumental in its treatment of its objects—rather, a different kind of “freedom,” an excess of freedom, appears as the artwork (the novel) reflects on art (the theater), and thereby on “itself,” but after a fashion that contaminates its own identity, exceeding the limits of what is “proper in a novel.” Schiller formulates this threat more sharply in a subsequent paragraph, in which he returns to the tropes of narrative and telos (Lehrjahre and Meisterschaft), claims that Goethe’s thematization of these concepts is too narrow, and questions the efficacity of what he sees as the novel’s two symbolic encodings of Bildung—the “formula” of apprenticeship, and the story of Wilhelm’s acknowledgment of his son Felix:



Is everything made understandable through this formula? And can [Wilhelm] be freed [losgesprochen] from apprenticeship merely on the basis of the fact that his father-heart declares itself [daβ sich das Vaterherz bei ihmerklärt] at the end of Book 7? Here I wish that the relation of all those particular parts [Glieder] of the novel to that philosophical concept [i.e., Meisterschaft] had been made clearer. I mean to say that the fable is perfectly true, and the moral of the fable is perfectly true—but the relation of the one to the other doesn’t yet spring clearly enough into view. (Seidel, Briefwechsel, 200)



“The question touches on everything,” Schiller affirms, for he has reached the point of questioning the possibility of reading itself, insofar as the relation between an understanding (the “Moral”) and the process that enables it (the “Fabel”) has become uncertain.

The textual pressures that have rendered the aesthetic plot so fragile remain obscure, and to advance further in our understanding of what occurs when Wilhelm Meister reflects on its own production we shall need to examine the novel itself. But a sketch of an answer is given in Schiller’s worried recollection of the scene in which Wilhelm’s “father-heart declares itself.” Schiller may have had good reason to be taking fatherhood seriously as he wrote this letter—two days later his wife was to give birth to a son—but his allusion to Wilhelm’s acknowledgment of Felix is responding to the language and structure of the novel, as well as to the momentum of his own discussion. For now we need only recall that by the end of book 7, Wilhelm has been informed by various authorities—first the duenna Barbara, whom he does not entirely believe; then the Abbé, whom he does—that Mariane, the actress he had abandoned in book 1, and who has since conveniently died, is Felix’s mother and that he, Wilhelm, is the father. Having just received his Lehrbrief from the Tower and been “losgesprochen,” in Schiller’s phrase, from apprenticeship, Wilhelm accedes to his own overdetermined patronymic—“Meister”—in acceding to fatherhood. “Yes, I feel it,” he cries, embracing Felix, “you are mine!”11 As always in Goethe, the scene is not without irony (Wilhelm subsequently asks Felix, “Where did you come from just this minute, my child?” and the Abbe replies, “Don’t ask!”); but Schiller is right to assign the dramatic and thematic importance he does to this episode: if Wilhelm’s Bildung is to occur at all, it will proceed, like Freud’s famous “advance of civilization,” under the affirmation that “paternity is a hypothesis, based on an inference and a premiss.”12 Wilhelm Meister’s version of this claim, as voiced by Friedrich near the end of the novel, is if anything more insistent than Freud’s: “Fatherhood is based entirely and only on conviction; I’m convinced, and therefore I’m a father” (Lehrjahre, 8.6). Fatherhood, in other words, is not a neutral hypothesis: it is a speech act, a performative that imposes itself as truth through its own (always potentially illegitimate) act of persuasion. Schiller emphasizes this performative element by recalling that Wilhelm’s “father-heart” must “declare itself” in order to exist. Fatherhood is a public act with legal consequences, no matter how private or internalized the paternal declaration, which is to say no more and no less than that fatherhood depends in its very essence upon language. Fatherhood is thus a privileged metaphor for the subject of Bildung but also a site of anxiety, since, figured as paternity, the self-positing subject becomes more overtly rhetorical in its constitution, more legibly dependent on the power of a performative to impose a meaning. And if Moral and Babel, meaning and the means of meaning’s Erklärung diverge, the Vaterherz can only declare itself (sich erklären), and thereby perform itself into existence, by risking its own irrecuperable loss.

Since the speech act of fatherhood grounds itself in its own perlocutionary effect (“I feel it”), the topic of fatherhood leads us to consider the role of pathos or affect in the itinerary of Bildung. Schiller reflects on pathos at several points in his commentary on Wilhelm Meister, usually in relation to Felix’s ambivalent double in the novel, the character who was to capture the imagination of Goethe’s reading public and become for the nineteenth century a virtual synecdoche for pathos, Mignon.13 Schiller’s investment in Mignon is not unambiguous. She plays a curiously vivid role in his initial response to Goethe’s novel: “I am restless and appeased; longing and peace are wonderfully mingled. Out of the mass of impressions that I receive, the figure of Mignon looms at the moment most strongly before me” (Seidel, Briefwechsel, 176). But in a long letter on Wilhelm Meister that Schiller sent Goethe three days later, the “fearfully pathetic element” of Mignon’s destiny undergoes a curious metamorphosis:



How well-thought it is, that you derive the practical monstrous [das praktisch Ungeheure]—the fearfully pathetic element in the destiny of Mignon and the Harper—from the theoretical monstrous—from the misbirths [Miβgeburten] of the understanding. Thus pure and healthy Nature has nothing imposed on her. These monstrous destinies that pursue Mignon and the Harper are hatched only out of the womb of stupid superstition. Even Aurelie is destroyed only through her unnaturalness [Unnatur], through her androgyny [Mannweiblichkeit]. Only in the case of Mariane would I accuse you of an act of poetic selfishness. I almost want to say that she becomes the novel’s sacrificial victim, since in the natural course of things she would have been saved [daβ sie dem Roman zum Opfer geworden, da sie der Natur nach zu retten war]. For her sake bitter tears will still fall, when in the case of the three other [characters] one has happily passed from the individual to the idea of the whole. (Seidel, Briefwechsel, 181)




Given the energy with which Schiller had focused on Mignon in his first response to the text, one is entitled to wonder what commerce obtains between his newfound composure with regard to Mignon’s “fearfully pathetic” destiny and his intriguing characterization of Mariane as a victim [Opfer]. Goethe’s killing off of Mariane, Schiller claims, is an unnatural act of poetic selfishness insofar as the novel is sacrificing one of its characters to itself, for its own sake, presumably in order to acquire supererogatory pathos. But since the text has had to act selfishly and violate nature in order to stimulate the “bitter tears” we weep for Mariane, Schiller is returning us to the haunting question of the legitimacy of pathos, wi th the result that his own analysis inevitably becomes caught up in the sacrificial economy he describes. For as soon as the origin of pathos becomes suspect, Mariane becomes as much Schiller’s Opfer here as Goethe’s, since one becomes free to speculate that Schiller is presenting her death as a violation of nature in order to shore up the illusion that nature was whole enough to begin with to be able to undergo a subsequent violation.14 Thus the “frighteningly pathetic element” of the destinies of Mignon, the Harper, and Aurelie can be more securely located in the realm of the monstrous (“das Ungeheure,” “die Unnatur”) and erased in an unimpeded progression to the “idea of the whole.” Since the Harper and above all Mignon, as we shall see later, are figures associated with the illegitimacy of incest and the pathos of poetry, and since Aurelie is similarly associated with the false pathos of theater,15 it is tempting to suppose that what Schiller is seeking to quarantine here is the “monstrous” possibility that Bildung depends on language’s rhetorical power to generate effects, just as Bildung’s privileged trope, fatherhood, does. Schiller registers, naturalizes, and thus to some degree controls this possibility by representing it in a rigidly binary language of gender: the “misbirths of the understanding” and the “womb of superstition” figure a generative force that would be distinguishable from the causality of the aesthetic plot while still remaining within nature’s purview. One sees that the final cost of this exorcism is an emphatic, if tactical, misogyny: the “womb” must bear away the threat of gender confusion (here, Aurelie’s Mannweiblichkeit) because the (putatively natural) binary opposition of the sexes must exhaust the possibilities of figuration. Schiller thus sketches the outline of a violent, repetitive, and insistently misogynistic narrative, in which characters are “sacrificed” so that other characters—particularly Mignon—may be aestheticized and sentimentalized, thus diverting attention from the linguistic predicament they personify, and shoring up the (patriarchal) story of Bildung as a passage “from the individual to the idea of the whole.” More elaborate and far more disruptive versions of this theoretical narrative may be found in Wilhelm Meister itself.

II

Schiller’s commentary may not possess a notably ironic tenor or tone, but it returns us to Goethe’s novel with a sense of the textual landscape behind Friedrich Schlegel’s affirmation of “the irony that hovers over the whole work” (“Über Goethes Meister,” 137). In chapter 2 we briefly examined the dizzying paradoxes unleashed by Schlegelian irony: for Schlegel, we recall, Wilhelm Meister “doesn’t just judge itself; it also presents itself [stellt sich auch selbst dar]”; yet at the same time that the text renders the reader “superfluous,” it generates the necessity of a reader as a “supplement” (Ergänzung) to its own “superfluous and incoherent” selfpresentation (134). Schiller’s engagement with this text gives us a more concrete sense of how such irony would inscribe itself in the actual text of the novel. But we still do not know why the scenes, images, and structural elements that Schiller privileges—the theater, the portrait, the Turmgesellschaft, fatherhood, Mignon—convey the pressure of a divergence between meaning (“the moral”) and the means of meaning (“the fable”), which is Schiller’s version of Schlegel’s perception of “something isolated in the first and last reading, as though in the deepest and most beautiful harmony and oneness the final knotting of thought and feeling were lacking” (134)-

Taking a cue from Schiller’s interest in the representations of art and aesthetic judgment in Wilhelm Meister; we might ask first after the relation between theater and portraiture in the unfolding of Wilhelm’s Bildung. The two would initially seem to function in opposing ways. The theater is the (negative) locus of Wilhelm’s education: he emerges from apprenticeship not just by assuming paternal responsibility to Felix, but by giving up his dream of becoming an actor. From his infant fascination with marionettes to his climactic assumption of the title role in Hamlet in book 5, Wilhelm plays out a dialectic of investment in and disillusionment with the theater that grants stature to his final renunciation (Entsagung) of it; though we shall need to ask what exactly is being renounced in the name of “theater,” and why, the text would at least appear to be allowing its hero to acquire genuine self-knowledge, albeit in the negative mode of knowing what he is not. Meanwhile the recurrence of the painting of the sick king’s son, as Schiller noted, seems to record a hitch in the works of Bildung. Though the painting is poorly executed, Wilhelm cheerfully affirms at the beginning of the novel that “the subject is what appeals to me in a painting, not the artistry” (Lehrjahre, 1.17), and near the end of the text he is still sticking to his guns: “He returned eagerly to the picture of the sick prince, still finding it as moving and affecting as ever” (8.3). Like the Beautiful Soul, the schöne Seele, Wilhelm remains vulnerable throughout his itinerary to the attractions of kitsch, unable to achieve the formal universality of the disinterested subject of aesthetic judgment. Indeed, in his attitude toward the painting Wilhelm would appear neurotically fixated, trapped in the defiles of a repetitive desire that the painting thematizes as oedipal impasse—the sick prince is dying for love of his father’s bride. In the case of the theater Wilhelm can give up his narcissistic and oedipal investments, stop playing Hamlet, and start being a father; in the case of the painting he remains a son unable to give up forbidden desire.

Upon closer inspection, however, Wilhelm’s failure to renounce the painting bears a certain relation to his ability to renounce the theater. The common denominator of both gestures is Wilhelm’s inability to preserve aesthetic distance. He is only capable of responding to an aesthetic object when he can identify with its meaning or content; and, as he learns during the premiere of Hamlet, he is only capable of good acting when he can identify with the role to such an extent that he is not acting. In giving up the theater Wilhelm thus records his knowledge that he can never give up the particularity of self-interest. His response to the painting confirms this knowledge; and he can thus claim to have undergone a certain ironic Bildung insofar as he has learned that he will never truly become the universal subject of aesthetics, the “pure figure of mankind” that Schiller claimed to perceive in him. Since, as we saw in the preceding chapter, an aesthetic education is always underway toward its own occurrence, to a certain degree it accommodates being refigured as an impossibility, a refiguration that would be ironic in Lukács’s sense of irony as compensatory knowledge. And indeed, Wilhelm’s double gesture of renunciation and identification structures a complex dialectic in the course of which the text rigorously explores the possibility of Bildung as irony.

The Society of the Tower, it will be recalled, perversely lends its aid to Wilhelm’s production of Hamlet by providing a Ghost capable of frightening Wilhelm into complete identification with his role. The Abbe justifies this intervention on the dialectical grounds that “error can only be cured through erring” (Lehrjahre, 8.5). The Society of the Tower helps in order to hinder and hinders in order to help; and Wilhelm, by acting well when he wasn’t acting, learns that he isn’t an actor. A genuinely dialectical sublation thus appears to occur, with knowledge emerging within error, as the truth of error. But the status of this knowledge is uncertain, as becomes clear when we examine more closely what it is that Wilhelm gives up in giving up the theater. Learning that he is not an actor, he learns that he cannot control the act of identification. Actors such as Serlo or Aurelie enter into their roles knowingly; one could say that, for them, identification is an intentional act. The “self” of an actor, qua actor, resides in his or her ability to intend identification. Wilhelm, the mildly talented amateur, however, identifies blindly with Hamlet because he is frightened by the Ghost: the aesthetic power of his performance is the result of an event over which he has no control. Identification occurs precisely where knowledge and intention are absent. It is therefore slightly misleading to say, as we did above, that Wilhelm cannot give up self-interest. His problem is not that he suffers from an excess or stubbornness of self that prevents him from acting well or judging aesthetically; rather, the opposite is the case: prefabricated roles seize him unpredictably and without encountering resistance. The actor is always an actor, but Wilhelm, experiencing “Hamlet’s” fear, has no identity with which to structure this literary space: the sense of the uncanny that he feels belongs to no one and is in a sense experienced by “no one.” We shall return to the interesting question of the status of literary pathos in this novel; for the moment the point to retain is that this uncanny moment is precisely the site of pedagogy or Bildung. A strange, radical self-loss, which from the “self”’s perspective arrives by accident, must be transformed into self-knowledge: the knowledge that the self cannot intend the occurrence, or construction, of the self—in other words, that the self is not an actor.

This transformation of loss into knowledge occurs as Wilhelm’s renunciation, or Entsagung, of the theater, which consequently is a gesture of some complexity. In the first place, Wilhelm is not simply recognizing his own particular limitations: he is simultaneously renouncing an idealized image of the theater. Because acting consists in a power to control identification, the actor provides the illusion of being the aesthetic subject—the subject modeled on the artwork that knows what it does, or on the “literary absolute,” in Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy’s sense, which performs itself into existence as the knowledge of its own performance. To the youthful Wilhelm, the stage had thus seemed to offer a middle-class route toward the sprezzatura of the aristocrat, and toward the nation as the Aesthetic State, the collective subject of aesthetics. In turning in disillusionment from the theater, Wilhelm recognizes the inessentiality of the theater’s aesthetic synthesis: the actor intends identification, but only in the orbit of fiction. As Faust comments, “Welch Schauspiel! Aber ach! ein Schauspiel nur” (HA, 3: 22): when the act of self is known, it is a lie. This insight takes narrative shape as Wilhelm’s gradual assessment of the fallibility, or indeed the vulgarity, of his professional colleagues, and as his turn toward the real-life theatrics of a company of genuine aristocrats, the Society of the Tower. The renunciation is thus also a substitution, and the coherence of renunciation depends on the nature of the Society of the Tower’s difference from the acting company. The two communities intersect precisely at the point of Bildung—Wilhelm’s uncanny thespian encounter with the Ghost. In taking up the role of the Ghost, the Society of the Tower acts in order to cure acting, enfolding the craft of the actor in a higher knowledge of a genuine act—the act of imparting knowledge to Wilhelm. Pedagogy thus replaces the theater as the matrix of aesthetics.

Whether Wilhelm has actually acquired knowledge rapidly becomes dubious, however, since the Society of the Tower is more fantastically theatrical than any of Wilhelm’s acting companies. Actors at least know that their performance is fictional; the Society of the Tower, seducing Wilhelm with a parody of Masonic ritual, can either be seen as wiser than the actor, or vastly more naive and less genuine. It is for this reason that Schiller registered unhappiness with the idea of the Turmgesellschaft—as did another writer in the aesthetic tradition, the young Georg Lukács, who felt that the appearance of this “fantastic apparatus” introduces “a disruptive dissonance into the total unity of the whole,” such that “the miraculous becomes a mystification without hidden meaning, a strongly emphasized narrative element without real importance, a playful ornament without decorative grace” (Theory of the Novel, 142). (All the same, “it is quite impossible to imagine Wilhelm Meister without this miraculous element.”) On this account, the Society of the Tower is itself the aesthetic but inessential fiction that the actor performs. Pedagogy, therefore, would be not the negation but the redoubling of acting: the pedagogue, qua pedagogue, acts acting, and then, the day’s work done, retires to the theatricality of a Society that, unlike the acting company, intends to prefigure the Aesthetic State. If Wilhelm has learned that he is incapable of the aesthetic synthesis of acting and that this synthesis is a sham, both he and his teachers would appear capable of attaining this insight only at the price of entering into a more absurd and literal-minded version of the original delusion. The teacher, in other words, knows how teaching occurs only to the extent that the teaching, like acting, is untrue: Wilhelm may acquire knowledge but cannot be said to learn anything.

The pedagogical plot thus assumes the aspect of a trick, a Kunstgriff and the novel itself becomes the level on which the wise irony of Bildung would reside: the text “itself,” as a literary text, can be said to know the event of itself as text, even if the characters it represents fall short of such aesthetic self-production. On this level too the novel follows out the skewed logic of Wilhelm’s predicament by allowing the painting of the sick prince to dictate the terms of the text’s closure. Wilhelm’s recently acknowledged son Felix assumes the role of the sick prince: seeing a glass and a bottle of milk, he drinks, not knowing that there is a deadly amount of opium in the milk, since Augustin, the former Harper, has just discovered he is Mignon’s incestuous father and is planning to commit suicide. However, the opium is only in the glass, not in the bottle, and the child’s bad habit of drinking out of bottles rather than glasses saves him. The doctor speaks of “the luckiest chance [glücklichsten Zufall]” and subsequently of divine intervention: “a good spirit guided [Felix’s] hand”; Nathalie offers the more dialectical comment that “he has been saved through his bad habit [Unart]” (Lehrjahre, 8.10). This revelation transforms into comedy two days of despair, since Felix, afraid of his father’s anger, will not confess his poor table manners, and swears he drank from the glass; meanwhile he has been so frightened by the fear of the adults and so pumped full of medicine that for awhile he appears ill—and when, after a few hours, he appears well again, Wilhelm continues for some time to fear that his good health is merely appearance (Schein). Nathalie, meanwhile, swears privately to the Abbe that if Felix dies she will ask Wilhelm to marry her, an oath that Friedrich overhears and subsequently publicizes: “Now that the child lives, why should she change her mind? What one promises in that fashion, one holds to under any circumstance.” And he embarrasses Wilhelm and Nathalie into confessing their love for each other by pointing to the painting of the sick prince, and mockingly asking for an unaesthetic, referential reading of it:


“What was the king’s name? . . . What’s the name of the old goat-beard with the crown there, pining at the foot of the bed for his sick son? What’s the name of the beauty who enters with both poison and antidote [Gift und Gegengift] in her demure eyes? What’s the name of that bungler of a doctor who at this very moment is seeing the light, who for the first time in his life has the chance to order a rational prescription, a medicine that cures from the ground up [die aus dem Grunde kuriert], and is as tasty as it is wholesome?” (8.10)



Wilhelm, thus invited, moves from the position of the child to that of the father, whose illness, in this fantasy, is cured by the discovery that the sick child is not sick. Though the mother’s promise of love had seemed to require the child’s death, the promise holds without exacting its sacrifice: the child lives in the love that a father receives. These magic gestures of recovery and recompense culminate in Wilhelm’s assumption of a unique happiness in the novel’s closing words: “I don’t know the wealth of a kingdom . . . but I know I have gained a fortune [Glück] that I haven’t earned, and that I wouldn’t exchange for anything in the world.”

The novel itself thus “identifies” with the painting’s content, as the text’s closing tableau repeats and inverts the structure of Wilhelm’s obsession, simultaneously replaying the pedagogical gesture of the Society of the Tower. Here Wilhelm is manipulated into post-oedipal love (for Nathalie) rather than oedipal fear (for Hamlet’s father’s ghost). In a final twist on the Abbe’s attempt to “cure error through error,” the text cures Wilhelm through his own neurotic fixation on the painting and its deadly oedipal content, a cure imaged in miniature in the text’s construction of salvation for Felix through the child’s own Unart. Given such intricacies of closure, it is hardly surprising that Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre should always have been regarded as a paradigmatically self-consious novel.16 Nothing, indeed, could be more self-aware than the text’s repetition of Wilhelm’s act of identification; however, this is also to say that nothing could be more manifestly fictional than the closing tableau, the “fairy tale, or operetta-like character” of which, as Michael Beddow reminds us, is often remarked. The three promised marriages are all mesalliances between aristocrats (Nathalie, Lothario, Friedrich) and commoners (Wilhelm, Therese, Philine), and the novel refuses to offer the slightest indication that these liaisons cut across the grain of the social text17—which is fair enough, since the social text has been dissolved into a rush of stylized literary events: Mignon’s death and burial, Augustin’s multiple and finally successful attempts at suicide, Felix’s false death, and what the novel ironically summarizes as “so many terrible and wonderful events coming one after another” as to put the community into a “feverish oscillation.” The theatrics of the Society of the Tower are left behind by the text’s own performance; and one could thus say that, in closing, the novel imitates not just Wilhelm (who imitates the painting), and not just the Society of the Tower (which imitates this imitation), but also the actor, who knows and controls the production of the self, but only does so in and as a fiction.

The Lehrjahre, in short, offers itself as a “literary absolute,” and consequently as an ironic text in Lukács’s sense. Bildung, the autoproduction of the self, is strictly speaking impossible, but this impossibility can be sublated into the self-knowledge of the Roman that is Bildung, the text that builds itself as a self-reflexive structure, a figure (Bild) of the fictionality of self-knowledge. This fictionality is figured as the symbolic sacrifice of aesthetics: as the text “identifies” with a poorly executed painting of its own invention, literature becomes literature in knowing and effecting its own destruction.18 The literary text’s identification with kitsch is a renunciation that negates itself, transforming loss into the “fortune” invoked in the last words of the novel, the Glück that, Wilhelm insists, is beyond exchange and cannot be earned. The close of the text is an impossible, absolute gift, which emerges through a gesture of giving so absolute that the gift is precisely that of luck (Glück). Schillerian Bildung is negated and recuperated as the irony of luck: as the lucky chance that only fiction can reliably provide.19

But we have seen that readers of this novel have not always entirely shared its protagonist’s happiness; and the grounds of Schiller’s concern that the novel is written more “for the actor” than “of the actor” have become clearer. In itself, the “literary absolute,” as the ironic knowledge of its own fictionality, is a demandingly ascetic form of aesthetic totalization; but the anxiety it inspires may be traced to the even less comforting status of the “fictional” in these scenes, which is always slipping away from its own knowledge. Fiction’s power to posit is unlimited, but what is posited is fictional, bearing within it the insistent question of referential truth that reduces what is posited to “mere” fiction, and spurs the production of another fiction to compensate for the hollowness of the first. The falseness of the theater spurs Wilhelm’s renunciation of it, but the result is an even more improbable theatricalization of his life and world; and though the self-conscious fictionality of the text thematizes and absorbs into itself the constant desire for an imperial referent (“What was the king’s name?”), a residue of dissatisfaction will always potentially remain, “something isolated in the first and last reading,” in Schlegel’s words. The Glück of fiction at once exceeds the world of exchange and bears the trace of it—though what one exchanges it for is always another fiction. Entsagung is thus not a true dialectical process, but rather an act haunted by being an “act,” a fiction; and this fictionality cannot be renounced even by a fiction seeking to renounce fictionality via a renunciation of truth.

Consequently, as a figure of Bildung—of Bildung as the knowledge of the impossibility of Bildung—Entsagung becomes illegible. If the knowledge this figure conveys is that the self cannot posit itself, such knowledge can only emerge by annihilating itself: knowledge is knowingly renounced only through a posited homology between knowing and acting that is precisely what knowledge renounces. An ironic spiral results: the act of presupposition (of a homology between knowledge and act) contradicts the knowledge, which confirms the knowledge (of this contradiction), which contradicts it again, and so on. And this ironic spiral is not grounded in an inevitability of intention; rather, the homology between knowledge and act is precisely fictional, available only in and as a fiction. Fiction thus becomes (mis)understandable as an incoherent productive force lodged within intention, and within irony as an intentional structure. Why such a force should dominate the rhetoric and narrative of Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre, in the guise of Bildung, is not yet clear, and to advance further we shall need to look more closely at the text’s analysis of the genesis of theatricality. But first we might briefly examine the novel’s elaboration of the oedipal allegory that drew Schiller’s attention, since the figure of fatherhood in the text provides a more lurid, and thus more manifestly unstable, version of the rhetorical difficulty we encounter in the trope of Entsagung.

III

The oedipal scenario, as psychoanalysis extracts it from literature, constitutes a dramatic version of the story of identification through the fiction of a renunciation: a story that Lacan captures memorably in his punning interweaving of the “Name” and the “No” of the Father.20 The male subject becomes the father precisely by not becoming the father: by turning his desire elsewhere so as to desire what the father desires. Since the subject emerges under prohibition, desire is an endless process of substitution; and the psychological subject’s successful negotiation of oedipal conflict occurs as the acceptance of loss, just as the ironic subject of aesthetics accepts the endless deferral of aesthetic totalization. This analogy is prompted by the text itself: it is of course no accident that both the painting Wilhelm fetishizes and the play in which he acts feature oedipal narratives as the “content” with which he identifies. Borrowing Hamlet’s fear of his ghostly father and the sick prince’s deadly desire for his father’s bride, Wilhelm engages himself in the errancy of family romance to the extent that, within the orbit of aesthetic judgment, he fails to perform one—thus, as we have seen, committing himself to the ironic recuperation of aesthetics through failure. The novel cooperates by negotiating a proper object-choice for him: in an often rambunctious parody of oedipal emplotment, Nathalie replaces the all-too-maternal Mariane, the “mother” of Wilhelm’s child—Mariane who is implicitly paired with Wilhelm’s own mother in the text’s opening chapters, and is ultimately consigned in dream to Wilhelm’s dead father (“[H]is father and Mariane seemed to be running away from him. . . . Impulse and desire impelled him to go to their assistance, but the Amazon’s [Nathalie’s] hand held him back—and how gladly he let himself be held!” [Lehrjahre, 7.1]). The accession to the Name of the Father (“Meister”) involves the acceptance of a No that takes the form of a renunciation of the self and its desires: “Everything he planned was now to mature for the boy, and everything he built was to last for several generations. His apprenticeship was therefore completed in this sense, for along with the feeling of a father [dem Gefühl des Vaters] he had acquired the virtues of a solid citizen [eines Bürgers]” (8.1). Oedipal identification generates a social identity and a consciousness of historical temporality, and thus provides a model version of negative Bildung: though desire always points elsewhere, this lack can be transformed into an index of maturity.

The endlessness of desire, however, which is totalizable precisely as an endlessness, and hence as a loss or lack that can be mourned, derives from a less stable epistemological or rhetorical problematic: the transformation of doubt (whether Felix is really Wilhelm’s son) into conviction (summarized, as we saw, in Friedrich’s ironic mot: “I’m convinced, therefore I’m a father”). The uncertainty of fatherhood is certainly not simply subversive in its effects: it is a topos in Western culture that is regularly associated, as in Freud, with a passage from nature to culture, and from sense-certainty to cognition; if, in Stephen Dedalus’s words in Ulysses, “paternity may be a legal fiction,” this fiction, according to Stephen’s parodic reading of Hamlet, underwrites theology itself.21 Fatherhood is founded “upon incertitude,” but as a “mystical estate, an apostolic succession” (Ulysses, 170): thus, Stephen concludes, Shakespeare lives on in the ghost of Hamlet’s father: “But, because loss is his gain, he passes on toward eternity in undiminished personality. . . . He is a ghost, a shadow now . . . a voice heard only in the heart of him who is the substance of his shadow, the son consubstantial with the father” (162). The tension in this narrative is between an initial “incertitude,” on the one hand, and a dialectical passage from “loss” to “gain,” on the other: uncertainty is not quite the same as loss, and though the dialectical narrative tells the story of the father’s “undiminished” survival, the uncertain status of the father renders him “a ghost, a shadow,” precisely because this uncertainty can never be entirely stabilized as a loss. Like Ulysses, Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre routes this tension through the figure of Hamlet’s father’s ghost. On the one hand, Wilhelm, terrified into his role as Hamlet by the mysterious Ghost, hears in its voice the power of an “undiminished personality”: “The voice seemed familiar to everyone, and Wilhelm thought it sounded like that of his own father” (Lehrjahre, 5.11). On the other hand, when the Ghost reappears during Wilhelm’s initiation into the Society of the Tower, Wilhelm is far less certain he has heard correctly: “[H]e thought he heard his father’s voice, and yet not; so confused was he by present reality and past memories” (7.9). Doubt necessarily recurs within oedipal narrative, since this narrative is founded not on a referent but on uncertainty.

For this reason, fathers, for all their omnipresence in Wilhelm Meister, seem to have no more than a wraith-like grip on the world: Jarno is of uncertain parentage, and his name is strange (34); no one knows where the Abbe comes from (6); Lothario’s name is a pseudonym (4.16); Nathalie’s family is not in the genealogical books (4.11); and so on. If the Father is indeed a Hegelian “Geist der stets verneint,” like Mephistopheles in Faust he manages to get very little accomplished. Even the identity of the actor playing the ghost of Hamlet’s father is in doubt, since the Abbe turns out to have a mysterious twin brother who might or might not have taken the role. And because the father cannot guarantee his own promise to exist, the figure of the ghost drifts away from that of the father, becoming associated more generally with uncertainty itself. Thus, glimpsing the “shadow” of Norberg, the rival who helps bring uncertainty to the paternity of Felix, Wilhelm feels the “uneasiness” of a ghost-effect: “And like a ghost at midnight that scares the wits out of us, and when we regain our composure seems the product of our anxiety and leaves us with doubts whether in fact we ever saw it, a great uneasiness came over Wilhelm” (1.17). Unsure what woman visited him in the night after the production of Hamlet, Wilhelm is relieved at the end of the novel to be told that Philine, and not Mignon, had been the “lovely palpable ghost [fühlbare Gespenst]” in his bed (8.6). Similar ghostings proliferate, infecting the production of subjectivity at all levels in this novel.22

The duplicity of a ghost-effect that at once enables the Father to survive death and makes it impossible for him to come into existence is represented in Wilhelm Meister through counterpointed figures of portrait and mirror. The portrait, at least at first glance, represents a stable figurative structure, grounded in a particular referent that it sublimates into a meaning. When Wilhelm obtains his Lehrbrief and reads the Turmgesellschaft’s account of his life, “he saw a picture of himself, not like a second self in a mirror, but a different self, one outside of him, as in a portrait [Porträt]. One never approves of everything in a portrait, but one is always glad that a thoughtful mind has seen us thus and a superior talent enjoyed portraying us in such a way that a picture survives of what we were, and will survive longer than we will” (8.1). The subject of Bildung, brought to self-consciousness in the gaze of the Other, shoulders its oedipal discomforts (“one never approves of everything”) for the sake of an identity that, portrait-like, would sublimate its referent into the historical temporality of a meaning. This, however, is what the text refuses to guarantee; and the “mirror,” which Wilhelm distinguishes from the “portrait” in characterizing the narrative of his apprenticeship scroll, registers the volatile nature of all figural relations: the self can duplicate into the “second self” of the mirror because the first self is always possibly a figure masquerading as a referent.23 In one of the novel’s charged moments, Wilhelm, disguised as the count, sees “in the mirror” the real count entering his wife’s bedroom: “He saw me in the mirror, as I did him, and before I knew whether it was a ghost or he himself, he went out again” (3.10). The shock of seeing himself redoubled drives the count to forsake the world for a Moravian community; and “you,” Jarno tells Wilhelm later, “are the ghost who drove him into the arms of religion” (7.3).

But to be or to see a ghost is precisely not to know whether or not one is or has seen a ghost. Even the “great uneasiness” one feels at such moments is “like a ghost” that “at midnight scares the wits out of us, and when we regain our composure seems the product of our anxiety and leaves us with doubts whether in fact we ever saw it” (1.17): the pathos of a haunting, as Schiller sensed, is itself spectral, infected with uncertain theatricality. It is significant that Wilhelm feels drawn to Hamlet’s famous meditation on the fictional pathos of the actor (“What’s Hecuba to him, or he to Hecuba / That he should weep for her?” [5.6]). The dignified suffering of the oedipal subject, the pathos of Entsagung, the labor and patience of the negative, emerge only at the risk of being exposed as fraudulent, just as the transcendental spiral of Bildung can occur only at the risk of being exposed as a trick, a Kunstgriff. And yet the production of Bildung, particularly in its oedipal form, relies upon affect: Wilhelm acquires “the feeling of a father [Gefühl des Vaters]” in passing out of apprenticeship. The father, as Schiller’s commentary implicitly noted, is a rhetorical effect. And the structure of this rhetorical effect is double: on the one hand, it is uncertain, since it can always fail to convince; on the other hand, it can only exist as the obliteration of this uncertainty: unless one is convinced, one is not a father. Fatherhood exists as the repression of its own rhetoricity. Thus fatherhood repeats, more violently, the predicament of Entsagung: while the ironic subject of Bildung renounces self-knowledge but can only do so knowingly, the subject of paternity comes into being as a “knowledge” that, like Oedipus, blinds itself to itself. While the ironic spiral of knowledge culminates in the text’s theatrical assumption of sheer fictionality, the paternal hoax recurs as the constant vacillation of an assertion that cannot know its own impossibility.

Implicitly linking Hamlet’s ghost with the picture of the sick prince, Wilhelm insists that in the production of Hamlet there be a “life-size” portrait of Hamlet’s father drawn and positioned “so that he looks exactly like the Ghost when it goes out the door. That will be very effective when Hamlet is looking at the Ghost and the queen at the portrait” (5.9). And, after the mysterious Ghost shows up at the opening performance, it is remarked that “he had looked exactly like the portrait, as if he had sat for it himself” (5.12). The portrait precedes its referent, which of course, as a “father,” is not a referent but a ghost. Here, in other words, the portrait is revealed to be a trope, a metalepsis dependent for its referent on fiction’s power to provide one, just as the father is only persuasive thanks to Hamlet’s, or the Lehrjahre’s, rhetorical force. And if we ask after the text’s representation of the genesis of this problematic, we need to account for the remaining term in this oedipal scenario: the mother who gazes at the portrait, who is marginalized, half forgotten, and, in the person of Mariane, killed off, but who is also never entirely expelled from the narrative of Bildung.

IV

The figure of the mother presides over the opening of the novel, though not precisely over the origins of theatricality: Wilhelm cannot decide whether his love for Mariane caused him to love the theater, or vice-versa (4.19), and the reader similarly cannot decide whether Wilhelm loves Mariane or her masculine stage-costume, the “red uniform” and “white vest” that he embraces so eagerly (1.1). Via the language of erotic fetishism, the novel suggests that one can never be certain that desire has not already mimicked itself. And though we discover that a set of marionettes originally gave the child Wilhelm a “taste for the theater,” this taste is uncertainly figurative: since the puppets are kept locked up in the maternal (and, of course, forbidden) space of the kitchen pantry, they literally acquire tastes and smells associated with maternal care (1.2).24 On the one hand, the mother is paired with theatricality as the literal to the figurative; on the other hand, the difference between these two is precisely what cannot be established. This uncertainty means that the very relation between mother and theater, or literal and figurative meaning, is irreducibly theatrical or figurative, since no stabilizing ground of meaning presents itself. The drama of uncertainty confronting us here differs slightly, however, from that staged by the tropes of fatherhood or Entsagung. In keeping both with bourgeois gender roles and a metaphysical hierarchy that Wilhelm Meister at least pretends to respect, the mother represents a prelinguistic site of natural origin; and thus in her proximity the text allegorizes the impossible and contradictory referential drive of fiction as the condition of all language. Both fatherhood and renunciation represent the possibility that the referent can be recuperated through negation—that by turning from the father’s desire one can become the father; that by giving up self-knowledge one can recover it; that by annihilating the referent in pure fictionality one can obtain the plenitude of Glück. The mother, however, represents not just a referent to be negated in oedipal narrative, but the site of referentiality itself; and the marks of maternal care—the tastes and smells of the pantry—figure the pressure of referentiality precisely as the undecidability of the sign.25 Nourishment, belonging to what Lacan would term the realm of “need,” is not language; yet as Cathy Caruth comments apropos of the “Blessed Babe” passage in Wordsworth’s Prelude, “in order to nurse his mother’s breast the babe first has to read it”: gestures of care become maternal only when they are taken as signs.26 There is thus no such thing as the “mother” outside of a signifying system, yet the mother marks the impossibility of closing this system. Language could be said to “prop” itself on nonlinguistic gestures, rather as Freud, in a famous passage, speaks of sexuality “attach[ing] itself to functions serving the purpose of self-preservation”—except that what is undecidable is precisely whether marks are nonlinguistic or not.27 The mother, and the marionettes, figure a non-empirical materiality of the sign: the sign’s dependence, or “propping,” upon an illegibility rather than a presence.28

The sign is thus always already theatrical because it can only pretend to be unequivocally a sign. Its possibility entails a radical contingency which must be suppressed if the sign is to be taken as a sign, but which leaves its mark in the sign’s excessive and insatiable need to refer. The puppets register the material condition of this predicament, which is that of signification as the inscription, the violent imposition, of the possibility of reading. As Wilhelm takes up the puppets, “he was transported [versetzt] back to the time when he thought they were alive [wo sie ihm noch belebt schienen], when he thought he could bring them alive [zu beleben glaubte] by the liveliness [Lebhaftigkeit] of his voice and the movements of his hands” (1.2). The puppets, which as material objects are properly speaking neither dead nor alive, represent the “prop” necessary for the imposition of figure as Schein or Bild: in this sense they are not phenomenal or empirical objects, but rather indicative of an unguaranteed possibility of articulation. Like Mignon’s corpse at the end of the novel they acquire a “Schein des Lebens” by virtue of a rhetorical event that Paul de Man’s late work thematizes as catachretic prosopopoeia, the disruptive incoherence of which appears in the sentence above as the compressed conjunction of a false constative presupposition (belebt schienen) and a fictitious performative act (zu beleben glaubte).29 Henceforth desire can vacillate between the binary oppositions of figurative and literal, life and death, appearance and reality, and so on: once the “appearance of life” has been posited, death can become negation.30 This dialectic erects itself upon the taking of signs as such, figured here as the taking of bodies: the body is here the trope of the legible sign, and the marionettes register this body’s material support, and hence its ongoing dismemberment. And as critics from Schiller onward have well understood, this predicament leaves its mark in the narrative through the figure of Mignon.

Mignon should indeed, as Eric Blackall claims, be understood as “the spirit of poetry” and the “guiding force of the book,” though the consequences of such an insight are not necessarily positive.31 Mignon, like Wilhelm’s grandfather’s art collection (and its symbolic complement, the marionettes), comes from Italy, the land of art. Like her father the Harper, she provides the text with a mouthpiece for its famously haunting lyrics; as a corpse, she becomes herself a work of art at the end of the novel, lending her body to the “schöne Kunst” of the embalmer (8.5). As befits the “spirit” of poetry, she is deeply associated with the Father’s Ghost, and implicated in every turn of Wilhelm’s Bildung. Hers is the dead father of Hamlet and Wilhelm (“The big devil is dead” [2.4]); the Ghost, she has reason to add, is her “uncle” (“No one understood what she meant, except those who knew that she had called the man she thought was her father ‘the big devil’” [5.12]). Knowing the secrets of the father, she knows that Felix, the child of light, whose oedipal determinants are so coercive that a father-figure actually threatens him with a knife (5.13), is Wilhelm’s true son: “The ghost told it to me” (7.8). But this is also to say that Mignon is the “riddle” of the text: “Here is the riddle [Rätsel],” Philine says, introducing Mignon (2.4); and the legibility of this poetic riddle is never entirely certain. Though Wilhelm is finally told that Philine was the ghost, the Gespenst, who came to him in the night after his debut in Hamlet, the novel is curiously, even stagily, coy in its refusal to provide evidence: “His first guess was that it had been Philine, and yet the charming body he had clasped in his arms did not seem like hers” (5.13). Wilhelm is subsequently “frightened” by a new maturity he sees in Mignon—“she seemed to have grown taller during the night”—and though he persuades himself that his nocturnal visitor must have been Philine after all, the narrator adds, in an atypically theatrical aside, that “we too must share this opinion, because we are not able to reveal the reasons which had made him doubt this and had aroused other suspicions” (5.13). The rationale of this aside—the reason of these “reasons”—is never revealed; the Rätsel remains riddled. Mignon embodies a remainder of uncertainty within the transcendence of sense perception that is fatherhood. In relation to the gender difference that oedipal narratives seek to police, this means that Mignon, a product of the “Gespenst” of incest (8.9) must appear a “hermaphrodite creature” (3.11), the focal point for the text’s interest in androgyny.

Thus, what must be expelled from the aesthetic plot, and reintegrated, however problematically, as a “corpse,” is Mignon’s body. A member of an acrobat’s entourage when Wilhelm adopts her, Mignon is associated with bodily deformation as well as with poetic language. When she writes, her body interferes: “[T]he letters were uneven and the lines not straight. In this too her body seemed to contradict her mind [dem Geiste zu widersprechen]” (2.12). And if we examine the figurative resonance of this contradiction, we find that Mignon’s crampings of the heart and epileptic seizures return us repeatedly to the puppet theater. Mignon prepares the ground of Wilhelm’s Vaterherz in a series of curious scenes: accepting him as a surrogate parent, she performs an egg-dance for him like a mechanism (Räderwerk) or a clock (wie ein Uhrwerk), and Wilhelm, transported by this Schauspiel, desires to resuscitate her “with the love of a father” (2.8). A little later, Mignon has a seizure: her body convulses and she falls “as if every limb of her body were broken”:



It was a terrifying sight! “My child,” he said, lifting her up and embracing her, “what is it?”—The convulsions persisted, spreading from the heart to the dangling limbs [schlotternden Gliedern]; she was just hanging in his arms. (2.14)




Then “all her limbs became alive again”; she clasps his neck “like a lock that springs shut,” and when Wilhelm repeats “My child!” she responds “My father! . . . You will be my father!”

The dangling limbs and convulsive, mechanical motions recur later in a scene in which the puppets figure overtly. Wilhelm and his troupe are celebrating a successful premiere of Hamlet, and Mignon and Felix, sitting in a chair reserved for the mysterious Ghost, mimic the marionettes:


The children, who, sitting in the big armchair, stuck out over the table like puppets out of their box, started to put on a little play [Stuck] of this sort. Mignon imitated the rasping noise very nicely, and they finally banged their heads together and on the edge of the table, in such a manner as actually only wooden puppets can withstand. Mignon was almost frenetically excited .... she now began to rush around the table, tambourine in hand, hair flying, head thrown back and her limbs flung in the air like one of those maenads whose wild and well-nigh impossible postures still astonish us on ancient monuments. (5.12)



The final simile compresses and repeats, with a frisson of orphic dismemberment, the aesthetic trajectory that later in the novel Mignon will follow. And a deforming, disfiguring force will haunt that trajectory, wracking Mignon’s body to the moment of death—when once again her “schlot-ternde Körper” will hang like a puppet’s (8.5). Felix as well as Mignon must play out this Stuck, sitting in the place of the father, for Felix’s condition of possibility depends no less than Mignon’s on an act of identification with a puppet—an impossible act that the text registers in one of its most astonishing turns of phrase (“banged their heads together . . . in such a manner as actually only wooden puppets can withstand”).32 The children are not puppets, but they do that which only puppets can do. It is impossible to identify with puppets, but this impossibility “occurs.” The story of the child Wilhelm’s projection of life onto the marionettes could be told with less manifest strain, since that act of Belebung could at least appear to originate in the plenitude of the child’s living identity. But Mignon and Felix’s grotesquely inverted repetition of Wilhelm’s act underscores the violent, figurative origins of all identities and of all identifications. The children are actors, who intend the identity they posit, and in doing so they reveal the rhetorical precondition of all acting, and all aesthetics, which resides in a prosopopoeia irreducible to intentionality: the children, the actor, and the aesthetic text “are” puppets in the sense that they have, impossibly, been made possible by them; and the disruptive materiality of signification that the puppets record is one name for the deadly force inhabiting the body of the “spirit of poetry.”33 The expulsion of this foreign body takes, of course, the form of aestheticization as entombment: once dead, this body will be able to enter the meaningful universe of death and life as a body. Mignon thus becomes a beautiful object, a Schein des Lebens, through the schöne Kunst of the embalmer, as with great ceremony she is encrypted in an antique sarcophagus long devoid of its original inhabitant—a coffin become a commodified artwork, purchased in Italy, the land of art, by Nathalie’s uncle. An artwork entombed in art, Mignon is a treasure (Schatz) and a portrait, a “beautiful picture of the past [schöne Gebild der Vergangenheit],” and is ready to resurface in domesticated form as the sentimental figure of melancholy, Sehnsucht, and Heimweh that literary history was to make of her.34

Death, however, does not lay the ghost to rest. Even before the funeral service has ended (the choir is still busy singing “Unconsumed, in marble it rests; in your hearts it lives and works”), the audience has stopped listening: “no one heard the fortifying message,” for everyone has been distracted by the appearance of a story about Mignon’s origins. Once again Mignon must be encrypted; but this time, having exhausted other resources, the text can only tell the story of a false burial and a fictional body.35 The story goes that Mignon, after disappearing from her Italian home, was presumed to have drowned in the local lake; her mother, Sperata, under the influence of a miraculous story, begins to comb the shore for her child’s bones, believing that if she could only gather up the entire skeleton and take it to Rome, “the child would appear before the people, in its fresh white skin, on the steps of the high altar of St. Peter’s” (8.9). Daily she gathers up animal bones, a deluded reader patiently and madly pursuing reading as the gathering (legein) of a body,36 until public sympathy, in the hope of curing error through error, suggests that “the bones of a child’s skeleton should gradually be intermingled with those she already had, to increase her hopes.” Sperata experiences great joy as, thanks to yet another dead child, “the parts gradually fitted together.” Only a few extremities remain missing when she has a vision of her child, embodied and thus transcendent: “It rose up, threw off the veil, its radiance filling the room, its beauty transfigured, its feet unable to touch the ground, even had they wished to. . . . I will follow my child.” Sperata dies, and like Mignon, or Ottilie in the The Elective Affinities, her body miraculously resists corruption, and she becomes a religious icon: “There were several cures, which no attentive observer could explain or dismiss as false.”

Sperata, the exotic, hoodwinked, and sentimentalized peasant mother, has been brought on stage by a fictional power that fiction is powerless to control. She is Schlegel’s reader-as-supplement, a reader generated by the slippage of the text that is the production of the text: she is thus at once the figure of a reading, and the figure of the violence with which a text, or a reading, comes into existence—a blind force that is constantly, but always anxiously, misread as the exquisite corpse of a meaning. And if meaning here attains figuration as the body, meaning’s materiality is that of scattered bones: minimal units of articulation that, like letters assembled into words, serve as the fragments of a fictional skeleton. This predicament is exemplary precisely to the degree that it is staged and suspect, and in a certain fundamental sense impossible—the impossible generation of identity or meaning out of a tangled pile of articulations, the fragments of marionettes or skeletons. If the Bildungsroman rises like a ghost from these scattered bones, this is because of, rather than despite, the impossibility of Bildung’s story: a story that can have no origin and no conclusion, since the aestheticization of texts, authors, and bodies must always be done over again to cover up the undoing that composes their possibility.

Thus the story of the puppets becomes the story of Mignon, which in turn becomes the story of a mad, mourning mother, whose incestuous production of her child is reiterated in her deluded labor to re-member or reproduce it. It is through the rigor of this figurative sequence that Wilhelm Meister, in deconstructing the Schillerian aesthetic, discredits the gender drama that we found sketched in Schiller’s correspondence. The mother is neither a natural site of meaning nor a deviation from such a site, but is rather the mark of a linguistic predicament, the trace of a randomness within language that can neither be comprehended nor entirely effaced. This readable disjunction within signifying processes is the general condition for all tropes and figures, and can be termed irony. Irony, the “permanent parabasis” of language, disarticulates the aesthetic and naturalizing illusion that composes all ideologies, thus opening them to critique by accounting for their occurrence. Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre, in other words, in demystifying the Society of the Tower’s “portentous words and signs” (8.5), registers the force, as well as the absurdity, of its corporate, multinational cultural ambition. For, as Jarno says, “since property is no longer safe anywhere,”


from our ancient Tower a Society [Sozietät] shall go forth, which will extend into every corner of the globe, and people from all over the world will be allowed to join it. (8.7)37
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4

The Dissection of the State: Wilhelm Meisters Wanderjahre and the Politics of Aesthetics



Gestell is also the name for a skeleton.

—Martin Heidegger, The Question concerning Technology




One frequently encounters the claim that aesthetics is an essentially, and disingenuously, political discourse. The project of cultural critique, versions of which figure so visibly in the landscape of contemporary criticism, might be summed up as the attempt to demonstrate that aesthetics not only fails to transcend the purposeful machinations of power but also reinforces these machinations through its very pretense to transcend them. This demystification of aesthetics has enjoyed considerable success at least in part because aesthetics, as we have seen, is so clearly a historical phenomenon that can be incorporated into political narrative. The vehemence with which conservative journalists and critics parody and decry the “politicization” of aesthetics pays tribute to the force of the demystifying narrative: as soon as one considers with any care the historical emergence of the aesthetic sphere during the eighteenth century, it rapidly becomes obvious—particularly in the German contexts in which aesthetics was first and most elaborately theorized—that the idea, the funding, and the upkeep of a “cultural sphere” serves recognizable, and quite pressing, political and class interests. The disinterestedness of aesthetics thus provides as it were a detour or disguise for various and not necessarily complementary projects: the consolation and bureaucratization of a middle class within an absolutist state; the construction of an ideological base for an eventual middle-class hegemony; the diversion of revolutionary energies; and so on.1

Any attempt to recover a political mission for aesthetics, however, risks tendentiousness if it fails to recall and examine not just the unwitting external instrumentality of aesthetics but also its inherent and frequently overt political ambition. Schiller’s assertion that one can approach the “problem of politics” only through the “problem of the aesthetic” (“because it is only through Beauty that man makes his way to Freedom”) makes for a particularly dramatic moment in the early history of aesthetic thought, but it is hardly an eccentric claim.2 As we have seen in the preceding chapters, Schiller’s translation of Kantian themes into the narrative of an “aesthetic education of man” in a sense does no more than unleash the totalizing power implicit in the Critique of Judgment’s location of aesthetics in the process of formalization. Since, in Kant, the particular aesthetic experience, in its formality, claims subjective universality, aesthetic judgment easily comes to prefigure the universality of Schiller’s “pure ideal Man” (Aesthetic Education, 4.2), whose full realization would take place as the emergence of the Aesthetic State, the “Staat des schönen Scheins” (27.12). The acculturation or Bildung of an individual by definition models a political process, however overtly apolitical or “inward” Bildung’s orientation, and despite the nonreferentiality of the aesthetic moment per se, since if this moment demonstrates the essential harmony and prescriptive universality of “man,” aesthetic formalization is non-referential only so as to guarantee “man” as a transcendental referent. And since aesthetics presupposes sensory realization, aesthetics incipiently involves the political production of “man” in the world, whether as the education of an individual or the evolution of a community, nation, or race. Despite Heidegger’s hostility to aesthetics, his elaboration of the ancient thought of poiesis as a mode of bringing-forth (Her-vor-bringen) does not finally run counter to the aesthetic tradition, insofar as aesthetics presupposes its own self-production. Indeed, aesthetics may be understood as a certain culmination of the notion of poiesis, though aesthetics may also, as we shall see, be linked to the “modern technology” that Heidegger opposes to poiesis as a “challenging [Herausfordern]” to a “bringing-forth.”3 It is one of the tasks of this chapter to suggest that the “politics of aesthetics” resides in the peculiar and fundamental relation of aesthetics to the technical.

At this point one needs to remark, however, that if aesthetics is a political model, the notion of “politics” has itself, since Plato, been conceptualized in relation to the mimetic arts, and, more generally, to poiesis as the production or formation of form. Tragedians are expelled from the city of philosophy because the polis itself is “a representation of the fairest and best life, which is in reality. . . the truest tragedy.”4 Thus, Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe insists,


The political (the City) belongs to a form of plastic art, formation and information, fiction in the strict sense. . . . The fact that the political is a form of plastic art in no way means that the polis is an artificial or conventional formation, but that the political belongs to the sphere of technē in the highest sense of the term: the sense in which technē is thought as the accomplishment and the revelation of physis itself.5



As “fiction,” the political is organic, as in the famous opening of Aristotle’s Politics, in which “the state is a creation of nature and . . . man is by nature a political animal,” precisely because “man is the only animal whom [nature] has endowed with the gift of speech.”6 One could say that, thanks to language, the political becomes the fulfillment of nature (physis) in the nonnatural sphere of culture (technē). This not only means that the state is conceived as artwork but also that the community itself is organic in essence and discovers itself as such in the technē of art: “If technē can be defined as the sur-plus of physis, through which physis ‘deciphers’ and presents itself . . . political organicity is the surplus necessary for a nation to present and recognize itself. And such is the political function of art” (Lacoue-Labarthe, Heidegger, 69).

Mutatis mutandis, this constellation of assumptions can be traced through Renaissance humanism to the inverted Platonism of eighteenth-century aesthetics, and finally to the racial ideologies of the modern period.7 Though as Lacoue-Labarthe comments, nothing requires aesthetic politics to become grounded in the pseudobiology of race, “it can very easily be taken in that direction once physis comes to be interpreted as bios,” precisely because of the “organic interpretation of the political” (Lacoue-Labarthe, Heidegger, 69). Lacoue-Labarthe’s point—that racism is “primarily, fundamentally, an aestheticism”—helps one appreciate the degree to which aesthetics, in the most general sense, shaped both the official culture and the ideological energy of Nazism, less in Hitler’s or his party’s relation—philistine at best—to the arts per se than in their understanding of politics as the community’s autoproduction in and through the spectacle of a “natural” destiny. The political thus becomes the production of itself as the total work of art, and thus also becomes, as Lacoue-Labarthe and Jean-Luc Nancy have argued, a violent ideologization of “the absolute, self-creating Subject” of the metaphysical tradition, a subject that purports to embody itself in “an immediate and absolutely ‘natural’ essence: that of blood and race.”8 These claims represent an effort to discover nonreductive relations between twentieth-century fascism and a Western tradition for which the fascist regimes had, to be sure, utter contempt, but in the absence of which they are also inconceivable. Lacoue-Labarthe’s specific project consists, of course, in the negotiation of a relation to Heidegger, and an assessment of the differences and complicities that Heidegger’s thought and career offer in relation to National Socialism. This project has as its primary rationale not the weighing of personal or even philosophical guilt, but the examination of a thought that “can enlighten us as to the real, or profound, nature of Nazism” (Heidegger, 53), occasionally despite itself. As suggested in the citations above, Heidegger’s meditations on technē thus take on considerable importance, offering as they do a reminder and an analysis of the intimacy between politics and aesthetics.9

I propose to return to the question of technē, and technology, as Heidegger asks it, via a route that at first glance may seem at best improbable. However, few texts address the interleaved questions of art, technics, and politics more overtly, closely, and strangely than does the odd parody of a sequel to the Lehrjahre that Goethe published, in two different versions, in the 1820s as Wilhelm Meisters Wanderjahre.10 Like much of Goethe’s late work, this text has until recently enjoyed a lukewarm reception even in German contexts; it has been very nearly forgotten elsewhere, and my discussion proceeds under the assumption that not all readers interested in the theoretical issues being discussed will be familiar with the text being read. It is certainly the case, though, that the Wanderjahre deserves to be better known among critics of aesthetic culture. Like the second part of Faust, this text has always been received as a social and political, if highly symbolic, narrative, so much so that from the 1830s to the present readers have frequently pressed it into the service of straightforwardly political visions.11 Thomas Mann, for instance, who in 1923 somewhat rashly discerned in the Meister cycle a “wonderful anticipation of German progress from inwardness to the objective and political, to republicanism,” summed up its plot in terms that distill the essence of Bildung as a political principle: “It begins with individualistic self-development through miscellaneous experiences and ends in a political utopia. In between stands the idea of education.”12 The movement of “education” as a progression from inwardness to action and from theory to praxis is the narrative of Bildung that the Wanderjahre represents as the elaboration of a notion of art as technē, in the course of which aesthetics emerges as a highly effective, and profoundly unstable, political force.

I

Not many studies of the Bildungsroman examine Wilhelm Meisters Wanderjahre. Before one can broach the difficulties posed by that charged and questionable subgenre, one at least has to be willing to claim that the text in question is a Roman, a novel, and the Wanderjahre’s melange of novellas, letters, speeches, journal entries, technical writing, poetry, and aphorisms, not to mention its overall symbolic density and narrative fragmentariness, make it difficult to assimilate to any generic standard, even one as capacious as that provided by the Romantic idea of the novel. The plot line involving the eponymous Wilhelm, though it forms the object of our attention here, is a shred of Bildung woven into a complex and not in any way obviously unified tapestry. It is not even certain what ought to count as, Wilhelm Meisters Wanderjahre and what ought not, since, according to Eckermann, Goethe attached collections of maxims (“Reflections in the Spirit of the Wanderers” and “Out of Makarie’s Archive”) to the second and third of the text’s three books simply in order to have more material to give the publisher, and then attached poems to the collections of maxims because this seemed a convenient way to dispose of two available and as yet unpublished poems. Where the Wanderjahre can be said to end is consequently such a vexed issue that the two most widely used scholarly editions of Goethe’s works have decided the matter differently.13 And if the border or frame of the text remains uncertain, the content, or what one chooses to count as “content,” has proved impossible to pin down tonally or thematically. Hyperbolically symbolic characters, for instance, repeatedly interrupt seemingly realist narratives, as when Wilhelm encounters a matriarch whose soul contains “the entire solar system,” and who is thus able to predict astral movements with scientific precision—a gift that the text both supports with a straight face and identifies as an “ethereal fiction” (HA, 8: 452/412). A similarly ambiguous irony colors the representations of political utopia to which the Wanderjahre has so often been reduced. Later in this chapter I examine more closely the “League” with which Wilhelm becomes involved in the text’s third book; for the moment note that while on the one hand this organization’s announced program offers the twentieth-century reader all the sinister touchstones of organicist politics (the League will “tolerate no Jews,” since they “repudiate” the “origin and source” of “highest culture [Kultur]” [405/378]),14 on the other hand the League’s proposed legislation is so elastically cranky that at one point we are told by one of the group’s two charismatic leaders that the new community will forbid the beating of drums and the ringing of bells (406/379). W. H. Bruford understandably comments that “it is hard to know how much of all this the author expects us to take seriously” (German Tradition, 103): there is a hint of Groucho Marx’s Freedonia to a political vision that we also have every reason to handle with care.15

These large obstacles to interpretation have not prevented the emergence of a considerable body of secondary literature on Wilhelm Meisters Wanderjahre; and we may take a first step toward a reading of the role of aesthetics in this novel by noting the way in which the text’s unruly shape and tone have tended to be aestheticized in the critical tradition, subsequent to the professionalization of literary studies and the hypercanonization of Goethe in the German academy As in the case of the omnibus texts of the modernist period to which Goethe’s late work is often compared, critics have frequently sought a unifying principle for the Wanderjahre’s heterogeneity in notions of “symbolic” narrative.16 Appeal is often made to Goethe’s famous definition of the symbol:


The symbol transforms appearance [Erscheinung] into idea [Idee], idea into image [Bild], such that the idea remains effective and unreachable [wirksam und unerreichbar] in the image, and, though expressed in all languages, remains inexpressible. (HA, 12:470–71)



Once identified as “symbolic,” the Wanderjahre’s heterogeneity can be turned into a paradoxical ground of identity, to the extent that the gap between signifier and signified—the “unreachableness” of the idea—can become a transcendental signified, the signifier of the totality of an inexpressible world. Considerable support for such an interpretation may be found in Goethe’s writings and recorded opinions, and one remark in particular has become well known among Wanderjahre aficionados:


Now with such books, it’s as with life itself: in the complex of the whole there is that which is necessary and aleatory [Notwendiges und Zufälliges], planned and unplanned, successful and flawed, whereby the book is endowed with a sort of endlessness [eine Art von Unendlichkeit] that cannot be entirely grasped or enclosed in comprehensible, rational language.17




Thanks to a transcendental meaning which, in hiding itself, projects its unity back onto the work, the text’s “disparate elements,” its accidents and contingencies, unite into the “endlessness” of a mystery—the unknowable “complex of the whole.” The uncertain borders of the text can thus become a sign of this endlessness, and the ambiguous difference between seriousness and play in the text’s tonal and thematic registers becomes the mark of an obscuritas that Ehrhard Bahr, in an influential study of Goethe’s late style, calls irony.18

Over the course of the Wanderjahre’s aesthetic monumentalization in the critical tradition, the “endlessness” of the symbol-text reappears under various guises: as the idealization of the “author,” for instance, into a sheerly formal principle of order, capable of serving as “the principle of thrift” for the most unruly “proliferation of meaning.”19 Thus in an important essay on the Wanderjahre’s formal organization, Volker Neuhaus concludes that none of the text’s countless narrative styles and voices has any organizational or thematic privilege: “The single perspectives complement each other, strengthen each other or cancel each other out. The author speaks from all of them, and in none of his figures are we able to seize him and say: that is Goethe’s opinion” (“Archivfiktion,” 25). The author here becomes the human face of a monument which, like Shelley’s Ozymandias, has no meaning except in its sheer claim to presence. Indeed, since no determinate interiority remains to limit his intentionality, this author does not even have to have “written” the text he masters: he can metamorphose into a bricoleur and take credit for such Shandean jokes as “Die pilgernde Törin,” a novella introduced in the Wanderjahre as a “translation from the French,” which indeed it was—Goethe having, in good eighteenth-century fashion, lifted it nearly unaltered from a French-language periodical.20 The fully monumentalized author is himself “eine Art von Unendlichkeit,” capable of assimilating anything to the transcendental silence of his identity. Since the content of his intention has been evacuated, it no longer matters whether or not he means what he says: he is the obscuritas of his text’s irony, underwriting the “sehr ernsten Scherze,” the “very serious jokes,” of his art with the uninterpretable purity of a sheer gesture of arrangement.21 In the terms that Jacques Derrida extracts from Kant’s Critique of Judgment, the author is the paragon spun out of the parergon, or frame, that marks off and constitutes the text. He exists as the irreducible, ideal secret of textual form.

The slippage that occurs as one moves from form to the transcendental reserve of the author-ideal is recorded in Kant as a movement from an “entirely pure judgment of taste” to “a partly intellectual one,” since a pure aesthetic judgment, being incapable of accommodating ideational content, cannot provide an “ideal of beauty.”22 A formalist aesthetic obtains ideality—and thus becomes an aesthetic—only by violating the purity of form; and this paradox suggests a potential incompatibility between the symbol’s transcendence and the figurative operation that produces it. We shall approach this question from a vantage adumbrated in the image of the idealized author as bricoleur: a figure suggestive of a relation between symbolic transcendence and technics. To readers of Wilhelm Meisters Wanderjahre the idea that transcendence and technics might be related will not come as a surprise. In various ways the text associates technics with un-knowability, most memorably via the figure of a little casket discovered early in the narrative by Wilhelm’s son, Felix. Since this Kästchen is initially described as being “no larger than a small octavo volume” (43 /122) and since its contents remain unknown throughout the novel, critics have understandably tended to interpret it as a figure for the text itself as symbol. Associated with subterranean mystery—Felix discovers it in a cave—the casket is “meaningful” (458/416) precisely because it remains a “riddle” (Rätsel) or “secret” (Geheimnis), both for us and for the text’s characters.23 The narrative about the casket, furthermore, unfolds as an elaboration of the definition of symbol as the gathering of “disparate elements” into a unity. Early on in the novel, Wilhelm deposits the casket for safekeeping with a professional “collector,” who warns him against forcing it open: “If you have been born lucky [glücklich], and if this casket means anything, the key will at some point have to show up, and precisely where you least expect it” (146/196). And the collector tells a parable of an ivory crucifix, a fragment when he first acquired it, for which he has been able to recover the missing pieces—the arms, a portion of the cross, and so on. (In this “lucky coming-together [glückliches Zusammentreffen],” he tells us, we recognize “the destiny of the Christian religion, which, so often dismembered and scattered [zergliedert und zerstreut\, must always get itself together again [sich zusammenfinden] at the cross” (147/196).) As any reader of novels might expect, the key to the casket is eventually found. But when the impulsive Felix inserts it into the lock, it breaks into two pieces—literalizing the etymology of “symbol,” and in the process reconfirming the symbolon’s transcendental resistance to decoding. The casket’s contents thus remain a mystery, but we do shortly learn something else: first, that a skilled craftsman can in fact unlock a symbol, and, second, that one of the secrets to being a skilled craftsman is the skill of keeping secrets secret. In the wake of Felix’s misguided attempt to possess the casket’s meaning, a jeweler demonstrates that the two pieces of the key are “magnetically bound together,” and “close only for the initiated”; then, rather as though the key were an electronic door-opener, he “steps a little ways away, the casket springs open, he immediately closes it again: it isn’t good to disturb such secrets, he believes” (458/416).

The symbol, by definition, is a gathering of itself unto itself, as exemplified by the recovery of the “dismembered and scattered” limbs of a holy body or icon. The role of the technician in this transcendental economy may be less obvious, but is certainly also of ancient provenance. Magic is a technē, and the jeweler a savant in the Masonic and hermetic tradition: a technician whose craft presents itself as both pragmatic and esoteric. As so often, the jeweler’s antics are sufficiently exaggerated that one can never know “how much of this the author expects us to take seriously”; but this undecidably valorized scenario nonetheless dramatizes a relation between technics and renunciation central to the Wanderjahre. Technics is knowledge derived from the renunciation of knowledge, and this renunciation of knowledge links technical prowess to the transcendental unknowability of the symbol. The symbol turns out to be a pragmatic principle, as Goethe’s definition of it as “effective and unreachable [wirksam und unerreichbar]” suggests. And as we shall see, the symbol’s melange of secrecy, technics, and formal totalization acquires political clout through the valorization of a pragmatic aesthetic, which the text calls craft, Handwerk.


II


An emphasis on pragmatic knowledge characterizes the various utopic (or mock-utopic) communities which Wilhelm Meisters Wander jahre either portrays or has its characters describe or theorize—perhaps most notably the League mentioned earlier. This League or Bund, an organization charged with the founding of utopic communities in both the new and the old worlds, is the new name and identity of the Society of the Tower of Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre. The transformation of the secretive, pseudo-Masonic Society of the previous novel into a colonizing venture marks an explicit politicization of the ends of Bildung: a politicization inseparable from the question concerning technology and technics. Generally, though not always, the League, in good Romantic-agrarian fashion, is opposed to technology but celebratory of technē, “less favorably disposed toward machinery [Maschinenwesen] than toward unmediated handwork [unmittelbare Handarbeit], where strength and feeling operate in unison” (337/332). The group’s members, consequently, are idealized craftsmen [Handwerker], while its leaders—and its financial backing—are of aristocratic origin.

Thus consistently, if ironically, the text’s characters and narrators propose handicraft, Handwerk, as a value.24 Lenardo and Odoard’s vision of their Bund gives overt political shape to an idealization of craft which we have already seen at work (or play) in the encounter of the jeweler and the casket, and which particularly marks the plot line featuring Wilhelm Meister. Within this narrative strand, Handwerk represents the effect or outcome of “renunciation,” which in turn characterizes Bildung. When Wilhelm asks the Collector to whom he has consigned the mysterious casket to advise him where he might consign his son, the Collector recommends the Pedagogical Province as a place where students receive a limited, technical, and thus genuine education:



“All living, all activity, all art must be preceded by technical skill [Handwerk], which can be acquired only through limitation [Beschränkung]. To know one thing properly and be adept at it results in higher cultivation [Bildung] than half-competence in a hundred different fields. Where I am sending you, all the fields of endeavor have been divided up.” (148/197)



And the father, like the son, will undergo Bildung under the aegis of technics: indeed, while Felix’s training in the Pedagogical Province turns out to be considerably less focused and effective than the Collector’s account might suggest,25 Wilhelm’s education will discover its ultimate rationale in his assumption of the manual trade of surgeon—a profession nearly as distant from the middle-class norms of the day as carpentry or weaving would be. In the Lehrjahre Wilhelm had had to renounce the possibilities for Bildung that the theater had seemed to represent—the proto-bohemian hope of capturing aristocratic well-roundedness through the protean grace of the actor; now, in the 1829 Wanderjahre, he must renounce not just aristocratic pretension but bourgeois dilettantism as well. In itself Wilhelm’s renunciation of social prestige holds limited interest, since on this point the Wanderjahre is as cheerily unrealistic as the Lehrjahre had been in casually betrothing its middle-class hero to an aristocrat in its final chapters. In the symbolic universe of the Meister cycle, Wilhelm’s derogation is not an appreciably material sacrifice in anyone’s eyes, least of all Wilhelm’s. If, however, the “renunciation” at work in the “limitation” that is Handwerk lacks socioeconomic consequence, it nonetheless claims political relevance by serving as the founding principle of aesthetic pragmatism.

As we saw in the preceding chapter, the figure of renunciation, Ent-sagung, plays a central and complex role in the Lehrjahre’s account of Bildung—so central a role that in a sense the Wanderjahre can do no more than repeat the earlier text’s thoroughgoing interrogation of the power of the negative. The Lehrjahre proposes itself as a Bildungsroman about the impossibility of Bildung, renouncing Bildung as a literal accomplishment so as to recuperate it as a pure fiction, the fiction of an impossibility. At the same time, as we saw, the text tells the disruptive story of the impossibility of this fiction, which is unable to refrain from positing its own (fictional) referentiality; and this blindly self-constituting and self-destroying gesture in turn becomes legible as the text’s very condition of possibility. The Wanderjahre will retell this story, which is that of the predicament of reading. But it will tell it differently; and it is on this level of rhetorical self-presentation that this text can be taken in a non-trivial sense as a “sequel” to the Lehrjahre. In Wilhelm Meisters Wanderjahre, the story told is that of a pragmatic affirmation of the self-concealing arbitrariness of the sign. If the earlier novel tells the story of the uncontrollable production and deconstruction of aesthetic illusions, the later text narrates the attempt to aestheticize this linguistic volatility into a principle of political utility. The failure of aesthetics, in other words, can be reconfigured as pragmatism. If the articulation of meaningful form involves an irreducible violence, that violence can itself be rendered a discountable inevitability: all truth is arbitrary; therefore one can bracket the question of truth and pass on to practical matters. As Clark Muenzer writes in a fine study of the figure of technē in Goethe’s thought, one can “reject self-presence as a delusion.”26 The gesture is a familiar one in post-Romantic thought, and frequently appears in both academic and popular circles in the form of arguments or manifestos “against theory.”27 Wilhelm Meisters Wanderjahre, however, demonstrates that such pragmatism is finally an exacerbated aestheticism.

If the aesthetic, in its post-Kantian formulation, brackets meaning in order to recuperate meaning as form, a pragmatized aesthetic reiterates this gesture to the second power. Meaning is bracketed (truth-systems have no ground that is not a “delusion”); meanings, however, nonetheless occur, and this occurrence can be erected into a value in its turn. Like Faust, aesthetic pragmatism valorizes the deed as the word. Meaning is sacrificed so as to be reborn as meaning-as-action, the “doing” of meaning. In terms of its negativity, pragmatism is thus dialectical insofar as its act of renunciation is ultimately intended to be self-canceling, so as to fulfill the Faustian hope of transforming nothingness into plenitude (“In deinem Nichts hoff’ ich das All zu finden” [HA, 3:192]). Muenzer, writing of the “well-wrought deed” as “an adequate response to the challenge of pure communality” in the Wanderjahre, brings together many of the strands we have been following:



“[D]oing” remains content to preserve the social ideal through an effort that acknowledges the significance of human bonding while renouncing its realization. . . . This ultimate techneology partakes of a putative order of things only by paradoxically transforming the circumspect products of work into symbolic testimonies of non-attainment. (Muenzer, Figures of Identity, 127)



“Doing” is thus a recuperation of meaning through meaning’s renunciation, and Muenzer rightly calls this sacrificial economy “symbolic”: the symbol, as Goethe theorized it, is the master-trope of this pragmatism. Technics and transcendental unknowability are the two faces of the symbol as wirksam und unerreichbar.

The aestheticism and the totalizing ambition of technical pragmatism is spelled out early in the Wanderjahre when Wilhelm’s old friend Jarno delivers a speech on the virtues of specialization so eloquent that Wilhelm makes his decision to become a surgeon upon hearing it:



“To restrict oneself [sich beschränken] to a craft [Handwerk] is the best. For the lesser man it will always be a craft, for the better one an art [Kunst], and for the best, if he does one, he does all, or, to be less paradoxical, in the one thing he does properly, he sees the likeness of all that is done properly.” (37/118)



The seductive power of the trope of Handwerk as renunciation is both exemplified and analyzed in this passage: the figure is persuasive because it mingles the steely resolve of renunciation with the luxury of recompense. Art has not really been renounced at all, since it returns as the universality of that which has been “recht getan.” In its very pragmatism, Handwerk is the truly totalizing term—which explains Wilhelm’s otherwise puzzling assertion, made under curious circumstances that I shall examine later, that the passage from Kunst to Handwerk represents an imperative motion from the particular to the universal: “[W]hat is nowadays art must become handicraft, and what happens in individual cases must become universally possible [was im Besonderen geschieht, muβ im Allgemeinen möglich werden]” (332/328). At the same time, the totalizing mirage of Kunst has been projected onto the world: Wilhelm will cut bodies instead of staging representations, and the Society of the Tower will build colonies instead of manipulating private lives, which is to say that any instability inherent in the aesthetic system will now work itself out on a political level. Thus the elements in the Lehrjahre’s narrative of renunciation undergo pragmatic intensification in the Wanderjahre’s. If, as I argued in the preceding chapter, the Lehrjahre’s closing scene figuratively renounces aesthetics in order to reclaim it, the Wanderjahre ironically allows its League to risk philistinism by literally renouncing art. The League’s artists, we learn at one point, will be obtained from the Pedagogic Province—where they have been properly trained in the ethos of corporate art—but even so, the Bund will accept “very few”: “[A]s salt is to food, so are the arts to technical science [Technik]. We want from art [Kunst] only enough to insure that our handicrafts will remain in good taste [daft das Handwerk nicht abgeschmackt werde]” (242/266).

We may now step back and begin to resurvey the terrain of aesthetics in the Wanderjahre, since, as these words of the Abbe suggest, the hyper-aesthetic of pragmatism raises the specter of curiously specific aesthetic problems. As soon as Handwerk becomes the epitome of the aesthetic, another sort of epitome, Kunst, appears as a force needing to be controlled—but also as a homeopathic cure for a Handwerk inexplicably threatened with being “abgeschmackt.” A sense of the tensions at play in the aesthetic of Handwerk emerges in Odoard’s speech to the League late in the text. On the one hand, handicraft and art share a profound identity, and in the new colony Handwerke are to be declared Künste; on the other hand, the former are to be “set apart and distinguished from the ‘free’ arts by the term ‘rigorous arts’ [strenge Künste]” (411/383). And in fact, “the rigorous arts must set an example [Muster] for the free arts, and seek to put them to shame,” since in Handwerk more is at stake:



“If we examine the so-called free arts, which are to be understood and so named in a higher sense, it turns out to make no difference whether they are practiced well or badly. The worst statue stands on its feet with the best, a painted figure [Figur] with misdrawn feet still strides forward briskly, while its misshapen arms reach out powerfully [kräftig] enough; figures [Figuren] may not be standing in correct perspective [stehen nicht auf dem richtigen Plan], yet the ground [Boden] does not cave in on this account. With music it is even more striking: the screeching fiddle at the village tavern stirs stout limbs [Glieder] most powerfully [aufs kräftigste], and we have seen believers edified by the most abominable church music. And if you wish to count poetry among the free arts, you will surely see that it, too, barely knows where it should find a limit [Grenze]. And yet every art has its internal laws [innern Gesetze], though disobeying them brings no harm to mankind; the rigorous arts, by contrast, can allow themselves no such liberties.” (412/383–84)




If Kunst had earlier been seen as mere salt to the food of Handwerk, here the free arts are relegated to an even more tenuous supplementarity: inessential in comparison to the “rigorous arts,” they have now also become the locus of a potential tastelessness, the status of which is somewhat peculiar. On the one hand, the “free arts” are subject to degeneracy precisely because they are referentially free: the ground does not cave in under the impact of misdrawn figures because they have no power to negate the real. On the other hand, art’s irresponsibility does not in the least seem to preclude its having effects upon the real: the ugly statue stands; the misdrawn figure gestures; the screeching fiddle “stirs stout limbs most powerfully”; and the abominable church music “edifies” believers. Free art is not any less effective for being either non-referential or badly constructed. In fact, as the text’s repeated invocations of force, Kraft, suggests, art’s performative power might be all the greater for being indifferent to referential and formal constraints.28

And if the “free” and the “rigorous” arts are both tributaries of Kunst, the degeneracy of the former is possibly the visible sign of a disease hidden in the latter. The transcendental and pragmatic order of the symbol, in other words, might be animated by a referential force irreducible to the world of meaning it produces. In a well-known passage in Dichtung und Wahrheit, Goethe called this possibility that of the “demonic”:



. . . something which manifests itself only in contradictions, and which therefore could not be comprehended under any idea, still less under a word. It was not godlike, for it seemed unreasonable; not human, for it had no understanding; not devilish, for it was beneficent; not angelic, for it often displayed malice [Schadenfreude]. It resembled chance, for it evolved no consequences; it was like providence, for it hinted at connection. It seemed to penetrate all that limits us, and to play willfully with the necessary elements of our existence; it compacted time and expanded space. It seemed to find pleasure only in the impossible, and to reject the possible with contempt. This being, which seemed to intervene among all others to separate and bind them, I called the demonic, after the example of the ancients and of those who had attested to something similar. Thus, in accordance with my habits, I sought to save myself from this terrible being by taking refuge behind an image [Bild]. (HA, 10:175–76)




In this text Goethe goes on to characterize the demonic as the “riddle” that all religion and philosophy have sought to solve; and when Johann Peter Eckermann later pressed him for more detail, he spoke of the demonic in terms that recall even more sharply the definition of the symbol. The demonic is the “inexpressible world- and life-riddle,” a “secret problematic violence [Gewalt]” external to but determinative of intentionality and meaning: “It is not in my nature, but I am subjected to it [ich bin ihm unter-worfen].”29 The secret that the jeweler resecretes in the casket is perhaps best left undisturbed for this reason, but perhaps also for this reason is inhabited and constituted by disturbance. Neither the jeweler nor anyone else can allow the symbol to rest embalmed in its Kästchen, any more than a technologized criticism can entirely bracket, through monumentalization, the intentionality of authors or the meaning of texts, or than pragmatism can keep from reiterating the ambitions and difficulties of the metaphysics it abjures. Wilhelm Meisters Wanderjahre takes up this problem most visibly in the orbit of its master-trope of Handwerk, surgery.

III

If Handwerk, as limitation, is the privileged trope of Entsagung, surgery renders the essence of Handwerk-as-Entsagung, both in its etymology (the Greek root, kheirourgia, translates literally as “handwork” [kheir + erg]) and in its figure of the cut that heals.30 Appropriately, a scene of surgery grants enough formal and metaphysical incisiveness to one of the Wanderjahre’s numerous formal borders that Eric Blackall unhesitatingly, and understandably, refers to it as “the real ending of the novel” (Goethe and the Novel, 259). In the last chapter before the epigram collection, Wilhelm, thanks to his surgical know-how, saves his son’s life after Felix tumbles into a river. Wilhelm thus not only raises his son from apparent death (“no sign of life” remains when Felix is pulled out of the water) but also bandages the wound that created his desire to be a surgeon in the first place—for if we believe what Wilhelm tells his fiancee Nathalie at the end of book 2, he first acquired this desire after losing a childhood friend, whose death by drowning might have been averted if there had been a surgeon available to bleed the recovered body. In closing off the Meister plot, the Wanderjahre thus stages a therapeutic repetition: the father’s knife heals the son, thereby healing the father. The religious and psychoanalytic intertexts that inevitably come to mind reinforce a figurative structure that the novel has built with considerable care. Surgery is the handwork of handwork, the renunciation of renunciation: its castrating cut seals the symbolic order, drawing the sting of time and death, healing past wounds in a present that excises all loss.

If surgery is the epitome of aesthetic Handwerk, however, it is also the locus of corruption; and a demonic, hyperbolically abgeschmackte version of Felix’s resurrection unfolds in the third chapter of the Wanderjahre’s third book, as Wilhelm recounts the story of his surgical education to members of the League. We may note in passing that the chapter begins under the sign of technical pragmatism. It is preceded by a letter from Wilhelm’s friend Hersilie to Wilhelm, in which Hersilie recounts finding the key to the mysterious Kästchen: Hersilie assumes Wilhelm will be interested in this event, but as the third chapter begins, we learn he isn’t; his medical skills are much in demand among the League’s rather accident-prone workers, and “at present he was much too busy with serious things to be in the least stimulated by curiosity as to what was in that casket” (322/321). Committed to surgery as the epitome of Handwerk, Wilhelm has renounced hermeneutics: the casket’s mystery no longer moves him because the problem of meaning, formalized into transcendental obscurity, has in a sense ceased to be a mystery at all. Pragmatism, as we have seen, grounds itself in the symbol precisely by pretending indifference to the symbolic: paradoxically, the technician fetishizes secrecy in order to abolish the secret as such.31 If such pragmatism were genuinely possible, Wilhelm’s story would come to an end here; instead, one evening he initiates what is to be a sequence of narratives in which the League members share with each other stories of experiences “that produced an education [Bildung]” (322/322).

Wilhelm’s narrative, which occupies most of the chapter and is what Bernd Peschken has in mind when he calls this chapter one of “the most enigmatic [rätselhaften] of the novel,”32 tells the tale of a problem and its solution, both of which possess an element of the bizarre. When Wilhelm begins surgical training, he discovers its fundamental component, its Grundstudium, to consist in the art of dissection (Zergliederungskunst), and he also finds out that the pragmatic bent of this paradoxical Bildung-through-Zergliederung has violent, even anarchic, consequences. The cadavers required by the medical school are in short enough supply to inspire both state-sponsored and individual acts of terror, which in turn generates tension between the people and the state:



To provide as many as possible (if still not enough), harsh laws had been enacted, so that not only criminals, who had forfeited their individuality [Individuum] in every sense, but also those destroyed in body and soul were claimed for this use. Severity rose with need, and with severity rose the resistance of the people, who for moral and religious reasons cannot give up their own sense of personhood [Persönlichkeit], or that of a loved one. (323/322)




Simultaneously, grave-robbing flourishes, to the point that the body of the polis itself seems at the point of dismemberment: “The evil continued to spread. . . . [E]ven as the mourner walked away from the grave, he had to dread the possibility that the quiet, bejewelled limbs of the beloved person might be severed, dragged off, and dishonored” (323–24/322–23). Indeed, we learn later in Wilhelm’s story that “murder has been committed in this city in order to provide the insistent, well-paying anatomist with an object” (333/329). The motive force of this legal and illegal industry is the pragmatic thrust of surgical Bildung: “[Y]oung men who had attentively followed the lectures felt the need to verify with hand and eye what had previously been seen and heard.” Education thus generates an “unnatural” and socially disruptive cognitive desire: “In such moments there arises a sort of unnatural scientific [wissenschaftliche] hunger which demands to be satisfied by fair means or foul” (324/323).

This phase in Wilhelm’s story reaches a climax when “a very beautiful girl,” believing herself jilted by her lover, drowns herself; to the consternation of the city, she is handed over to the anatomists by the authorities, “who had just increased the severity of the law” and therefore “could permit no exceptions.” Wilhelm is given her severed arm to dissect, and though he is desirous of knowledge (wissensbegierige), he balks at the idea of “further disfiguring [entstellen] this marvellous product of nature” (325/323). A sculptor (Bildhauer), a mysterious figure whom the medical students frequently see at their lectures, notices Wilhelm’s moral dilemma and invites him home to his studio, where, it turns out, the sculptor uses his Kunst to teach the Handwerk of surgery by substituting wax and wooden models for bodies. Despite the “enormous gulf [Kluft] between these aesthetic works [künstlerischen Arbeiten] and the scientific endeavors [wissenschaftlichen Bestrebungen] from which they derived” (326/324), Wilhelm is persuaded of their utility—and he finds out that in this the League is ahead of him. Lothario and his colleagues have already made plans to ship the sculptor’s models to America: “It was considered particularly fitting, indeed, essential, for such a school to be founded in the growing colony, especially among naturally moral, high-minded people, to whom actual dissection always has something cannibalistic about it” (328/325–26).33

Thus far in our reading of the Wanderjahre we have traced an interplay between Handwerk and Kunst, in which the latter occasionally acts as a reservoir for difficulties needing to be expelled from the former. In Wilhelm’s narrative this pattern is complicated and displaced by the pressure of a newly prominent category: “science” in the sense of knowledge, Wissenschaft, which appears here in demonic form as an uncontrollable desire to analyze—literally, to dissect. The emergence of “science” as the ground of Handwerk is not in itself surprising: as “rigorous art,” Handwerk, unlike “free art,” Kunst, must be epistemologically reliable. But since this reliability turns into a referential disease, free art stages a paradoxical return as “plastic anatomy,” which offers to contain the referential drive of Wissenschaft within the frame of the aesthetic while anchoring knowledge to the world. The aesthetic is to heal the aesthetic in a homeopathic cure, as Kunst prevents Handwerk from becoming abgeschmackt. We may expect this solution to be a fragile one, since we have seen that Kunst is also possessed of unreliable referential power; and, indeed, complications emerge as the Bildhauer sums up the difference between old-fashioned dissection and his new plastic anatomy, in a phrase often taken to be the moral of the entire chapter: “[B]uilding up teaches more than tearing down, binding more than severing, giving life to the dead more than killing the slain even further [Aufbauen mehr belehrt als Einreiβen, Verbinden mehr als Trennen, Totes beleben mehr als das Getötete noch welter töten]’’ (326/324).34 The maxim moves from the cleanly structured antonyms of building and destroying, binding and severing, to a counterintuitive opposition and semi-chiasmus: where one might have expected “giving life to the dead” to oppose “killing the living,” the text rather insists that dissection be thought as “killing the dead even further.” And since the opposition is between giving life to the dead and killing the dead, the word “dead” becomes a defaced residue within this tropological structure, inhabiting and enabling the opposition without being assimilable to it. To be dead, in this Gothic fiction, is not to be so dead that one cannot continue to die.

The disfiguring figure “killing the dead even further” (echoed when Wilhelm, confronted with the beautiful female arm, hesitates to “disfigure it even further [noch welter zu entstellen]”) sums up the essential (il)logic of dissection, as becomes clear when we examine more closely the political impact of this “unnatural scientific hunger.” One will have noted, in Wilhelm’s story, the peculiar influence that the needs of medical research seem to have on legislative procedure: “To provide as many [cadavers] as possible (if still not enough), harsh laws had been enacted. . . .” Even in authoritarian Germany one might not have expected such frenzied collusion between the state and its university, particularly since in this case the tail would seem to be wagging the dog—except, of course, that it has been clear from the beginning that dissection is no ordinary activity. As an approach to the question of what dissection is, we may ask what law is in this story. A negative definition emerges immediately: lawbreakers (Verbrecher) are those who have “forfeited their individuality [Individuum] in every sense.” Law is the generality of a social contract within which individuality is defined; lawbreakers lose their individuality in the very act of breaking the law. Simultaneously, the law presents itself as a generality oriented toward the future possibility of particular application in the mode of violence: in this sense capital punishment would seem the essence of legal referentiality, because when the law refers, it does so by obliterating the particular as particular in relation to the whole. Law would thus essentially be the law of death. A closer look reveals that the truth is slightly more complex, however. Criminals, in becoming criminals, have “forfeited their individuality in every sense” through their own agency; in essence the criminal is a suicide, and capital punishment merely a literalization of the lawbreaker’s self-annihilation. Thus the “harsh laws” that criminalize suicide are merely reflexive intensifications of ordinary laws. Criminals and suicides are the most extreme sort of renunciants or Entsagenden from a legal perspective; what the law punishes is in fact death itself—death, that is, understood as the self-consumption of the individual in an ultimate act of freedom. What the “harsh laws” reveal is that the law obtains no referential grip via capital punishment, and that in its referentiality law is finally the law of dissection. Suicides can kill themselves but cannot dissect themselves: only through Zergliederung can the law inscribe itself on the world.

According to the logic of the law, therefore, dissection “kills the dead even further.” This deathless killing provides law with the referentiality that law must promise in order to come into being. The legal text is a text in which the referential dimension is paramount, and dissection thus becomes legible as a figure for language’s need to refer.35 The excessive death (as “dissection,” as “killing the dead even further”) inhabiting the binary opposition of death and life registers the symbol’s inability to bracket reference and thus guarantee itself as a transcendental frame within which the pragmatic work of tropological exchange would occur. Referentiality can neither be bracketed nor made reliable: indeed, since laws are being generated in order to increase the supply of bodies to the medical school, the law opens itself to the suspicion that it exists simply in order to reconfirm its own referentiality. And only so fundamental a necessity as the need to refer could account for the insatiability of this “unnatural scientific hunger,” or for the degree of havoc it wreaks, as the pragmatic need to “verify with hand and eye” generates both law and the violation of law, such that, as in the Chancellor’s speech in Faust, “[I]llegality rules legally / And a world of error unfolds” (“Das Ungesetz gesetzlich überwaltet / Und eine Welt des Irrtums sich entfaltet” [HA, 3:151]).

If the referential drive of the linguistic system is excessively productive, however, it is also excessively formal: dissection is a mad end in itself, a mechanical iteration performed on body after body, an act of memorization rather than learning, but a memorization that endlessly memorizes the same thing. Dissection, as inscription, is a hypermemorization, a remembering that disremembers, and in effacing itself generates the madness of reference.36 “Every doctor,” Wilhelm sums up near the end of his narrative, “is nothing without the closest knowledge of the outer and inner articulations [Glieder] of men. . . . If he is serious, the doctor should refresh his knowledge daily, and seek out every opportunity to renew for eye and spirit the organization [Zusammenhang] of this living wonder, the body” (331/328). In the service of this constant need to re-member through dismemberment, doctors “who know what’s good for them,” Wilhelm continues, will hire anatomists (“in secret”); and this laudable need for precise knowledge will trigger the disaster of which we know:



“The more this [need to know the body’s articulation] is understood, the more busily, vehemently, passionately will the study of dissection be pursued. But the means [Mittel] will decrease precisely in proportion; the objects, the bodies, on which such studies are grounded, will be lacking, will become rarer and dearer, and a genuine conflict between living [Lebendige] and dead [Toten] will arise. . . . This conflict I foresee between the dead and the living [Toten und Lebendigen] will be a matter of life and death [er wird auf Leben und Tod gehen]; people will be terrified and will seek to make laws, but to no avail [man wird untersuchen, Gesetze zu geben und nichts ausrichten].” (332/328)



It is in the wake of these comments that Wilhelm delivers his memorable and much-quoted imperative that “what is nowadays art must become handicraft, and what happens in individual cases must become universally possible” (332/328). But we now see that this pragmaticist formalism emerges out of an unstoppable and violent proliferation of reference, which perhaps helps account for the difficulty of making sense out of the elisions and presuppositions structuring speeches like this one of Wilhelm’s. The “laws,” for instance, possibly the “harte Gesetze” we encountered earlier, designed to increase the supply of corpses, or possibly legislation such as England’s 1832 Anatomy Act, designed to regulate the commodification of corpses, could in this paragraph as easily be laws of some other sort, promulgated, perhaps, by the “living” to protect themselves from the “dead,” who have been inexplicably animated and put in charge of their own interests. If the lopsided chiasmus of “killing the dead even further” registered an excess of death, here there appears to be such an excess of life that the dead themselves cannot die. For whether one calls this endless residue “life” or “death” is indifferent, since as a trope for tropological residue either term is a catachresis.37

Since dissection is the Bildung of surgery, the transcendental and pragmatic secret of the symbol may be said to emerge out the referential predicament that dissection exemplifies. Thus, throughout Wilhelm’s story, the Bildhauer will be associated with the symbol’s secrecy—and its guilty conscience. At the end of his narrative Wilhelm recounts a story the Bildhauer has told him (“in greatest confidence”) of the days when he, the Bildhauer, was an anatomy student engaged in dissection, and knowingly received a murdered corpse:


“The reader of newspapers finds it interesting and almost funny, when he hears stories of resurrection men [Auferstehungsmänner]. First, in deepest secrecy, they steal the corpse; to prevent this, one hires watchmen: the resurrection men come with an armed multitude to obtain their booty through violence. And the worst of worst things will arise—I mustn’t say it aloud, for I would be entangled in a most dangerous investigation, not indeed as an accomplice [Mitschuldiger] but nonetheless as someone who by chance knew about it [Mitzvisser]. In any case one would have to punish me, since I did not instantly report the misdeed [Untat] to the authorities as soon as I had uncovered it. I confess it, my friend, murder has been committed in this city in order to provide the insistent, well-paying anatomist with an object. The lifeless body lay before us. I don’t dare paint the scene. He discovered the crime [Untat], I did too: we looked at each other and both fell silent; we looked away and remained silent and went to work.—And this, my friend, is what has kept me between wax and plaster; this is what will certainly also hold you to art [bei der Kunst festhalten], which sooner or later will be praised above all else.” (332–33/328–29)



Throughout Wilhelm’s story, the Bildhauer is associated with secrecy—no one knows much about him except that he is a sculptor (“he was also considered an alchemist [Goldmacher]”); much of his house is closed to visitors, and so on—and the narrative never seriously tries to explain why. We learn that plastic anatomy must be pursued “in the deepest secrecy,” yet for reasons slender enough to seem secretive themselves: “[Y]ou have certainly heard men in our field speak with contempt of this” (326/ 324). And not only are anatomical models to be distributed “in secrecy [im stillen],” but in a strange turn of phrase the Bildhauer sets forth the pedagogical ambitions of plastic anatomy in terms reminiscent of grave-robbing or worse: “There must be a school . . . one must seize and train the living, but in secret, or else one will be hindered [das Lebendige muβ man ergreifen und üben, aber im stillen . . . ]” (328/ 323). It is inevitable that the plastic anatomist as aesthetic educator come to resemble Burke and Hare: Handwerk is the excess of law which the law in part recuperates as guilt, secrecy, and the symbol.38

IV

Wilhelm’s lurid and complex narrative, the story of aesthetic pragmatism, brings together the various threads we have followed through Wilhelm Meisters Wanderjahre—and, indeed, through the Lehrjahre, for it is here that we would need to locate the “reckoning with Mignon” that Eric Blackall shrewdly judges necessary “if Wilhelm was to find a firm place in society” (Goethe and the Novel 248).39 In chapter 3 we traced a repressed narrative of dismemberment at work in Mignon’s epileptic body, and read this narrative as an allegory for textual production; in the surgeon’s schoolroom this story reemerges—for if the tale of Bildung reveals itself to be the story of an endless repetition, the event of this story is itself a repetition. Logically enough, Wilhelm remarks at the outset of his account of his surgical education that he actually isn’t learning anything: “In a curious way that no one would guess, I had already come a long way in my knowledge of the human form during my theatrical career.” On and behind the stage he has learned about the body’s “outer parts,” and for some unexplained reason has also even gained “a certain presentiment [Vorgefühl]” of the “inner parts” (323/322). Renunciation never quite works in the Meister cycle, and the theatrum anatomicum thus provides yet another version of the career that Wilhelm had had to give up in the Lehrjahre. The wooden bones and wax muscles with which the Bildhauer seeks to aestheticize dissection similarly recall the puppets that preside over the defaced origins of Wilhelm’s Bildung, and form Mignon’s deformed body.40

The recuperation of dissection’s excess can be only partial and temporary for reasons we have elaborated: if both Kunst and Handwerk exploit, conceal, and suffer the effects of a referentially unreliable referential force, the homeopathic cure of the one through the other is doomed to fail. Plastic anatomy cannot halt the return of dissection: thus, as the Bildhauer explains to Wilhelm, the Bund’s New World colony will also be a state geared toward the production of corpses. Criminals will once again provide the raw material:


“‘So that no one will think,’ said the master, ‘that we are shutting ourselves off from nature and wish to disown her, we shall open a fresh prospect. Across the sea where certain humane views [menschenwürdige Gesin-nungen] are steadily gaining strength, the abolition of the death penalty has made it necessary to build extensive citadels, walled-in precincts, to protect peaceable citizens against crime, and prevent crime from reigning and raging with impunity. There, my friend, in those sad precincts, let us build a chapel for Aesculapius; there, as sequestered as the punishment itself, let our knowledge be continually refreshed from such objects, whose dismemberment [Zerstückelung] will not wound our humane feelings [menschliches Gefühl], and whose sight will not, as happened to you with that lovely innocent arm, make the knife falter in our hand and extinguish all desire for knowledge in the face of humane feeling [Gefühl der Menschlichkeit].’” (330/327)



Whether this carceral humanism represents an ethical advance over the ancien régime’s Gothic cruelty is perhaps uncertain; nor does the Wanderjahre’s ironic treatment of its “utopias” encourage easy answers. A political critique nonetheless emerges from the rhetorical critique to the extent that this latter uncovers and dissects the story of the aestheticization of the political. As the state becomes more absolute in its claim to mimic and complete nature’s harmony, to absorb into its technē the self-sufficiency of physis, its violence must take unacknowledged and thus always potentially more violent form. The state’s laws no longer deal death; yet since these laws nonetheless have inscriptive, dissective force, the objects of legal violence must be all the more obsessively effaced. Incarceration, like plastic anatomy, seeks to draw a frame around the uncontrollable proliferation of dissection; in no case can dissection be halted, but one can hope for various practical if always uncertain effects. Here, for instance, the state can hope that neither the Volk nor the occasional anatomist will rise to protest the obliteration of Persönlichkeit, since the objects of violence have been violently denied membership in the category of the “human” which imprisons and dissects them. They cannot die because they are not properly alive (that is, human) to begin with. The text has revealed this deathlessness to be a general predicament, that of language itself; but in the Bildhauer’s brave new world this endless dying will be repressed and its recurrence quarantined.

It is thus as a rhetorical allegory that Wilhelm Meisters Wanderjahre offers a critique of the Aesthetic State. Though violence, and the violent effacement of violence, are certainly in no way specific to aesthetic humanism, the residue of a humanist universe takes deformed form as the in- or nonhuman, the human that is not human: more animal than human, but more inanimate than animal, since even animals are potentially alive and possibly even able to die. The criminals in the Bildhauer’s fantasy are the defaced repetition of the anatomical models, which is to say, in the figurative vocabulary of the Meister cycle, that they are puppets, repeating humanism’s repressed instability in the mode of inhumanity.41 They are still being treated as useful pedagogical objects, rather than simply being “treated,” like vermin or waste products, for this Aesthetic State is not yet an extermination camp. Yet without hyperbole, anachronism, or any notion of a German “destiny,” one can and must read the operation of a certain exterminating logic in this narrative, a logic that the Wanderjahre critiques, or, in the figurative vocabulary of this text, dissects. The rationalist and utilitarian consumption of the in-human is a false ingestion, since these criminals are the excess of the very pragmatism that exploits them. In its extremity the Aesthetic State can only turn to more and more savagely displaced repetitions of its own disarticulation, and at the limit of its destructive course will need to obliterate its non-humans with the formal, mechanical violence of a purposeless, bureaucratic, technological operation—carried out “in secret,” in “walled-in precincts.” It should be emphasized that the ominousness of such tropes is in one sense profoundly false. The unspeakable of the Holocaust does not speak in this text; nor does the Wanderjahre “predict” Nazism. It is rather in destroying such aesthetic models of history as revelation and destination that this text offers a certain insight into the political aestheticism that Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, at least, is willing to call the “real, or profound, nature of Nazism” (Heidegger, 53): an aestheticism that is always also a “humanism” to the extent that the “human” represents the Subject’s self-productive incarnation.42


Lacoue-Labarthe achieves his reading of the Nazis’ technical, bureaucratic program of extermination as “the useless residue of the Western idea of art, that is to say, of technē” (46) through a reading of Heidegger; and we can close our present attempt to think the politics of aesthetics by returning to the question of technology as Heidegger asks it, and as the Wanderjahre allows it to be read. Heidegger’s well-known, though by no means unambiguous, distinction between poiesis and “modern technics” as different forms of revealing (Entbergen, aletheia) opposes the “bringing-forth” of poiesis (which occurs as nature, physis, which “is poiesis in the highest sense,” or in less perfect form as technē, which requires for its bringing-forth the supplement of the craftsman [10]) to the “challenging” revealing of modern technology, which “puts to nature the unreasonable demand that it supply energy that can be extracted and stored as such” (14). The violence inherent in modern technology’s mode of revealing lies not simply in its aggressive procedures of extraction, but in the fact that it extracts so as to store or stockpile: every technological action or object is for the sake of something else. Consequently there is no object in the technological universe, but only “standing-reserve,” Bestand. Similarly there is no “subject” of technology; however, since technology conceals its own essence by concealing “revealing,” aletheia, itself, humanity is led to imagine itself a subject in control of technology. Technology thus presents itself as metaphysics—the metaphysics of the subject—at the same time that it threatens to transform everything, not excluding humanity, into “standing-reserve.”

Heidegger calls the “challenging claim” that gathers man to modern technology Ge-stell, an untranslatable word conventionally rendered as “En-framing” in English, and which Heidegger proffers with a curious assertion of tresspass. “We dare to use this word in a sense that has been thoroughly unfamiliar up to now”:


According to ordinary usage, the word Gestell [frame] means some kind of apparatus, e.g., a bookrack [Buchergestell]. Gestell is also the name for a skeleton [Knochengerippe]. And the employment of the word Ge-stell [Enframing] that is now required of us seems equally eerie, not to speak of the arbitrariness with which words of a mature language are thus misused. Can anything be more strange? Surely not. Yet this strangeness is an old usage of thinking. (Heidegger, “The Question concerning Technology,” 20)



Indeed, “compared with the demands that Plato makes on language and thought” in transforming the word for a thing’s outward aspect, eidos, into a word for the thing’s nonphenomenal essence, “the use of the word Gestell as the name for the essence of modern technology, which we now venture here, is almost harmless [beinahe harmlos]” (20). Heidegger says no more in this vein; but if his “unfamiliar,” “eerie,” “arbitrary,” though also “required” “employment” or setting-to-work of the word “Gestell” is “almost harmless,” which is also of course to assert that it might be nonetheless ever so slightly harmful, this is perhaps because what Heidegger has named as the essence of modern technology bears a resemblance to language as a general rhetoric. Language, in the Aristotelian tradition that Heidegger recalls and rewrites here, is technē in the highest sense—the essence of the human, and the completion of nature as physis—but the thought of poiesis cannot exhaust the problem of language, as Wilhelm Meisters Wanderjahre has confirmed. The violent slippage with which, according to Heidegger, “language and thought” occur, bears a greater resemblance to Gestell than to poiesis. Wilhelm Meisters Wander jahre would lend support to Samuel Weber’s claim that, contrary to what Heidegger most often or most obviously appears to be saying, “the unsettling effects of technics cannot be considered to be an exclusive aspect of its peculiarly modern form. Rather, the danger associated with modern technics is—as Heidegger explicitly asserts—a conseqence of the goings-on of technics as such and in general as a movement of unsecuring.”43 At the origin there is displacement and a certain, violent “challenging,” a Ge-stell which generates metaphysics yet remains the skeleton in its closet, a specter haunting the figure of the eidos and even that of Gestell itself, much as the force that Goethe called the “demonic” produces and haunts the image that disavows it.

In elaborating Ge-stell as an endless, mechanical dissection, Wilhelm Meisters Wanderjahre confirms the rhetorical character of Heidegger’s insight. Dissection is a killing machine that is equally an animating machine, precisely because it can never finish killing what it kills.44 It thereby figures an uncontrollable process of figuration that dismembers yet also produces the symbol’s divine corpse, exceeding and ruining the instances of reference it enables. Dissection, in this allegory, is Bildung as the construction and deconstruction of the Glieder which make bodies possible, including textual and political bodies. Commenting on its own irreducibility to the symbolic totalities it encourages, Wilhelm Meisters Wander jahre diagnoses the violence of the Aesthetic State as the effect of a technicity that proves all the more haunting when violence itself is aestheticized as pragmatism. And in consequence, the possibility of cultural critique becomes paradoxically inseparable from that of the rigorously technical linguistic performances we call literature.
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Postscript:
The Trouble with Schiller


I treat bones as a text, on which all life and all that is human can be said to depend.

—Goethe to Lavater, 14 November 1781

When I find a scattered skeleton, I can gather it [zusammenlesen] and put it together; for here eternal reason speaks through an analogue, even if the skeleton be a giant sloth.

—Goethe, “Reflections in the Spirit of the Wanderers,” Wilhelm Meisters Wanderjahre (307/311)



We have had occasion to note that it is a matter of some dispute where Wilhelm Meisters Wander jahre ends. After Wilhelm’s resurrection of Felix, which Eric Blackall understandably calls the “real ending of the novel” (Goethe and the Novel, 259), there follow, if one’s edition follows the Ausgabe letzter Hand—the edition of Goethe’s works that received the author’s final corrections—a collection of maxims and a poem. The rationale for their inclusion is a matter of anecdote and inference. According to Eckermann, Goethe added the maxims because the second and third books of the Wanderjahre were too short: he gave Eckermann “two large bundles of manuscript” and instructed him to use them to “fill the gaps of the ‘Wanderjahre,’” adding that “strictly speaking this material has nothing to do with [the novel], but it can be justified by the fact that mention is made of an archive at Makarie’s place, in which such pieces [Einzelheiten] are to be found.”1 At the same time, according to this account, Goethe decided to use this opportunity to publish two poems he had written a few years earlier. Eckermann, therefore, divided the maxims into two groups, entitled one “Reflections in the Spirit of the Wanderers” and the other “Out of Makarie’s Archive,” and appended them to the second and third books of the text respectively, with a poem attached to the end of each collection of aphorisms.2 The poem appended to the third book, and thus to the very end of the sequence of texts that the Ausgabe letzter Hand assembles as Wilhelm Meisters Wanderjahre, was never given an official title. Goethe referred to it in his journal only as “Terzinen” (“Terza rimas”), and once in a letter as “Schillers Reliquen.”

Schiller had been buried in the cemetery of the Jakobskirche in Weimar, in the so-called Kassengewölbe: a common grave for citizens of distinction who did not own their own burial plots. In 1826, two decades after the poet’s death, the cemetery was slated for destruction, and the Burger-meister, Carl Lebrecht Schwabe, undertook to rescue Schiller’s remains. Schwabe collected twenty-three skulls, and was struck by the “noble, regular form” of one in particular;3 he compared it to Schiller’s death mask, consulted three Weimar doctors, and sought corroboration from everyone in the area who had known Schiller: opinion was unanimous that he had found the right skull. The jawbone was missing; it too was identified; and two anatomical experts from Jena subsequently pieced together the bones of Schiller’s skeleton, listing the recovered and the missing bones in an official burial report. The skull spent a little while enshrined in the base of a bust of the poet in the ducal library at Weimar and was then kept by Goethe at his home; a year later, it and the other remains were “arranged in the shape of a skeleton” in a sarcophagus, and laid to rest in the Royal Crypt.4

Goethe’s attitude toward these archeological-funerary endeavors displays an ambivalence similar to that dramatized in the stories of burial and disinterral which punctuate the Wilhelm Meister novels. He delegated his son to take his place at the ceremonials, and in various ways let it be known that he would have preferred to have had Schiller’s remains reinterred without public display—as though the sleep of the dead were one of those secrets “best not disturbed,” as the jeweler in the Wanderjahre says of the mysterious Kästchen (458/416). But skulls and skeletons form part of the plot of Goethe’s destiny: this famous osteologue, the discoverer of the human intermaxillary bone, who had “treat[ed] bones as a text, on which all life and all that is human can be said to depend,”5 was not able to remain entirely aloof from the project of recuperating Schiller: though he distanced himself from the public consecration of the remains, he attached enough importance to the skull to keep it in his study for a few months; and though he kept it in great privacy,6 at some point during this period he wrote a poem that, as noted above, for no clear reason he included for publication with Wilhelm Meisters Wanderjahre. The poem, one of Goethe’s rare experiments in terza rima, reenacts the gestures of quest, violation, and consecration that its author had shunned, as a first-person narrator repeats Burger-meister Schwabe’s epiphany:



Im ernsten Beinhaus wars, wo ich beschaute,

Wie Schädel Schädeln angeordnet paβten;

Die alte Zeit gedacht ich, die ergraute.




Sie stehn in Reih geklemmt, die sonst sich haβten,

Und derbe Knochen, die sich tödlich schlugen,

Sie liegen kreuzweis, zahm allhier zu rasten.




Entrenkte Schulterblätter! was sie trugen,

Fragt niemand mehr, und zierlich tätge Glieder,

Die Hand, der Fuβ, zerstreut aus Lebensfugen.




Ihr Müden also lagt vergebens nieder,

Nicht Ruh im Grabe lieβ man euch, vertrieben

Seid ihr herauf zum lichten Tage wieder,




Und niemand kann die dürre Schale lieben,

Welch herrlich edlen Kern sie auch bewahrte.

Doch mir Adepten war die Schrift geschrieben,




Die heiligen Sinn nicht jedem offenbarte,

Als ich inmitten solcher starren Menge

Unschätzbar herrlich ein Gebild gewahrte,




Daβ in es Raumes Moderkält und Enge

Ich frei und wärmefühlend mich erquickte,

Als ob ein Lebensquell dem Tod entspränge.




Wie mich geheimnisvoll die Form entzückte!

Die gottgedachte Spur, die sich erhalten!

Ein Blick, der mich an jenes Meer entrückte,




Das flutend strömt gesteigerte Gestalten.

Geheim Gefäβ! Orakelsprüche spendend,

Wie bin ich wert, dich in der Hand zu halten?




Dich höchsten Schatz aus Moder fromm entwendend

Und in die freie Luft, zu freiem Sinnen,

Zum Sonnenlicht andächtig hin mich wendend.




Was kann der Mensch im Leben mehr gewinnen,

Als daβ sich Gott-Natur ihm offenbare?

Wie sie das Feste läβt zu Geist verrinnen

Wie sie das Geisterzeugte fest bewahre.7




It was in the solemn bonehouse, where I beheld

How skull arranged matched skull:

I thought of bygone time, turned gray.





Wedged in rows they stand, who each once hated each,

And sturdy bones, which fought in deadly struggle,

Lie crosswise, all tamely resting here.




Unjointed shoulder blades! what they bore

None now will ask, and delicate, active limbs,

Hand, foot, scattered out of life’s joint.




You weary ones lay vainly down,

They leave you no peace in the grave: driven

You’ll be, up to the light of day




And no one can love these dry shells

That once a glorious, noble kernel held.

But for me, initiate, was the writing written,




The holy meaning not to all revealed,

As amid such a rigid crowd I saw

Inestimably glorious, a shape,




Such that in the chamber’s moldy cold and cramp

I felt free and warmed, refreshed,

As though a life-spring sprang from death.




How this form, mysterious, delighted me!

The god-thought trace, which yet survived!

A glance, which took me to that sea,





Which, flooding, streams forth heightened shapes.

Mysterious vessel! Giving oracles,

How am I worthy to hold you in my hand?




Highest treasure, piously from mold purloining you

And into free air, to free sense,

To sunlight reverently making my way.





What more can man gain in life,

Than that God-Nature reveal herself to him?

How what is firm she has melt into spirit,

How what spirit creates she firmly preserves.




On the rare occasions when this poem has been read, it has been interpreted as a “natural philosophy poem,” a celebration of the “mysteries of nature’s organization,” in Karl Viëtor’s phrase (“Goethes Gedicht,” 173): mysteries that, like the “idea” in the Goethean symbol, would remain “effective and unreachable in the image.” But the decent obscurity of an encrypted body or meaning is precisely what the poem’s narrator violates in order to affirm, which is doubtless one reason why the symbolic interpretation has failed to elicit much satisfaction even in the critics who advance it.8 We thus have an opportunity to advertise the utility of rhetorical reading: in the wake of our examination of the Wilhem Meister novels, the appearance of this poem was almost foreseeable. The Meister texts have figured their critique of Schillerian aesthetic ideology as a ceaseless disarticulation of the body’s frame: from the stories of Wilhelm’s puppets and of Mignon’s epileptic body and, finally, her fictional corpse in the Lehrjahre, to the dismemberment staged by vocational Bildung in the Wan-derjahre, the body as figure—as non-natural, non-organic, disarticulable aggregate—has provided an allegory of the radical incoherence of textual production. The terms of this allegory are certainly not without relation to Goethe’s rich and lifelong interest in natural philosophy: these stories of dismemberment emerge precisely because the body—and particularly the body’s frame, the skeleton—presents itself so forcefully in this oeuvre as “a text on which all life and all that is human can be said to depend.” Over and over Goethe’s literary texts have asked what it means for “life” and “humanity” to depend on a text, a bone-text that must be read (lesen) as a gathering (zusammenlesen) that depends not on nature but on the possibility, always uncertain, that rhetorical figures are animated by a logos: “When I find a scattered skeleton, I can gather it [zusammenlesen] and put it together; for here eternal reason speaks through an analogue [Analogon], even if the skeleton be a giant sloth” (307/311).9 The allegories of reading that masquerade as Wilhelm Meister’s Bildungsromane have told the story of reading as a gathering that scatters, a framing that disarticulates the meaning it ceaselessly disinters.


The poem is both a symptom and another text, another piece of this textual boneyard; as it distends the frame of the Wanderjahre it rehearses Mignon’s story of dispersal and gathering once again. If one listens to Goethe’s only known remarks about terza rima, communicated in a letter sent thirty years earlier to the then-living Schiller, the poem registers the pressure of deformation even in its form: terza rima, Goethe had written, “has no restfulness, and because of the continuous measures [fortschrit-tenden Räume] one can’t close anywhere” (WA, 4:13, 71–72).10 The poem, to be sure, finishes in conventional fashion with an extra line sealing off the stanza, and for that matter reinforces its closure with an aphorism structured as a chiasmus, as the text’s language mirrors the exchange of properties that “Gott-Natur” dictates (“Wie sie das Feste läβt zu Geist verrinnen / Wie sie das Geisferzeugte fest bewahre”).11 But the conclusiveness of this conclusion is undermined by the uncertain rhetorical status of the question that frames it. The question, “Was kann der Mensch im Leben mehr gewinnen, / Als daβ sich Gott-Natur ihm offenbare?” may be taken as literal or “rhetorical”: it obtains a note of urgency as soon as one suspects the untrustworthiness of the poem’s “I,” a suspicion that then triggers an endless interpretative spiral, since the sincere urgency or literalness of the speaker’s question is being generated by the difficulty of deciding whether or not to take this speaker seriously. For the speaker is an enthusiast, a Schwärmer, whose hunger for spiritual election forces a suspiciously abrupt revelation at the end of the fifth stanza: a revelation offered as a fact rather than a question, but as such a self-flattering fact that it becomes a questionable one: “Doch mir Adepten war die Schrift geschrieben, / Die heiligen Sinn nicht jedem offenbarte.” As signaled by the reiterated verb, “offenbaren,” Gott-Natur has implicitly revealed herself in the divine script that underwrites the identification of the skull, but in doing so has turned both herself and the “I” into a question.

Thus alerted, one might begin to find other things odd about the poem’s miniature Bildungsroman: the fact, for instance, that the narrative begins not with a katabasis or descent but in the grave; or that, despite the overeager tone of the revelation in stanzas five and following, the “I” fades into gerunds and reflexives as it wends its way toward the solar universe of meaning (“zu freiem Sinnen, / Zum Sonnenlicht andachtig hin mich wen-dend”). There is a curiously ghostly quality to this narcissistic narrator; and if he begins his narrative among the dead rather than “nel mezzo del camin di nostra vita,” this is because his “life” in fact depends on the revelation in stanzas five and six, at which point, at the sight of a shape [Gebild], the narrator “frei und wärmefühlend mich erquickte, / Als ob ein Lebensquell dem Tod entspränge.” This life-giving revelation is identified, tautologically, as an act of reading: “mir . . . war die Schrift geschrieben.” The enthusiastic narrator is thus as much a reading-effect as is the “heiligen Sinn,” “Form,” or “gottgedachte Spur” that he discovers and bears forth. If he is a suspiciously hyperbolic narrator, this is because rhetoric has animated him. The story of this possibility is that of the impossible encounter of a minimal subject, an “I” who is in a certain sense neither alive nor dead, with equally indeterminate objects. For what the “I” beholds in the poem’s opening lines is not precisely bones per se, but a grammar of bones: “. . . ich beschaute, / Wie Schädel Schädeln angeordnet paβten.” The “I” here transforms into a perception the unperceivable differences that make language possible, summarized here in the untranslatable “passen” of skull with skull:12 the difference to be “seen” is the minimal mark of the dative, the “n” that differentiates “Schädel” from “Schädeln,” organizing a potential stutter into a grammatical structure.

Like the tangled pile of puppets at the beginning of the Lehrjahre, these skulls and bones figure the material support of language as a system of differences: they figure, in other words, the uncertainty that makes possible all systems of articulation. This uncertainty is what the system at once effaces and reiterates as it comes into being as a system, as the “I” apostrophizes the bones, granting meaning to fragments, joints, and body parts, transforming the nonphenomenality of difference, the metonymy of skull-on-skull, into the “gray time” of metaphor, in which skulls can function as containers of lost meaning (“dürre Schale . . . / Welch herrlich edlen Kern sie auch bewahrte”), a loss that can then be reversed into a plenitude. The “I,” however, is a product of this rhetorical process of animation rather than its source; its apostrophes—and its climactic discovery and appropriation of the “heiligen Sinn”—repeat an impersonal predicament: “They leave you no peace in the grave: driven / You’ll be, up to the light of day.” The motion upward toward meaning is endless, ungrounded, indifferent to the subjects and meanings it generates, dependent only on the random order of bones. “Lying crosswise,” the bones are the skeleton truth of the poem’s closing, idealizing chiasmus; they are the condition for skeletons, but are not skeletons; they are the frame, the Gestell, that makes the organic body possible, but, “scattered out of life’s joint,” they reveal the dependence of life, or meaning, on joints and articulations that are themselves meaningless, without pathos or interiority, alien to love (“Und niemand kann die dürre Schale lieben”), to memory (“was sie trugen, / Fragt niemand mehr”), and to the dialectical struggle of life and death (“die sich tödlich schlugen”).

Such a material condition or “frame” should not, however, be mistaken for a foundation. The bones in this sense will always fail to form a true skeleton; they rather represent the very condition of being zerstreut, scattered or distracted, turned elsewhere, “driven / ... up to the light of day.” Thus, in the Wanderjahre—if we are still “in” it; if there is such a thing as a “text” we can delimit, name, and inhabit, which is precisely what is at stake, and which is no longer at all certain—there can be no rest for the dead. Like the title character in Hitchcock’s macabre comedy “The Trouble with Harry,” the dead must constantly be dug up so as to be reburied more legitimately. The bodies, whether Mignon’s, Schiller’s, or the anonymous cadavers of Wilhelm’s story of surgical Bildung, cannot stay in their graves; and because the frame of the text of death, burial, and resurrection is an ongoing rupture, even the poem on Schiller’s skull does not mark the end of Wilhelm Meisters Wanderjahre. Appended to the poem, in editions of the Wanderjahre that follow the format of the Ausgabe letzter Hand, is the phrase “Ist fortzusetzen” (“To be continued”) in parentheses. Whether the phrase refers to the poem, to the novel, or to some other, less definite, textual articulation is impossible to ascertain.13 As yet another scattered bone, another spur to meaning, another “sehr ernster Scherz” that resists being read, the phrase calls for interpretation and withdraws from comprehension, leaving us unable to decide whether its performative is a blessing or a curse. Nonetheless, the novel to which Goethe, perhaps arbitrarily, attached maxims, poems, and finally this dangling, fragmented phrase, narrates among other things the political violence attendant upon the nostalgic repression and aestheticization of such undecidability.
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The Aesthetics of Sympathy: George Eliot’s Telepathy Machine



. . . for we all of us, grave or light, get our thoughts entangled in metaphors, and act fatally on the strength of them.

—George Eliot, Middlemarch




The foregoing chapters have examined the rhetoric and politics of aesthetics from a vantage granting a narrower focus to our investigation than its conscience finally allows. Not that any other vantage presented itself; furthermore, the sequence of readings pursued up to this point has allowed for a satisfying degree of internal coherence. The problem of the Bildungsroman, which we established as an overdetermined locus of tension within literary studies, leads to the problem of reading Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre; and the linguistic, thematic, and historical proximities between this novel, on the one hand, and the theoretical writings of Kant, Schiller, Schlegel, and Hegel, on the other, allowed our reading of Goethe’s text to engage and displace the discourse of aesthetics in ways visibly relevant to the conundrum of the Bildungsroman. The difficulty we then encounter springs from the peculiar nature of the object in question. Since the Bildungsroman is an aestheticized symptom of literature’s uncertain manifestation of itself as criticism, it exists only as an exemplary instance of the ghostliness of aesthetics itself; and part of what we signal in these figures of ghosting and haunting is an ongoing process of framing that is also its own rupture. Aesthetics itself, as we saw in chapter 1, is a name for this paradox; and a critique of aesthetics is not only doomed to repeat the instability of its object, but furthermore obtains critical purchase only in and through this repetition. What this means in the case at hand is that our focus on the Bildungsroman’s exemplary text, Wilhelm Meister, is at once necessary, productive, and misleading to the extent that aesthetics thereby takes on the appearance of being a “German” problem. A specific constellation of problems may in all fairness be said to haunt both the culmination of the “metaphysics of the subject” in nineteenth-century German philosophy and the culmination of an aesthetic notion of politics in twentieth-century German fascist ideology. In terms of our more limited critical engagement here, the Wanderjahre’s deconstruction of pragmatized Bildung has particular force as a critique of the intensely aestheticized politics of the Nazi era. The very force of that critique, however, will at a certain point become profoundly misleading. As discussed in this book’s opening chapter, aesthetic discourse inheres in the fabric of modern Western culture, which is in part why the notion of the Bildungsroman has proved so seductive and volatile.

Goethe’s texts thus retain a legitimate exemplarity in this context while also needing to be abandoned at a certain point for other significant literary formulations of the possibility or impossibility of a Bildungsroman. Where one intervenes in such a complex, overdetermined, and phantasmatic history becomes a matter of strategy. The works of George Eliot provide us with a literary interrogation of aesthetics usefully distant and different from Goethe’s, though still recognizably engaged with the Schillerian tradition that Matthew Arnold inherits and bequeaths to Anglo-American literary institutions.1 It is a commonplace that Arnoldian humanism finds a close literary analogue in Eliot’s novels; but it is equally a commonplace that Eliot anticipates Freud, whose earliest publications begin to appear only a decade after Daniel Deronda (1876): if her novels seek ethical and political ground in aesthetic pedagogy, they do so in a language of psychological and sociological nuance proper to their era of literary representation. Meanwhile, Eliot’s thematization of the “sympathetic imagination” returns us to topics central to any study of aesthetic ideology. The link between pathos and poetics goes back, of course, to classical issues of mimesis, identification, and katharsis, but a more specific link emerges in post-Renaissance Europe with the development of a language of passion that, from Shaftesbury through Rousseau, Hume, Burke, and Kant, went into the making of the modern notion of “aesthetics” per se.

Sentimentalism, which here denotes not just the era of Sterne, Rousseau, and Klopstock, but also, more generally, a certain focus on and valorization of affect that remains a recognizable literary idiom until the First World War, may be distinguished from earlier discourses of the passions by its implicit or explicit claim to universality. As opposed to the melancholic, whom he may occasionally resemble, the man of feeling has a purposive structure bracing his sentiment: even on the occasions when he knows not why he is so sad, he knows, at least in theory, that he is in communication with essential humanity. The notion of aesthetic disinterestedness emerges in close relation with that of the universality of sentiment in the eighteenth century, and when Kant defines aesthetic judgment he does so by theorizing the formalization of affect itself: a judgment is “called aesthetic precisely because the basis determining it is not a concept but the feeling (of the inner sense) of that accordance in the play of the mental powers insofar as it can only be sensed.”2 Sentiment is pure communication, both between subjects and within the subject itself. It is the origin of language, and it is what remains when language fails. And thus sentiment is also, of course, senseless: a mute and irrational force of desire, at once effeminizing and a threat to official femininity, the stuff of Gothicism and romance, mob violence and revolution.

Furthermore, in becoming a dream of pure communication, sentiment not only vacillates between formal ideality and formless matter but becomes yet another figure for the linguistic processes it supposedly founds and transcends. On the one hand, sentiment registers as a somatic experience—and a certain equivocal valorization of the body traditionally marks sentimental discourse—but on the other hand, sentiment is never simply somatic. As an attitude of consciousness, it involves representation and identification: sentiment is sympathy. Irreducibly tied to the interplay of self and other, sentiment, as sympathy, is “always already an aesthetic experience,” as David Marshall insists: one that can only “take place within the realm of fiction, mimesis, representation, and reproduction.”3 Despite its—usually explicit—hostility to poetics or rhetoric, the discourse of sentiment is necessarily also a discourse of tropes. Edmund Burke’s definition of sympathy in the Enquiry may in this respect be taken as typical:


For sympathy must be considered as a sort of substitution, by which we are put in the place of another man, and affected in many respects as he is affected. . . . It is by this principle chiefly that painting, and other affecting arts, transfuse their passions from one breast to another, and are often capable of grafting a delight on wretchedness, misery, and death itself.4



Pleasure is no longer the product of representation or mimesis per se, but of the occurrence of a “sympathy” structured like representation or, more precisely, like metaphor: “a sort of substitution, by which we are put in the place of another man.” Even in this brief citation one recognizes some of the characteristic turns of sentimental writing: a Gothic idiom of rapture and displacement, complemented by figures at once organic and non-natural, as the arts “transfuse” passions and thus “graft” delight onto pain and death. By the very fact that it is a substitutive process, sympathy incorporates an unnatural, technical element into its naturalness, thereby ensuring that a certain violence will always qualify sympathy’s occurrence. Sympathy seizes and dis-places: through an unnatural excess of naturalness—registered in the Burke passage as the supplemental activities of transfusion and grafting—sympathy destabilizes and threatens to destroy the subject it defines. Sentiment, a dramatic version of what Jacques Derrida has called the dream of self-presence as a “touching-touched,” turns into the agent of the self’s undoing, precisely because sentiment must always also be communication, even when reduced to the self-communion of subjectivity.5

Ethical and representational systems predicated on sympathy will consequently be precarious. Even before attending to their rhetorical complications, one encounters difficulties: sympathy’s emphasis on empirical experience threatens to turn the self into an accumulation of accidents, while its reliance on representation and identification means that ethical judgment becomes flavored with voyeurism and sadomasochism, since sympathy requires for its existence the spectacle of an other’s suffering. But the discourse of sympathy also possesses great resiliency and appeal; though sentimentalism per se is a recognizably historical phenomenon, the sentimental inheritance continues to manifest itself in the interstices of contemporary culture and theory, most notably in what appears to be a persistent temptation to locate in the “body” a reservoir of affective meaning.6 It is thus important to take this tradition seriously and follow, so far as possible, its unfolding. My reading of Goethe involved a brush with sentimental discourse in the orbit of Mignon—and it is certainly no accident that Mig-non, the locus of sentimental investment, serves as the vehicle of semiotic stress. But it must also be said that the Lehrjahre’s disconcerting ironization of affect and denaturalization of the body takes place within a rather ancien regime blend of picaresque emplotment and sentimental tableaux. Despite the novel’s baroque elaboration of oedipal structures, it has little of the Gothic chiaroscuro so prevalent in the English tradition from Richardson on. For any number of cultural, historical, and personal reasons—in this matter one clearly should not discount Goethe’s post-Werther hostility to the sentimental tradition of Klopstock and the Jacobis—the Lehrjahre cannot really be said to be seeking to contribute to the construction of the richly psychologized “desiring subject” that the nineteenth-century realist novel was to be able to offer Freud.

George Eliot’s work explores the strengths and instabilities of a sentimental aesthetic with a rigor and depth that owes much to a confluence of historical factors. The development of the life sciences allowed her to appeal to a complex organicism, while the resources of the high Gothic tradition provided her with the means to represent historical events or structures in psychological and protopsychoanalytic terms. In approaching these novels we enter what Eve Sedgwick has called the Victorian novel’s “warm space of pathos and the personal,” where the public dimensions of culture are translated into “the supposedly intrapsychic terms of desire and phobia,” thereby composing the texture of the literary form that we rather misleadingly call realism.7 At stake, however, in Eliot’s text no less than in Goethe’s, is the possibility of aesthetic history.

I

“The greatest benefit we owe to the artist, whether painter, poet, or novelist,” Eliot wrote in “The Natural History of German Life,” “is the extension of our sympathies” (Pinney, 170). The fiction she began writing in the wake of that assertion ceaselessly reflects on and reaffirms it; and by the time of her last, great novels, Middlemarch and Daniel Deronda, her aesthetic of sympathy had itself become exemplary of the extension it preached, drawing its metaphors to such telling effect from so many discourses that the gap between the domestic world of affective interchange and the public world of politics and history will often seem to have been at least provisionally overcome. The governing trope of the individual as psyche and organism is at once affirmed and subtly transcended, as in the famous passage in Middlemarch in which the text articulates the terms of Dorothea’s sympathetic Bildung:


We are all of us born in moral stupidity, taking the world as an udder to feed our supreme selves: Dorothea had early begun to emerge from that stupidity, but yet it had been easier to her to imagine how she would devote herself to Mr Casaubon, and become wise and strong in his strength and wisdom, than to conceive with that distinctness which is no longer reflection but feeling—an idea wrought back to the directness of sense, like the solidity of objects—that he had an equivalent centre of self, whence the lights and shadows must always fall with a certain difference.8




While the text emphasizes the self’s privileged status throughout the educative process—a process leading from the stupidity of the “supreme self” of infantile narcissism to the recognition of difference as the other’s “equivalent centre of self”—the trope of the udder suggests that even narcissism must nourish itself on otherness (“the world”). If Middlemarch has one overarching theme, it is the shaping of character, action, and destiny by environment. Dorothea, a Saint Theresa born too late, can accomplish only what the novel’s final paragraph designates “unhistoric acts” (896): as a nineteenth-century woman she can find for herself “no epic life,” being “helped by no coherent social faith and order which could perform the function of knowledge for the ardently willing soul” (25). Despite her inherent saintliness or heroism, she cannot help diverting her energies into a romance plot, her range of motion being confined to the unhistoric act of marriage.

But though the novel emphasizes that historical constructions of gender (and genre) define the forms of being and doing open to Dorothea, the organic metaphors controlling Middlemarch’s official themes work to absorb her into a total historical process. Eliot’s organicism has remained a potent influence in determining how her texts are read and taught thanks in large part to the subtlety with which her texts rework the classical figure of the text as body.9 It is possible to argue, for instance, that in Eliot’s novels, as in George Henry Lewes’s Problems of Life and Mind, consciousness “is not an agent but a symptom,” an element of the total “mind,” which, according to Lewes, is the activity of the whole organism.10 Actions and details lost to consciousness are grounded and stored in the body, or in the trope of the body: thus Bulstrode’s ambiguous murder of Raffles emerges out of “misdeeds” that “were like the subtle muscular movements which are not taken account of in the consciousness, though they bring about the end that we fix our mind on and desire” (Middlemarch, 740). More dramatically and positively, Will seizes Dorothea’s hand “with a spasmodic movement” under the external stimulus of a providential flash of lightning (“which lit each of them up for the other—and the light seemed to be the terror of a hopeless love” [868]); the body obeys a desire that consciousness evades or represses, or has not yet fully assimilated (“What she was least conscious of just then was her own body” [865]). Lewes’s word “mind” is the appropriate term for the totality of this embodied self, since the body pursues ends dictated by an intention; however, thanks to its body, consciousness finds itself part of a larger entity capable of recording unperceived sensations, thinking “unconscious” thoughts, and acting out repressed truths or memories, as when Tito, in Romola, for instance, reacts involuntarily to the sight of his father, Baldassare, and thereby sets in motion the narrative sequence that will reveal and punish his own moral turpitude. The body is a reservoir of identity surpassing the conscious “self” while remaining controlled by the trope of selfhood; and thus the body tropes the insertion of the self into the larger intentional structure of history.

Consequently, from the point of view of the self, the body is a privileged trope for history or narrative. Lydgate’s quest for the “primitive tissue” may be as doomed as Casaubon’s for the “key to all mythologies”; but if Lydgate has frequently been taken as a figure representative of the kind of imagination that the narrator of Middlemarch valorizes, this is in part because his fascination with the body and its “tissues” returns us etymologically as well as thematically to the semantic field of texere, weave, and connects through Lydgate’s mentor, Bichat, to histology and hence histos, web, the “particular web” of Eliot’s organic, realist, non-Fielding-esque novel (170). To the guiding metaphor of the web, as J. Hillis Miller points out, “must be added the metaphor of the stream”: “This figure is homogeneous with the figure of the web in that flowing water, for Eliot, is seen as made up of currents, filaments flowing side by side, intermingling and dividing. Flowing water is, so to speak, a temporalized web.”11 It is also a trope homologous with the body as a constantly growing or changing system of circulation. History, inscribing itself within bodies, is itself a body to the extent that the metaphors of web and current convey a promise of telos and form, and to the extent that “unhistoric acts” can be absorbed into history just as unperceived sensations or unacknowledged meanings are recorded by the embodied self. Middlemarch’s closing paragraph has the resonance it does because its dignified melancholy is compounded with affirmation:



Her finely-touched spirit still had its fine issues, though they were not widely visible. Her full nature, like that river of which Cyrus broke the strength, spent itself in channels which had no great name on the earth. But the effect of her being on those around her was incalculably diffusive: for the growing good of the world is partly dependent on unhistoric acts; and that things are not so ill with you or me as they might have been, is half owing to the number who lived faithfully a hidden life, and rest in unvisited tombs. (896)



Dorothea’s failure mingles with the anonymity of “the number” whose unhistoric acts help fuel history’s melioristic movement, and she is taken up into the body of history through a death that assimilates her to an eschatology. The domestic sphere of sentiment, of narrative realism, and of unhistorical and feminine acts thus finds articulation with history through the “natural” medium of the textual body.

The subtlety of this figurative system becomes even more impressive when we examine its ethical correlative. If “the growing good of the world” partly depends on agents whose selfhood is effaced in the anonymity of the unhistoric, then this loss of self acquires a moral logic and can be attached to the ethical task of overcoming narcissism. As exemplified in Dorothea’s effort to come to terms with Mr. Casaubon in Rome, the subject’s education or Bildung consists in a movement from narcissism to sympathy, from a natural state (“taking the world as an udder”) to a fully cultural one. Shocked into awareness of otherness by the other’s desire, the self accedes to sympathy by sacrificing its narcissistic projections and recognizing the other’s “equivalent centre of self”—that is, if the self is capable of this painful itinerary. Eliot’s reformulation of the sentimental tradition is powerful in part because of her unsentimental focus on the difficulty of genuine sympathy. Sympathy requires energy, and Eliot’s rhetoric here is usually quantitative: characters such as Romola or Dorothea are “ardent” enough to profit fully from the shocks they receive, while characters such as Mr. Casaubon have rather a “proud narrow sensitiveness which has not mass enough to spare for transformation into sympathy” (313). A sympathetic education thus consists in a check to the self resulting in a self-overcoming figured as growth or expansion. And the result is an unhistoric act that, contributing to the “growing good of the world,” rejoins the greater current of history: thus the loss and gain of the sympathetic itinerary mirrors the loss and gain by means of which this itinerary is rendered historical.

We may step back for a moment and observe that this elegant and subtle figurative system constitutes an aesthetics in the sense we have given this term in previous chapters: that is to say, it is a historical and political model. The act of sympathy may be resolutely empirical, and is certainly by definition an interested act in Kantian terms; yet in performing it, the subject of sympathy nonetheless becomes representative of an essentially human potential. In theory, one might say, the subject of sympathy is ready to sympathize with anyone—or at least with anyone actually or potentially human. Sympathy is ultimately homologous with aesthetic judgment as the proleptic articulation of the individual subject with universal man. Consequently, art, or culture in an Arnoldian sense, proposes itself as the natural vehicle for the “extension of our sympathies.” Culture is the public equivalent of private sympathetic acts. And thus the private itinerary from natural egoism to mature sympathy replays itself in historical form as the ascent from savagery to culture that we have seen to compose the narrative of aesthetic ideology. In “The Natural History of German Life,” for instance, Eliot’s self- and class-centered German peasant is bound to repetitive narrowness—not unlike Mr. Casaubon, paradoxically enough: “[C]ustom holds with him the place of sentiment, of theory, and in many cases of affection” (Pinney, 279). Untouched by the abstracting fires of culture, the peasant has no sense of universality and cannot perform the symbolic sacrifice of self that would grant him comprehension of “the rights of man” (283); like Felix Holt’s working-men, he will need to grow slowly into entitlement through the diffusive effects of middle-class sympathy and the novels, poems, paintings, and middle-class politicians that transmit it. The organic model of history we find in Middlemarch thus remains a version of aesthetic history in all essential respects, which is to say that for all its putative modesty it remains a history of the subject, as the totalizing category of “Mind” in G. H. Lewes’s terminology makes clear. Organicism, as Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe and Jean-Luc Nancy comment, is “essentially auto-formation, or the genuine form of the subject,” which is also to say that an organic history will always eventually reveal itself, as J. Hillis Miller points out, to be a tributary of Hegel’s claim that “at the bottom of history, and particularly of world history, there is a final aim.”12

Precisely at this point, however, a certain degree of tension creeps into the organic-sympathetic aesthetic. If history is finally the self-disclosure of the Subject, then history should occur in and through a dialectic of recognition and internalization, as in the full Hegelian model: a dialectic that in fact has little in common with the temporal and ontological continuity ascribed to the natural world, just as and for the same reason that sympathy cannot be reduced to its somatic component. The painful shock and expansion of the sympathetic education ought in principle to be the engine of history, and here Eliot’s texts may be said to retreat from the consequences of their own claims. A historical model as fraught with conflict, misunderstanding, and pain as a sympathetic education might still fall into an aesthetic paradigm, but would certainly involve more stress than one typically associates with the official version, at least, of George Eliot’s meliorism. History, in Middlemarch, masquerades as a process of continuous, body-like growth only to the extent that the novel largely restricts its exploration of the drama of consciousness to the domestic sphere, confining the violence and discontinuity characteristic of stories of consciousness to the plane of the un-historic. Texts of this sort consequently offer the Marxist critic a paradox that has not always been appreciated. If we ask what organic historicism finds difficult to assimilate, one answer, according to “The Natural History of German Life,” is indeed the proletariat—“the sign and result of the decomposition which is commencing in the organic constitution of society” (Pinney, 295). But a more general answer, with regard to the novels, would be the unhistoric field of the sentimental narrative itself. Terry Eagleton is certainly right to claim that Middlemarch, like many texts of its era and social provenance, casts “objective social relations into interpersonal terms,” but it must be added that the latter thereby become the site of considerable tension. Rather than simply denounce the reduction of the historical to the intersubjective, we should consider the possibility that the intersubjective model might eventually, and in its own despite, find itself marked by a more genuine historicity than that offered either by the novel’s periodizing detail or by its organic metaphors of historical development.13

The educative passage from narcissism to sympathy turns on a discontinuity, a gap between narcissistic illusion and the desire of the other; and this discontinuity manifests itself as a check or blow, which, as an intersubjective event, has a linguistic component. Not infrequently in Eliot’s novels, blows are delivered verbally, their force sometimes figured in Gothic fashion as that of a brand or inscription: when Will Ladislaw lashes out at Rosamond, “what another nature felt in opposition to her own” is “burnt and bitten into her consciousness” (Middlemarch, 836).14 What Will has to say—that his desire is other, directed at an other—is bound up with what his words do: their violence is their message. And though this particular scene has a satisfying ethical and structural simplicity to it—Rosamond has misread the signs of Will’s desire, and her punishment consists in an accession to truth—the image of language burning and biting conveys a hint of deeper complications and suggests a less stable economy of representations and pleasures. We might briefly consider here a famous moment in Daniel Deronda: when Gwendolen tells Daniel that she “saw [her] wish outside [her]” while watching her terrible husband Grandcourt drown, she conveys the intensity of an event suspended between realist convention and Gothic allegory as the externalization of a desire.15 The desiring self becomes the locus of uncertain agency (did Gwendolen’s “murderous thought” have an “outward effect,” causing her to hesitate to throw a rope? [Daniel Deronda, 762]) and the text that has generated this self and its predicament thematizes itself as caught up in this uncertainty (is there a certain wishfulness at work in narratives in which characters such as Grandcourt or Casaubon come to grief, after serving as instruments of education or punishment?). The touch of sadism flavoring the image of Will’s words burning and biting Rosamond’s consciousness here becomes more systematically a part of the text’s ethical texture. Meanwhile, the violence of sympathetic pedagogy spreads to the point that the pupil, Gwendolen, is educated only to the extent that she is ravaged by an event at once part of her and beyond her control, at once an occurrence and a recurrence—a symptomatic return of the “dead face” that has haunted her since the narrative began.

Such scenes, in other words, bring into focus the question of their own production. Reflecting on itself, the novel worries the status of its ethical categories even as it enforces them, and the question for the interpreter is whether or not the text’s own ethical vocabulary can ultimately account for its operations. Critics have frequently noted the pressure of what F. R. Leavis disapprovingly calls “an emotional quality” that recurs in Eliot’s prose, “something that strikes us as the direct (and sometimes embarrassing) presence of the author’s own personal need.”16 Because Eliot’s texts thematize imaginative activity in terms of egoism and sympathy, a comment such as Leavis’s reaches further than it might otherwise: in a George Eliot novel, as Neil Hertz observes, “the play between imaginer and imagined, between author and character, and the possibility of a narcissistic confusion developing between the one and the other, has already been thematized and made available for interpretations.”17 The problem of whose wish, if any, is being realized when Grandcourt drowns derives from the terms of Eliot’s imaginative project. But if, on the one hand, sympathy can always be reascribed to narcissism, on the other hand, the omnipotence of narcissism is nothing if not the essence of narcissistic fantasy—the very fantasy that Eliot’s pedagogical fictions so patiently expose.

The question raised by Grandcourt’s death—how and why can a wish be (or promise, or threaten to be) an act?—is a version of the question of how and why words burn or bite a consciousness, or more generally, how linguistic acts can be said to have a referential power that also feels like violence. An uneasy link among sympathy, fiction, and force surfaces repeatedly in Eliot’s novels, and may be understood as a response to the problematic of fictional identification: an author, one might say a little reductively, sees her wish outside her thanks to language’s ability to refer to nothing at all, which means that the burden of authorial narcissism comes accompanied by the specter of the sign’s irreducibility to self-presence. In Middlemarch, difficulties cluster around Dorothea’s instrument of education, Mr. Casaubon, who, as Hertz has shown, is “made to seem not merely an especially sterile and egotistical person, but at moments like a quasi-allegorical figure, the personification of the dead letter, the written word” (EL, 78). His quest for the key to all mythologies has about it not just the mustiness of self-obsession, but the free play of an irresponsible fiction:



Doubtless a vigorous error vigorously pursued has kept the embryos of truth a-breathing. . . . But Mr Casaubon’s theory of the elements was not likely to bruise itself unawares against discoveries: it floated among flexible conjectures no more solid than those etymologies which seemed strong because of likeness in sound, until it was shown that likeness of sound made them impossible: it was a method of interpretation which was not tested by the necessity of forming anything which had sharper collisions than an elaborate notion of Gog and Magog: it was as free from interruption as a plan for threading the stars together. (520)



Casaubon collects these attributes in part because they compose the precipitate of a novelist’s—George Eliot’s—identification with a character—Dorothea—whose existence depends as much as Casaubon’s on the “semicolons and parentheses” that, Mrs. Cadwallader jokes, circulate in Casaubon’s body as a substitute for blood (Hertz, EL, 96). Similar symptoms of difficulty, as we shall see, plague the Lydgate half of the novel; but we may begin by examining Dorothea’s aesthetic education, which forms the text’s ethical centerpiece and negotiates both the possibility of a sympathetic aesthetic and that of aesthetic history.


II

The strengths of the sentimental tradition, the tensions at play in it, and the power and subtlety of Eliot’s aesthetic and ethical project manifest themselves with clarity in the extraordinary scene in Middlemarch in which Dorothea, newly married to Mr. Casaubon, seeks to shoulder “the weight of unintelligible Rome”:



Ruins and basilicas, palaces and colossi, set in the midst of a sordid present, where all that was living and warm-blooded seemed sunk in the deep degeneracy of a superstition divorced from reverence; the dimmer and yet eager Titanic life gazing and struggling on walls and ceilings; the long vistas of white forms whose marble eyes seemed to hold the monotonous light of an alien world: all this vast wreck of ambitious ideals, sensuous and spiritual, mixed confusedly with the signs of breathing forgetfulness and degradation, at first jarred her with an electric shock, and then urged themselves upon her with that ache belonging to a glut of confused ideas which check the flow of emotion. Forms both pale and glowing took possession of her young sense, and fixed themselves in her memory even when she was not thinking of them, preparing strange associations which remained through her after-years. Our moods are apt to bring with them images which succeed each other like the magic-lantern pictures of a doze; and in certain states of dull forlornness Dorothea all her life continued to see the vastness of St Peter’s, the huge bronze canopy, the excited intention in the attitudes and garments of the prophets and evangelists in the mosaics above, and the red drapery which was being hung for Christmas spreading itself everywhere like a disease of the retina. (225–26)



To come to terms with Rome is to come to terms with Casaubon, whose “equivalent centre of self” it will be Dorothea’s task to recognize; and as Hertz comments, that ethical task may be taken as “quite literally, a domestication” (EL, 92) of this overpowering encounter with the “city of visible history” (Middlemarch, 224).18 Two other moments of resolution suggest themselves, Hertz adds: the darkly sublime evocation of Dorothea’s haunted consciousness that closes this paragraph (“in certain states of dull forlornness Dorothea all her life continued to see . . .”); and the much-quoted lines that close a subsequent paragraph: “If we had a keen vision and feeling of all ordinary human life, it would be like hearing the grass grow and the squirrel’s heart beat, and we should die of that roar which lies on the other side of silence” (226). These three responses to the “weight of unintelligible Rome” negotiate the necessity and the limits of an act of identification that is at once sympathetic and fictional.

We may add to this observation that Dorothea’s sympathetic education—her progress toward the recognition of Casaubon—unfolds as a specifically aesthetic education and displays its discomforts in this idiom. It has already been pointed out in general terms that organicism is an aestheticism and that the act of sympathy implicitly mobilizes the formalizing power of aesthetic judgment; but to appreciate fully Dorothea’s itinerary through Rome we should recall that, like Casaubon, Dorothea serves the narrative as a symbol as well as a character, and that what she symbolizes is the insertion of symbolic value into realist narrative. Where Daniel Deronda begins with an aesthetic judgment aimed at a woman and turned into a question (“Was she beautiful or not beautiful?”), Middlemarch begins with the corresponding assertion (“Miss Brooke had that kind of beauty which seems to be thrown into relief by poor dress”) and in fact draws attention to the particular aesthetic codes that Dorothea, a Puritan overwhelmed by Catholic Rome, will find exceptionally hard to understand (“Her hand and wrist were so finely formed that she could wear sleeves not less bare of style than those in which the Blessed Virgin appeared to Italian painters” [29]). Dorothea is the locus of aesthetic embodiment, and of the aesthetic irony with which this embodiment occurs. She will never entirely approve of the allegorical language of art that she nonetheless indirectly ratifies in specifically aesthetic fashion: that is, via the signs she provides of a potentially universal humanness. In no literal sense is she Saint Theresa or any of the numerous other saints that halo her presence in the novel; she is rather a figure for the eventual propriety of these figures. The balance is a delicate one, and the ironic nuances are worked out most clearly in their appropriate place—Naumann’s studio in Rome, where the painter pretends to see Aquinas in Casaubon in order to paint Dorothea as Santa Clara. Casaubon is not “the idealistic in the real,” and, crucially, neither is Dorothea. In aesthetic history the ideal is never entirely present; and when Naumann expatiates on Dorothea’s beauty—to Will Ladislaw’s irritation since “the ordinary phrases which might apply to mere bodily presences were not applicable to her”—the narrator provides the necessary parenthesis: “Certainly all Tipton,” not to mention Dorothea herself, would have been surprised: “In that part of the world Miss Brooke had been only a ‘fine young woman’” (250). The aesthetic can appear only as a promise of itself, and the Middlemarch narrator’s wise and melancholy poise derives in part from the finely calibrated distance this narrative voice takes from affirmations that must also nonetheless be registered, and which are thus often routed through Will’s proleptically Pateresque consciousness.19

Dorothea, in short, exemplifies the affirmative structure of the novel’s ethical and representational system, which in all of its manifestations depends on aesthetic irony. In this system, signs mislead, but they do so in order to return themselves to their proper meaning at the far side of history’s error. Bodies, in Middlemarch, do not always correspond reliably to interior states, but they promise eventual legibility: if the organic body is to be the self’s unconscious historicity, the body must finally be an aesthetic body. Similarly, Middlemarchian common sense may be too common to judge Dorothea, Rosamond, or Fred and Mary accurately, but it at least knows that Dorothea is “too unusual and striking,” that Bulstrode is essentially untrustworthy, and so on: in aesthetic history, doxa must be wrong only within the potential of its own truth. And aesthetic irony demands, and receives in the person of Dorothea, a ratification of the signs of irony’s eventual demise. It is thus inevitable that the shock and trauma of her sympathetic education should unfold as a confrontation with art, and with history as the history of art. In encountering Rome, Dorothea provokes the text into an intense negotiation of fictional identification precisely because in this scene the stability of the aesthetic is at stake.

Consequently, the threat that Casaubon represents and domesticates inheres in the aesthetic itself, and Dorothea’s relation to art remains a troubled one. Pictures, she tells Casaubon, after he has introduced her to Will, “are a language I do not understand. I suppose there is some relation between pictures and nature which I am too ignorant to feel—just as you see what a Greek sentence stands for which means nothing to me” (105). Her aesthetic education, which as we have seen, parallels her sympathetic education and in a deeper sense comprises it, enjoys indifferent success. It is true that the “Italian painters” whose Madonnas she resembles become less “monstrous” after she begins to learn art’s language in Naumann’s studio: “[S]ome things which had seemed monstrous to her were gathering intelligibility and even a natural meaning” (246).20 But this ambivalent progress never takes her far from a specifically aesthetic trauma: ‘“At first when I enter a room where the walls are covered with frescoes or with rare pictures, I feel a kind of awe—like a child present at great ceremonies where there are grand robes and processions; I feel myself in the presence of some higher life than my own. But when I begin to examine the pictures one by one, the life goes out of them, or else is something violent and strange to me’” (238). The ‘Violent and strange” dimension of the aesthetic reappears in less central but more lurid fashion in the story of Lydgate’s scientific education.


III

Lydgate’s doomed quest for the “primitive tissue” orients him toward the figurative essence of the novel, and thereby makes him into an ethically and rhetorically complex character. In both its metaphorical and literal dimensions his project ensures that he will fall victim to the narrator’s irony, which here is equally the irony of history: “What was the primitive tissue? In that way Lydgate put the question—not quite in the way required by the awaiting answer, but such missing of the right word befalls many seekers” (178). He will eventually betray this quest by betraying his professional ideal. Yet, like Dorothea, he testifies to the value of ardent error, since in his very choice of profession he is participating—unhistorically—in its historical development. Like Wilhelm Meister, Lydgate believes that medicine synthesizes theory and practice, calling forth the “highest intellectual strain” yet keeping the researcher “in good warm contact” with other human beings. And the high intellectual strain of medical research bears a remarkable resemblance to the imaginative gift of the mimetic artist, as critics have frequently remarked:


Many men have been praised as vividly imaginative on the strength of their profuseness in indifferent drawing or cheap narration:—reports of very poor talk going on in distant orbs; or portraits of Lucifer coming down on his bad errands as a large ugly man with bat’s wings and spurts of phosphorescence; or exaggerations of wantonness that seem to reflect life in a diseased dream. But these kinds of inspiration Lydgate regarded as rather vulgar and vinous compared with the imagination that reveals subtle actions inaccessible by any sort of lens, but tracked in that outer darkness through long pathways of necessary sequence by the inward light which is the last refinement of Energy, capable of bathing even the ethereal atoms in its ideally illuminated space. He . . . wanted to pierce the obscurity of those minute processes which prepare human misery and joy, those invisible thoroughfares which are the first lurking-places of anguish, mania, and crime, that delicate poise and transition which determine the growth of happy or unhappy consciousness. (194)




Particularly in its concluding sentence, this passage would seem to be describing the panoptic procedures of the novelist even more than those of the social scientist; and it has proved easy to discern in Lydgate’s valorization of the scientific imagination “George Eliot’s reflection on her own assumptions and beliefs.”21 Less frequently noted is the curious passion with which this passage invokes and discards a different kind of imagination, as though the “inward light” of the scientific mind instantly cast Gothic shadows, as it might in Frankenstein or Faust.

If Lydgate is an authorial surrogate, he is also persistently the locus of suspect sorts of literariness. It is he, not Casaubon, who is termed “a cluster of signs for his neighbors’ false suppositions” (Middlemarch, 171); and while the suppositions may be legibly false, as when Mrs Dollop—her eye, perhaps, on Wilhelm Meisters Wanderjahre—suspects him of murder and graverobbing, even this lurid bit of doxa acquires resonance when Lydgate finds it necessary to tell an unappreciative Rosamond of his admiration for the grave-robbing Vesalius (497). The origin of his “intellectual passion” has a Gothic feel to it, and entails an act of reading: on a rainy day the young Lydgate opens a volume of “an old Cyclopaedia” at random, and stumbles on a description of the valves of the heart: “He was not much acquainted with valves of any sort, but he knew that valvae were folding doors, and through this crevice came a sudden light startling him with his first vivid notion of finely adjusted mechanism in the human frame” (173). Not only does his career—his symbolically resonant search for the “primitive tissue”—unfold from the chance event of a signifier, but the “light” shining through its “crevice” has been made possible by a “liberal education,” which (besides leaving him “free to read the indecent passages in the school classics”) has enabled him to read valvae in valves, thus producing the “crevice” for the imagination’s light. Everywhere in Lydgate’s story one seems to encounter literature. He bears a poet’s name; his “intellectual passion” resembles the love “sung by the Troubadours” (173); and “the primitive tissue” remains “his fair unknown” (305) until a more literal sort of love life generates too many obstacles.

It is in his erotic entanglements that Lydgate’s literary ones become most visible, since his “spots of commonness” manifest themselves most strikingly in his relegation of women to the domain of cultured leisure. His encounter with Madame Laure, which I shall consider at greater length in a moment, allows melodrama to erupt into his plot; and his courtship and marriage to Rosamond Vincy links his fate to that of a character described by Mary Garth as “just the sort of beautiful creature that is imprisoned with ogres in fairy tales” (166). Rosamond also functions as the locus of more systematic high literary allusion. Her bourgeois origins, romance-conditioned imagination, expensive habits, and marital dominance align her with the wife of another literary doctor; when the text has Rosamond and Lydgate’s interest in each other begin when Lydgate gallantly hands her the whip for which she is reaching (144–45), the reference to Madame Bovary has all the signs of being purposeful.22 In the course of time Rosamond will experiment in timid Victorian fashion with an Emma Bovary career: Captain Lydgate and Will are lightly sounded echos of Rodolphe and Léon. In meeting and marrying Rosamond, Lydgate has not just walked into a literary plot, but into the plot of a novel about the incessant and damaging novelization of life.

Consequently, in Lydgate’s orbit the border between life and art, high and low literature, realism and romance, romance and melodrama, is strikingly permeable: “‘Would she kill me because I wearied her?’” he wonders late in the novel (638), thinking of Rosamond but alluding of course to Laure, the actress who kills her husband by mistake on purpose during the performance of a Parisian melodrama, and who in turn serves as the cynosure of a variety of literary codes. Madame Laure earns her living by acting in plays that presumably “reflect life in a diseased dream,” but she comes curiously adorned with tokens of high culture: she is a “Provençale,” with a Petrarchan name and “dark eyes, a Greek profile, and rounded majestic form” (180). In certain respects Lydgate’s encounter with her complements Dorothea’s encounter with Rome: both scenes take place at an extreme remove from the middle-march of life in Middlemarch; both occasion self-conscious reflections on narrative procedure (“For those who want to be acquainted with Lydgate it will be good to know what was that case of impetuous folly. . . . The story can be told without many words”); and both appear to respond to non-dramatic necessities. The story of Madame Laure has elicited critical attention in recent years, but its oddity is still frequently underappreciated 23 It is a story of mimetic contagion. After Laure translates art into reality, really stabbing her husband instead of acting the mistaken stabbing of her lover disguised as the evil duke (and played by her real-life husband), Lydgate “really” falls in love with her and seeks her out in Avignon, causing even Laure to wonder at the infectiousness of melodrama: “You have come all the way from Paris to find me? . . . Are all Englishmen like that?” Their subsequent conversation is arguably the most bizarre in mainstream Victorian fiction. “My foot really slipped,” Laure tells Lydgate. However, she continues, “I meant to do it” Lydgate appeals to the possibility of complex hermeneutic and emotional depths: “There was a secret, then,” he suggests. “You hated him.” But Laure is Eliot’s one truly existential killer: “No! he wearied me; he was too fond: he would live in Paris, and not in my country, and that was not agreeable to me.” Finally she rules out premeditation: “I did not plan: it came to me in the play—I meant to do it” (182).

As Simon During has shown, this curious scene possibly alludes to a famous murder case in Paris in 1825.24 More immediately, as feminist criticism from Gilbert and Gubar onward has noted, the episode gives melodramatic expression to the violence glinting in the turns of the realist text, particularly when the story is of husbands and wives. When Dorothea, in her scene with Rosamond late in the novel, says that misdirected love “murders our marriage—and then the marriage stays with us like a murder” (855), the metaphor resonates in a web we have already sketched: Casaubon’s death, like Grandcourt’s in Daniel Deronda’s far more charged reworking of this topos, arrives with the convenience of a fiction, and leaves a residue that Eliot’s texts represent in the figure of ambiguous murder. Murder is a crime of omission in George Eliot novels: if killing may be taken as action in its purest manifestation as violence, Eliot’s texts worry the status of the act as a play of conflicting motives and circumstances—and not only when the death of a husband is in question: Bulstrode’s murder of Raffles provides an elegant instance of such ethical discrimination.25 But Casaubon’s and Grandcourt’s deaths provoke the supplemental and less stable question of what it means for an “author” to “act”—that is, in this idiom, to kill a fictional character, or identify with one, thereby seeing her wish outside her: murder, in other words, becomes the site for the staging of the question of what the act of fiction (as sympathy) is.

And with Madame Laure’s murderous blow, agency becomes irreducible to intention or desire, let alone egoism. According to Laure, her blow, which annihilates the difference between representation and reality (or fictional character and “author”), is at once the expression of a pure intention (“I meant to do it”), a citation or quote (“It came to me in the play”), and an accident (“My foot really slipped”). Meaning (as the sheer form of inten-tionality) mimes perfectly an occurrence (the blow), but the articulation between these two dimensions loses its certainty: her blow is an intended accident and an accidental intention. Intention, here indistinguishable from a slip of the foot, can no longer guarantee a difference between its own pure occasion and the randomness of an event, and furthermore discovers its predicament only as a citation, as the mechanical reiteration of a text produced by “collaborating authors” (180).26

Thus struck, Lydgate retreats into the error diagnosed in Middlemarch’s “Prelude”: he resolves that henceforth he will “take a strictly scientific view of women” (183), and thereby consigns himself to a blind repetition of literary emplotment. For the “scientific” view of women is inseparable from their aestheticization—their relegation to what Middlemarch’s “Prelude” called “indefiniteness” (26). The Laure episode demonstrates what the rest of Lydgate’s plot confirms: that the “intellectual passion” of the male scientific enterprise is permeable to, and possibly another version of, the “preconceived romance” into which Rosamond processes experience (195). Thus the novel that generates and weighs these categories and destinies has also told the story of the literariness of its own aestheticizing scientificity. The threat Dorothea is represented as perceiving in art inheres in the “primitive tissue” of the text that valorizes her. For Laure’s blow constitutes the ultimately “unhistoric,” domestic, female act, yet deprives the body of its reservoir of meaning and makes it the site of uncertain accident, an element in an undecidable textual process. Her blow performs the contagion of bad, anonymous art, the (non-)art of the crowd, and in this sense may be understood as a political blow precisely to the extent that it is uncertainly and uncontrollably literary. The blow’s violence lies in its passage from figurative to literal status: it is precisely this slippage that is undecidably random or intentional. Yet the blow takes its origin in the domain of the figurative (“It came to me in the play”). Bad art, then, is a figure that does not know whether it is figurative or literal and cannot control the difference: hence the contagiousness of melodrama. The physician is at the center of this epidemic, aggravating it by trying to isolate and cure it. And Eliot’s text, repeating the physician’s predicament, quarantines this rhetorical plague within the ethical and aesthetic categories of melodrama and narcissism only at the cost of exposing organic history to disease, and raising the suspicion that a certain illegible, literary contagion infects and enables sympathy.

IV

The further pursuit of these questions will take us past Middlemarch’s borders. We have seen that pockets of stress inhabit both the Dorothea and the Lydgate plots, yet Middlemarch’s aesthetic of sympathy remains relatively stable because the text leaves relatively unquestioned the homology between the sympathetic and the ardent. Characters such as Casaubon and Madame Laure are judged and exiled in vitalistic terms: they are morally deficient at least in part because they lack energy. They personify the error of the ardent soul; however, in the sheer generosity of its error the sympathetic soul remains a locus of value. Eliot’s subsequent writing was to be more acutely haunted by the specter at work within the sympathetic aesthetic; and despite the bulk and complexity of Daniel Deronda, we may briefly consider here a set of passages to which Neil Hertz has drawn attention, in which this novel’s themes of gambling and theatrical performance bring the sympathetic imagination into proximity with a certain mechanical, iterative passivity. Though the summary comments I offer over the next few pages make a poor substitute for Hertz’s patient reading of Deronda, they will prepare us to trace continuities between Middlemarch’s organic fiction and a Gothic theme of telepathy which, as I hope to show in the final section of this chapter, haunts the extremities of George Eliot’s oeuvre.

It is only a slight exaggeration to say that Madame Laure returns in Eliot’s oeuvre as Daniel Deronda’s mother, who is herself a minimally displaced representation of Daniel Deronda’s author. A world-famous, aging actress, the Princess Halm-Eberstein appears late in the novel in answer to Daniel’s desire; and this “wish” that he, like Gwendolen, finally sees “outside him” poses a threatening resistance to his sympathy. The Princess is the last in a long series of female characters in Eliot’s fiction whose egoism has murderous potential. When Daniel was two years old, the Princess had offered him to an old friend for adoption so as to pursue her career; during his interview with his mother Daniel melodramatically charges her with having “willed to annihilate” his identity as a Jew (Daniel Deronda, 727).27 But the threat the Princess poses to the sympathetic imagination cannot be entirely translated into a dramatic and ethical vocabulary. The most extraordinary passages in this somberly passionate scene are those in which Eliot seeks to render the Princess’s consciousness:



[T]his woman’s nature was one in which all feeling—and all the more when it was tragic as well as real—immediately became matter of conscious representation: experience immediately passed into drama, and she acted her own emotions. In a minor degree this is nothing uncommon, but in the Princess the acting had a rare perfection of physiognomy, voice, and gesture. It would not be true to say that she felt less because of this double consciousness: she felt—that is, her mind went through—all the more, but with a difference: each nucleus of pain or pleasure had a deep atmosphere of the excitement or spiritual intoxication which at once exalts and deadens. But Deronda made no reflection of this kind. (691–92)



The sharp exclusion of Daniel from the common ground of the narrator’s and the Princess’s consciousness returns the novel to its dramatic register but also signals the extent to which the text has deviated from that register in seeking language for the Princess’s interiority. The differences constitutive of consciousness—between feeling and its representation, emotion and acted emotion—are first elaborated into the comparative abstraction of a “double consciousness,” and then “further dispersed,” as Hertz comments, “into an indefinite number of nuclei, atoms of experience characterized in the abstract idiom of their most common denominators as units of pain or pleasure, each surrounded by its own ambivalently exalting and deadening aura” (“Some Words,” 295). The Princess is Eliot’s most resonant and ambitious self-portrait: a mimetic artist with the talent, the energy, and the hubris to “care for the wide world, and all that I could represent in it” (Daniel Deronda, 693), and with the authority to rebuke Daniel’s imperial sympathy: “No. . . . You are not a woman. You may try—but you can never imagine what it is to have a man’s force of genius in you, and yet to suffer the slavery of being a girl” (694).

The mother’s appearance and (rapid) disappearance in this novel, as Hertz has shown, may be understood as a double gesture of affirmation and sacrifice: as George Eliot’s “brief but intense experiment in writing herself into her text” (EL, 224), but also as a means of focusing and controlling the kinds of difficulties that we have been examining throughout this chapter. By embodying a certain linguistic opacity, the Princess, like Casaubon, and to a certain extent like Madame Laure, allows that opacity to be translated into an ethical idiom, and symbolically expelled from the novel. But the representational questions she raises haunt the narrative in other ways, and they cluster particularly thickly around a character who, like the Princess, appears briefly and exits under an ethical cloud: Lapidoth, the “undesirable father” of Mordecai-Ezra and Mirah (Daniel Deronda, 849). Undesirable on numerous counts—he is a “shabby, foreign-looking, eager, and gesticulating man,” and a habitual gambler (807)—Lapidoth will be upbraided both by the narrator and by Mordecai: “That is,” Hertz comments dryly, “the arrival of the father is the occasion for one more of those scenes of morally impeccable denunciation that have punctuated George Eliot’s fiction from the first” (“Some Words,” 280). Like Will lashing out at Rosamond, Mordecai-Ezra denounces Lapidoth with a force that leaves the son “exhausted by the shock of his own irrepressible utterance” and makes the father “cry like a woman”:



—and yet, strangely, while this hysterical crying was an inevitable reaction in [Lapidoth] under the stress of his son’s words, it was also a conscious resource in a difficulty; just as in early life, when he was a brightfaced curly young man, he had been used to avail himself of this subtly-poised physical susceptibility to turn the edge of resentment or disapprobation. (Daniel Deronda, 847–48)




Lapidoth, like the Princess, “acts his own emotions,” though not with the dignity of a great tragedian. His “hysterical” fit of crying is amenable to pragmatic exploitation, but as an occurrence, it is not under his control: the infection of life by art that the Princess embodies has now modulated into a grafting of intentionality, of “conscious resource,” onto a “subtly-poised physical susceptibility.” And the “poise” of Lapidoth’s physical susceptibility is linked to the “poise” marking the consciousness of a gambler: “the habitual suspensive poise of the mind in actual or imaginary play” (843).

These passages prepare a final description of Lapidoth’s consciousness, as he lies awake at night after his scene with Mordecai-Ezra, going “back over old Continental hours at Roulette, reproducing the method of his play, and the chances that had frustrated it”:


These were the stronger visions of the night with Lapidoth, and not the worn frame of his ireful son uttering a terrible judgment. Ezra did pass across the gaming-table, and his words were audible; but he passed like an insubstantial ghost, and his words had the heart eaten out of them by numbers and movements that seemed to make the very tissue of Lapidoth’s consciousness. (849)



“If that last sentence is surprising,” Hertz comments, “it may be because it seems to be composed of better language than Lapidoth is quite entitled to.” The abstract, enigmatic metaphor of a “tissue” composed of “numbers and movements” that “eat out the heart” of morally significant words has the density, even the dignity of a figure that resists easy visualization: “[I]t is as if paper were both receiving and corroding print, or as if a ground could both accept and invalidate a figure” (“Some Words,” 283). Like the Princess, Lapidoth marks a limit to the efficacity of the sympathetic imagination, and does so in ways that draw attention to a threat at once internal to sympathy itself and linked to Daniel Deronda’s running theme of gambling.

The “habitual suspensive poise” of the gambler, his compulsively repetitive representations of play, and the “numbers and movements” of his consciousness, recall other forms of mechanical behavior or states of mind in Daniel Deronda, such as Gwendolen’s liability to hysteria, or Daniel’s and Grandcourt’s liability to different kinds of suspensive poise. Daniel’s sympathy is so diffuse as to be paralyzing: his is a “reflectiveness that threatened to nullify all differences” (414). Grandcourt, Daniel’s sinister double in many ways, but particularly in the matter of double consciousness, is frequently beset by a “languor of intention . . . like a fit of diseased numbness” (187): his will to thwart the expectations of others is so refined that it has trouble determining its object. The overlap between the “numbers” playing in the gambler’s consciousness and the “numbness” afflicting sympathy on the one hand and a will to power on the other, occurs, Hertz suggests, “where motive is dispersed in equivocations, where agency is hard to distinguish from passivity, or from a poise that is at once suspensive and habitual” (“Some Words,” 293). The mechanical, passive activity of the gambler summons these instances of ambiguous agency into a figure that to a certain extent allows for the reestablishment of ethical and thematic control.

But the body can no longer play the governing role it did in Eliot’s earlier novel, and not simply because aesthetic power now explicitly involves mechanical prowess, as Klesmer tells Gwendolen: “Your muscles, your whole frame—must go like a watch, true, true, true, to a hair” (Daniel Deronda, 300). The body, framed as the body of sympathy, is also always a gambling body, and can no longer easily sacrifice itself to the construction of the organic historicity of a greater consciousness. Aesthetic embodiment has become a question (“Was she beautiful or not beautiful?”), asked by a male gaze of a female body (“She who raised these questions in Daniel Deronda’s mind was gambling”): a body lodged in the inorganic architecture of a modern, historical, wearily literary consciousness (“not in the open air under a southern sky, tossing coppers on a ruined wall, with rags about her limbs, but in one of those splendid resorts which the enlightenment of ages has prepared for the same species of pleasure”). Jacqueline Rose rightly comments that in this novel “it is the degeneracy of the whole social body that is now in need of repair,” and that Daniel’s Zionist project rewrites in grand aesthetic-historical fashion Lydgate’s search for the primitive tissue (Rose, Sexuality, 111). Yet in negotiating limits to its loss, Daniel Deronda not only splits into the two halves for which it is famous; it also offers up for sacrifice Middlemarch’s most privileged organic image, and constructs the figure of a “tissue” made of numbers and movements that devour words.


V

In an intriguing displacement of a phrase by Jacques Derrida, Nicholas Royle remarks that it is “difficult to imagine a theory of fiction, a theory of the novel, without a theory of telepathy.”28 The claim may seem melodramatic, but it is a peculiarly apt formulation of the predicament of a sentimental aesthetic, particularly in its nineteenth-century narrative manifestations. The formal developments that culminated in Eliot’s omniscient narrators and James’s crafted perspectives cast narrative conventions as paradoxes of consciousness. A narrator becomes the locus of a knowledge at once excessive and insufficient, since the telling of a story depends both on the knowledge of its end and the suppression or forgetting of this knowledge. This is also to say that the narrator knows and does not know the characters whose consciousnesses, in composing the story, compose the narrative consciousness of the story. These paradoxes emerge from the sentimental and Gothic tradition as the formal complement to this tradition’s interest in the subject of desire. The Gothic, with its premonitory and oversignificant ambience, its doublings and redoublings of characters and desires, might be called the genre of telepathy; the genre’s overt preoccupation with the occult would in this sense be the symptom of a more general interest in a more diffuse haunting.

Like the Brontes and other writers in the nineteenth-century high Gothic tradition, George Eliot allowed mind-reading and clairvoyance to take overtly supernatural form in her fiction, though in Eliot’s case this occurred only once and under resolutely particular circumstances. The Lifted Veil, a short story she interrupted work on The Mill on the Floss to write, is in certain respects heavily framed as a jeu de mélancolie to be kept at a distance from the serious, ethical work of literary realism.29 Yet the story is also centered on the problematic of sympathy, and it has been widely recognized in recent years as a text that self-consciously “investigates and challenges two of [Eliot’s] dearest values: sympathy and memory as the bases of moral action.”30 The telepathic, clairvoyant, first-person narrator, Latimer, presses the sympathetic imagination to its caricatural absolute before Eliot’s fictional oeuvre is more than partly underway. He hears the “roar on the other side of silence”—for his power is “like a preternaturally heightened sense of hearing, making audible to one a roar of sound where others find perfect stillness”—and if he does not die of it, he admits into his consciousness a literary element that disturbs the difference between life and death, and disrupts the coherence of narcissism as an ethical category.31

For though Latimer is possessed of something like the “proud narrow sensitiveness” of a Mr. Casaubon, his assumption of the powers and burdens of an Eliotic narrator requires him to tell the story not just of his own life, but of his own death. As part of the text’s self-conscious manipulation of narrative conventions and forms—one thinks of Moll Flanders’ remark somewhat earlier in the history of the English novel that “no Body can write their own Life to the full End of it unless they can write it after they are dead”32—death becomes The Lifted Veil’s most prominent and complex narrative event. “The time of my end approaches,” Latimer tells us in the text’s opening sentence: “Just a month from this day, on the 20th of September 1850,1 shall be sitting in this chair, in this study, at ten o’clock at night, longing to die, weary of incessant insight and foresight, without delusions and without hope.” There follows a proleptic representation of the experience of death itself:



Darkness—darkness—no pain—nothing but darkness: but I am passing on and on through the darkness: my thought stays in the darkness, but always with a sense of moving onward. . . .

Before that time comes, I wish to use my last hours of ease and strength in telling the strange story of my experience. (2)



The experience of death reveals itself here as exemplary of the category of experience per se, representing the plenitude of reality that narrative form will betray: both the plenitude and the betrayal register in the ellipsis points qualifying “onward.” Yet if death is the exemplary experience, in its excess of content over form or reality over representation, it is also of course the exemplary non-experience, available only as form, representation, or language. Death cannot be represented, and can only be represented. The Lifted Veil situates Latimer’s consciousness at the intersection of this paradox. Since he is clairvoyant, no event in his narrative can be located definitively in space or time: the character Latimer can become the narrating Latimer at any point, since the story of his life—which is to say his death—can unroll for him without his having “experienced” it. Precisely as a narrator, he is neither dead nor alive. The “20th of September 1850” is undecidably past, present, and future at any “moment” or “point” in Latimer’s narrative, as the story’s closing sentences and final ellipsis points emphasize:


It is the 20th of September 1850. I know these figures I have just written, as if they were a long familiar inscription. I have seen them on this page in my desk unnumbered times, when the scene of my dying struggle has opened upon me. . . . (66–67)




Latimer’s death, the exemplary (non)event, has already occurred and has not yet occurred, which is to say that it has occurred as an inscription which opens the possibility of death and life, but remains irreducible to either. Telepathy in this sense is a “metaphor for reading” (Royle, Telepathy and Literature, 96), and is a particularly appropriate metaphor for an aesthetic of sympathy, grounded in a predicament of reading it must disavow. The numbness and numbers that devour sympathy in Daniel Deronda may be thought of as the pressure of telepathy as an irreducible difference and distance (tele) within pathos; and, as Latimer’s predicament emphasizes, this difference and distance is that of language in its materiality, in its dependence on “arbitrary marks,” in Hertz’s phrase, “without which no investments of any sort—not just no bets—would be conceivable” (“Some Words,” 295).

Only clairvoyantly would Latimer have called himself a telepath, since the first recorded use of the word “telepathy” dates from two years after George Eliot’s death.33 We have said enough to suggest the term’s eccentric but fundamental position within an Enlightenment discourse of sympathy; it should be added that this term and its cognates emerge at the fault line between the late nineteenth-century popularization of the occult, on the one hand, and the new psychological and social sciences, on the other. Much like the various theories and practices of hypnosis or suggestion current at the time, and in certain respects like those of hysteria, telepathy takes its place in the history of the production of the human sciences as another version of what one of the fathers of sociology, Gabriel Tarde, called the “contagion” of “imitation.”34 From our present perspective this is not without interest. The self-dispersion toward which the tropes of writing, theatricality, and gambling gesture in Eliot’s novels may also be represented in the terms of the question Mikkel Borch-Jacobsen hears in Freud’s texts: “Does primary sociality begin in the stage of transition toward the object, of the face-to-face encounter with others? Or does it precede the positioning of others, which means the positioning of the ego as well?”35 Borch-Jacobsen’s focus is on Freud’s writings on mass psychology, but in the process he comments on the widespread interest in telepathy among turn-of-the-century scholars, from Bergson and William James to the sociologists and crowd-theorists whose texts had direct influence on Freud’s. Tarde, for instance, defines “pure and absolute” sociality as “such an intense concentration of urban life that as soon as a good idea arose in one mind it would be instantaneously transmitted to all minds throughout the city” (The Laws of Imitation, 70). One finds a similar sense of primary, even magical, sociality in Le Bon’s theory of crowds. For Le Bon, in Borch-Jacobsen’s summary, the “unconscious . . . is indissolubly nonsubjectal and ‘social’,” since Le Bon “never designates anything but immediate communication with others . . . prior to any consciousness of self, and thus also prior to any consciousness of others. Taken to the extreme, it is thought transmission, telepathy. . . ,”36 As another name for the “contagion of imitation”—a phrase that Le Bon uses in imitation of Tarde—telepathy figures repeatedly in writings of this period as a fantastic shadow cast by the production of theories and practices of psychology and sociology, technologies of propaganda and marketing, and the various sciences of the self and its unconscious.

Freud’s own conceptualization of the unconscious has a relation to telepathy sufficiently intimate that on at least one occasion he proposed the unconscious as the mediating element which might ultimately grant telepathy an organic base—though the first analogy that comes to Freud’s mind, significantly enough, is that of a technical apparatus, the telephone:


The analogy with other transformations, such as occur in speaking and hearing by telephone, would then be unmistakable. And only think if one could get hold of this physical equivalent of the psychical act! It would seem to me that psychoanalysis, by inserting the unconscious between what is physical and what was previously called “psychical,” has paved the way for the assumption of such processes as telepathy. If only one accustoms oneself to the idea of telepathy, one can accomplish a great deal with it—for the time being, it is true, only in imagination. It is a familiar fact that we do not know how the common purpose comes about in the great insect communities: possibly it is done by means of a direct psychical transference of this kind. One is led to the suspicion that this is the original, archaic method of communication between individuals and that in the course of phylogenetic evolution it has been replaced by the better method of giving information with the help of signals which are picked up by the sense organs. But the older method might have persisted in the background and still be able to put itself into effect under certain conditions—for instance, in passionately excited mobs.37




Freud’s speculations on telepathy have struck many shrewd readers as being speculations on the possibility of psychoanalysis itself: “That the unconscious of the subject is the discourse of the other appears even more clearly in the studies that Freud devoted to what he called telepathy,” Lacan comments.38 Jacques Derrida’s claim, which we earlier heard Royle imitating, is that it is “[d]ifficult to imagine a theory of what they still call the unconscious without a theory of telepathy” (“Telepathy,” 14). Borch-Jacobsen will suggest in a similar spirit that “the analysis of the ego (psychoanalysis)” only occurs by surpassing itself and “identifying itself with (and as) mass psychology” (The Freudian Subject, 133): a comment nicely supported by Freud’s implicit link, in the passage cited above, between the unconscious and “passionately excited mobs.” At the telepathic interface, the trope of the unconscious overlaps with that of the crowd. The crowd embodies a dream of direct communication, but a certain technicity, even non-humanity, remains inscribed in this dream’s production, and records itself in Freud’s phylogenetic and entomological speculations. As a locus of excessive communicability, telepathy places psychoanalysis within the thought of a pre-subjective, ineradicably social, and technically displaced Dasein. Telepathy, in other words, is a figure for the radically fictional, “literary” dimension of the political, and establishes undecidability as the condition of the self. For whose pathos is it, once tele-pathy has begun? And how would one ever even know whether it has begun or not?

The trope of the insect community appears to be lodged between telepathy and technics in late nineteenth-century discourse, and it surfaces with surprising frequency in Eliot’s oeuvre. “When George Eliot refers to insects it is invariably in what we would call a telepathic atmosphere,” Royle comments (107), drawing attention to passages in Daniel Deronda (in which ardent men of vision mold and feed “the more passive life which without them would dwindle and shrivel into the narrow tenacity of insects, unshaken by thoughts beyond the reaches of their antennae” [749]) and Mid-dlemarch (in which Dorothea dilates with Mr. Farebrother “on the possible histories of creatures that converse compendiously with their antennae, and for aught we know may hold reformed parliaments” [843]). But Royle’s examples do scant justice to the force of his observation: much more remarkable telepathic insects and machines populate texts that Eliot wrote before and after her novel-writing period. In an essay on “Women in France” (1854), reflecting on the changes mass literacy had brought to the conditions of literary production, Eliot observed that the intersubjectivity of the salon had yielded to the anonymity of print, the incessant labor of reading printed texts, and the possibility of being read by them. “It is no longer the coterie which acts on literature, but literature which acts on the coterie”: “In fact, the evident tendency of things to contract personal communication within the narrowest limits makes us tremble lest some further development of electric telegraph should reduce us to a society of mutes, or to a sort of insects, communicating by ingenious antennae of our own invention” (Pinney, 90). The insect here acquires overlapping connotations of technics, telepathy, and mutilation—a mutilation of voice, consequent upon a “writing” in which the subject is lost in an excessive immediacy of communication. Two years later Eliot returned to a version of this microfantasy, substituting for the insect an animated machine. In the middle of a high-powered and affirmative discussion of tradition and language in “The Natural History of German Life,” an imagined reader is suddenly warned of the evils of “a patent de-odorized and non resonant language, which effects the purpose of communication as perfectly and rapidly as algebraic signs”: “With the anomalies and inconveniences of historical language, you will have parted with its music and its passion . . . and the next step in simplification will be the invention of a talking watch, which will achieve the utmost facility and dispatch in the communication of ideas by a graduated adjustment of ticks, to be represented in writing by a corresponding arrangement of dots. A melancholy ‘language of the future’!” (Pinney, 287–88). Here the Gothic possibilities of mutilation and prosthetic supplementation remain unactualized, but the specifically linguistic nature of the threat attains sharper focus. Common both to this passage and to the one in “Women in France,” furthermore, is a temporal scheme, one we saw inverted in Freud’s phylogenetic speculations, but preserved right-side-up in his allusions to future posssibilities. In Eliot the emphasis is unidirectional: the mechanical overproduction of communication belongs to the future, as though for the sympathetic imagination, as for Latimer in The Lifted Veil, the end of history could only be its own death as telepathy.

These visions may be little more than expository hiccoughs; but two decades later, after the novels, the telepathy machine was to make a more remarkable appearance in Eliot’s oeuvre. The penultimate chapter of her last published text, Impressions of Theophrastus Such, is titled “Shadows of the Coming Race” in allusion to a science fiction story by Bulwer-Lytton, and it develops a pseudo-Darwinian hypothesis that, at the end of history, machines will supplant humanity. By evolving “conditions of self-supply, self-repair, and reproduction,” technology will be able to “reproduce itself by some process of fission or budding,” thus attaining the self-sufficiency of physis with parodic literalness.39 The topic is a rather incongruous one for George Eliot, as the narrator’s sourly mock-serious tone for the most part confirms—but, at the fantasy’s climax, that tone shades into another key, as a final surge of energy illuminates Eliot’s prose:


Who—if our consciousness is, as I have been given to understand, a mere stumbling of our organisms on their way to unconscious perfection—who shall say that those fittest existences will not be found along the track of what we call inorganic combinations, which will carry on the most elaborate processes as mutely and painlessly as we are now told that the minerals are metamorphosing themselves continually in the dark laboratory of the earth’s crust? Thus this planet may be filled with beings who will be blind and deaf as the inmost rock, yet will execute changes as delicate and complicated as those of human language and all the intricate web of what we call its effects, without sensitive impression, without sensitive impulse: there may be, let us say, mute orations, mute rhapsodies, mute discussions, and no consciousness there even to enjoy the silence. (Theophrastus Such, 254–55)




Without entirely losing its satiric edge, the text generates a moment of epistemological grappling worthy of those troubling the major turns of Middlemarch or Daniel Deronda: we hear in this paragraph something of the “rhythm of the sublime” that Hertz observes to be guiding Dorothea’s attempt to internalize the alien codes of Rome (EL, 90). Even more remarkably, the anaphoric pulse of sublime language is attained by way of nothing less than the figure of “human language” itself. Something strange and plural, first called “processes,” then “changes,” is likened first to geological metamorphosis, then, more insistently, to language and its “effects,” to language as trope and performance—the substitution of such technical terms would be entirely in the spirit of this passage. The most extraordinary representations barely suffice as Eliot’s text seeks words for the strangeness of words. Here, at history’s end, the telepathy machine has become sheer “tele,” devoid of “pathos,” an impossible trope-machine cut off from the phenomenal world but possessed of “effects” nonetheless. These uncannily neutral “processes” and “changes” are at once objectless and—since the machines lack all consciousness—subjectless: they describe the formality of a substitutive process apart from all meaning or intention. Radically a-referential in their formalized perfection, the machines might be said to act upon the world with the efficacity of a total technology, were it not for the loss of sense suffered by any notion of “action” in this scenario. The machines “execute changes” interpretable as linguistic “effects”; but in the absence of agent and object this effectivity becomes a paradoxical catechresis, legible only when we impute to it the meaning it disallows. However necessary it may be to conclude that “language” “acts,” one cannot claim to have said anything meaningful in saying so—except by mistake.

Theophrastus Such is a strange text, one that Eliot’s twentieth-century critics have largely preferred to ignore. It has, indeed, arguably proved the least welcome of all her works, lacking the vivid Gothicism of “The Lifted Veil,” or the narrative and thematic interest of “Brother Jacob” and the poetry. Worst of all, it comes at the end of a career which can certainly be closed off in more satisfying fashion with the grander ambiguities of Daniel Deronda; one is instead presented with the spectacle of an author turning from her most courageously experimental novel to an atavistic genre and a tonality at once bitter and ponderous. But within the context of Eliot’s oeuvre this text also presents itself as curiously overdetermined. The European revival of Theophrastus can be traced to Isaac Casaubon’s publication of the Greek text with Latin translation and commentary in 1592; this, according to Gordon Haight, is in fact the edition that George Eliot used.40 In her rewriting of it, Eliot touches most of the generic stops of the Theophrastan character sketch as it descends from La Bruyère and Addison and Steele: a didactic concern for decorum; a survey of the petty faults of an urban bourgeois class; a wide-ranging overview of society spun around the castigation of exemplary, allegorically named “characters.” But in Eliot’s hands these generic directives assemble a world saturated with conversation, writing, and publishing: nearly every sketch in Theophrastus Such concerns authorship, injury, and the dangerously volatile circulation of intellectual property. Eliot’s own Mr. Casaubon had fought his ghostly textual battles with critics bearing Theophrastan names (Carp, Pike, Tench); in Theophrastus Such Casaubon’s anxious scholarly jousting inflates into the guiding principle of an urban, fin-de-siècle bachelor world in which quarter is rarely given or received.41 Nearly every inhabitant of this world is a failed or failing author, suffers from the “disease of magnified self-importance belonging to small authorship” (Theophrastus Such, 224), and takes eager note of the shortcomings of everyone else: the first-person male narrator adds to these qualities that of slightly strident moralist, pronouncing in Juvenalian fashion on the debasement of the nation’s “moral currency.” In content and tone as well as in the conventions of its genre, the text turns away from or falls short of Eliotic sympathy; it is correspondingly hard to read.

But in a sense sympathy has withered under the weight of its own overperformance: it has shrunk thanks to its ungovernable inflation into a telepathic hypercirculation of signs. In the commodified and competitive world of Theophrastus Such, telepathy becomes the problem of plagiarism. One of the character sketches composing this strange, gloomy text stars a plagiarist who steals language from essays such as “The Natural History of German Life” as he expatiates on “that growing preparation for every epoch through which certain ideas or modes of view are said to be in the air, and, still more metaphorically speaking, to be inevitably absorbed, so that every one may be excused for not knowing how he got them” (158). In this sketch the narrator excoriates the plagiarist for his ethical levity; but curiously enough, after giving vent to his language-machine fantasy in “Shadows of the Coming Race,” the narrator will plagiarize the plagiarist: the premises of his telepathy-fantasy, he says, “seem to be flying about in the air with other germs, and have found a sort of nidus among my melancholy fancies. Nobody really holds them” (249). This excuse, however, does not prove entirely airtight (even though “hardly any accusation is more difficult to prove, and more likely to be false, than that of a plagiarism” [163]). Like the narrator of the earlier sketch, Eliza Savage had no patience with such fudging; she wrote to Samuel Butler that “the only bit in the least bit readable [in Theophrastus Such] is a crib from Erewhon—a most barefaced crib.”42 Butler wrote in turn to his sister of the “compliment” Eliot had paid him in introducing “a certain chapter on machines”: “I had the satisfaction that great minds had thought alike—that was all; but the resemblance is so close that there can be no doubt where she drew it from.”43 Eliot’s biographer, Gordon Haight, suggests that “the idea had probably been discussed with friends like Spencer while Lewes was writing the section on ‘Animal Automatism’ in Problems“;44 and we are not likely to learn more about how this particular airborne germ blew into George Eliot’s mind. It is, however, (nearly) indisputable that her title alludes to the text that Butler himself had been suspected of plagiarizing; he had gone to some pains in the preface to the second edition of Erewhon to prove that his novel had been written before “the first advertisement of [Bulwer-Lytton’s] ‘The Coming Race’ appeared.”45 The ballooning question of plagiarism, within and without Theophrastus Such, enacts the predicament which embitters this text but which also made the novels possible. Sympathy’s condition of possibility is its own destruction; or, put another way, sympathy’s reiterated, fragile survival occurs thanks to a capacity for error which Eliot’s texts at various times call writing, melodrama, gambling, plagiarism, or telepathy, and which, in the rhetorical terminology proper to a critique of aesthetics, may be called irony.
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Aesthetics and History: L’Education sentimentale


I’m having a lot of trouble linking my characters to the political events of 1848; I’m afraid the background will devour the foreground.

—Gustave Flaubert to Jules Duplan



The foregoing chapters have emphasized that aesthetics is a theory and an ideology of history, but so far the question of history has not achieved centrality. We have seen that the notion of the Bildungsroman is inherently historical insofar as it claims to represent or enact aesthetic pedagogy, since the temporal arc of the individual subject’s Bildung always at least potentially exemplifies that of humanity. We have also seen, however, that the literary texts designated by the notion of the Bildungsroman destroy the aesthetic narratives they provide. They do not simply cast doubt on the rationale or the outcome of an aesthetic education; rather, they generate within the narrative of aesthetics allegories of its incoherent and uncontrollable production. The disruptive figural narratives we have encountered in variously innocent or sinister locales—a child’s identification with marionettes in the Lehrjahre, a medical student’s dissection of marionettes in the Wanderjahre, Madame Laure’s murderous blow in Middlemarch—suggest that a “historicity” irreducible to representation inhabits aesthetic historicism, precisely because the latter ultimately has no choice but to seek to ground itself on the potential arbitrariness—the “literariness”—of language.1 It is now time to pursue that suggestion further by way of a text more consistently focused on the matter of revolutionary history.

Flaubert’s L’Education sentimentale is useful territory on which to plot a conclusion to this study, since in addition to raising the question of the historical event, the text mercilessly exacerbates the negative spiral that seems to be the only condition of possibility of a Bildungsroman. Already in the Lehrjahre, as we saw, Bildung is recuperable, if at all, only as its own negation; but in the case of Goethe’s novel this insight required a degree of critical attention to obtain, while in that of L’Education sentimentale it would add up to little more than a critical commonplace. The Bildungsroman may or may not exist, but one can at least be sure that Flaubert’s novel will participate in this generic conundrum only as “an Unbildungsroman of genius.”2 Such negative certainty has its own seductions, of course. Since Flaubert’s irony is neither sympathetic nor olympian in tenor, the aesthetic promise of his texts is all the more extreme, for the rigor of such obviously undeluded irony purges aesthetics of any lingering traces of idealist naivete. When one adds to this rigor the pathos of a life dedicated to it, the result is a potent brew. It is no accident that over the course of the last century Flaubert has become a more genuinely international figure than Eliot or Goethe. “Flaubert seems very much at the source of a conception of the artist which is still with us,” Jonathan Culler comments;3 and the historical success of this conception derives from its ability to link a valorization of the artwork’s formal purity to a prurient obsession with the artist, or at the very least with the artist’s self-sacrifice. The painful, sweaty, useless labor of writing; the blend of idealism, self-glamorization, and corrosive nihilism with which this labor is performed; the self-consumptive technologization of aesthetic composition such that writing becomes an endless askesis of rewriting, paring and deleting, asymptotically headed toward a “livre sur rien,” or, in another famous formulation, toward a Book that “inasmuch as one separates oneself from it as author, does not require any approach by the reader”4—in short, the artist and the oeuvre of modernism find their image in Flaubert, the “true Penelope” of more than one twentieth-century literary destiny or desire. Flaubert’s name has come to signify the production and ratification of literature itself.

As a result, Flaubert—particularly the Flaubert of Madame Bovary—has become the object of fascinated scrutiny in a way few other cultural icons have. There is probably no real equivalent to Sartre’s massive L’Idiot de la famille elsewhere in mainstream literary-critical discourse, nor is it easy to think of a novel that has inspired more whimsical metafiction than Madame Bovary. The lure of impersonality partly lies in our urge to violate it: to discover, whether in the name of existential analysis or metafictional play, a subject and a referential world behind the text’s austere formal performance.5 And in addition to aggravating our desire for biography, the formal opacity of the fiction inspires the telling of another sort of ætiological narrative: in becoming the signatory of “literature,” Flaubert becomes the origin of various and conflicting literary-historical developments—realism, modernism, “postmodernism.” In all cases these narratives are characterized by a double figure of preservation and destruction: a name and a story link themselves to a vision of literature’s emergence through its own self-obliteration. Flaubert’s excision of “any novelistic element,” Zola tells us, produces realism; his self-reflexive practice of citation, Michel Foucault claims, produces modernism—“Joyce, Roussel, Kafka, Pound, Borges. The library is on fire.”6 Thus, at one point in the writings of the most prominent Sartrean in Anglo-American criticism, Fredric Jameson, Flaubert becomes “the privileged locus” of a modernity “which the term reification in its strictest sense designates”: “[T]he depersonalization of the text, the laundering of authorial intention, but also the disappearance from the horizon of its readership, which will become the public introuvable of modernism, are all so many features on which the process of reification feeds, using Flaubert’s aesthetic vocation as its vehicle and mode of realization.”7 Inherited from Lukács and Sartre, Jameson’s model projects onto a historical axis the onto-theological patterns of the biographical and referential approach. At the origin, a closed communicative circuit returns meaning to a subject, while the fall into literature becomes an illegitimate descent into matter via the trope of “reification.” Jameson’s particular emphases in this passage are by no means determinative—at other points his dialectical model will valorize modernism differently—but Flaubert’s appearance at this point in The Political Unconscious is not accidental and testifies to the ambivalence with which critics tend to express their fascination with the idea and practice of literature.

No text by Flaubert has been more frequently celebrated for its formal virtuosity or mined for its biographical content than L’Education senti-mentale.8 And as Jameson’s comment makes clear, the question of Flaubert’s formalism is bound up with the question of what history is. If history is the world’s fall into capitalist reification, and if literature is a product and a mirror of that catastrophe, then the critic’s recovery of a subject for the literary text—even the most negative, bored, self-hating subject—would function as a token of history’s essential humanity. One may call such a hope “idealist,” but it animates in covert fashion much of what counts as literary criticism, and it is not easy to avoid. L’Education sentimentale offers us the aesthetic in its most icily negative mode—as the humanization, universalization, and, thus, the historical recuperation of the petty destiny of Frédéric Moreau via the askesis of pure form. Yet as Culler remarks, a “curious indeterminacy” has also been felt to be exerting pressure on the seemingly clear theme of “a Bildungsroman gone sour” (Flaubert, 135–36). In what follows I hope to show that this novel allows us to read the irreducibility of history to narrative, even the narrative of a catastrophe. Not for nothing is Frédéric’s story that of 1848, the revolution redux—the farcical reiteration of tragedy, as Marx famously put it, when “only the ghost [Gespenst] of the old revolution walked about.”9 Though L’Education sentimentale does narrate and scrutinize the story of reification that Jameson tells, the text also suggests the pertinence of Marx’s spectral trope by exploring the possibility that uncanny, non-organic and non-aesthetic patterns of repetition compose the events we call historical.

I

The peculiar difficulties Flaubert’s texts pose to interpretation are well known. Although the forms and conventions of nineteenth-century narrative remain in place, particularly in the “realist” novels Madame Bovary and L’Education sentimentale, the meaning of these forms is programmatically compromised, and at times radically shaken. The characters in L’Education sentimentale are coherent entities, and Frédéric is a psychologically nuanced one, but once we begin to read the text with care, the point of these representations rapidly becomes dubious. Not only is Frédéric’s a boring and mediocre consciousness, but the novel’s interest in portraying this consciousness is somewhat sporadic, as though the text itself felt as a burden the monotony of its own unfolding. The things that happen to Frédéric fall short of significance, despite the perfectly conventional—which is to say, reasonably Balzacian—assembly of coincidences moving him through a relatively circumscribed field of characters and events.10 On the face of it—though of course this is the question with which we are here proposing to dwell—neither his “sentimental education” nor his encounter with history in 1848 appears to add up to much. The former interferes with his experience of the latter but, as we shall see, fails to provide any secure locus of value. Meanwhile, though Frédéric himself at various points feels he has missed out on history because of his overinvestment in a bourgeois romance plot, the text suggests the inadequacy and bad faith of this reading as well, since his participation in the assault on the Tuileries leaves him with no clear psychological or symbolic profit. Neither the public world of revolution nor the private world of love offers any immediate justification for novelistic representation.

Furthermore, no uncompromised symbolic meaning takes up the slack. In this respect the problem of historical representation is exemplary: the main articulations of Frédéric’s private life echo those of the historical narrative, but never quite allow the hero’s education, or the failure of his education, to acquire the full dignity of a symbol.11 On the eve of the February uprisings, Frédéric fails to seduce Mme Arnoux but succeeds in getting her profane double, Rosanette, to take her place in his bed; on the eve of Louis Napoléon’s coup d’etat, witnessing the “vente de Mme Arnoux,” Frédéric sees his ideal woman metaphorically dissolve into commodity exchange: these parallels—a second-best beginning; a sordid end—offer the teasing possibility of a symbolic structure, but one is also left with a sense that the interpretation has succeeded only at the cost of missing the point. Textual elements that ought to be symbolic raise problems that nag at the reading mind: Rosanette’s diseased and short-lived baby, for instance, should be an embodiment of historical decay, but the dates of its conception and birth do not quite match any date of political significance, and one is left either with a handful of loose ends or with the weaker and more gratuitous claim that the infant embodies belatedness, sterility, insignificance, and so on. The transformation of Arnoux’s periodical and art gallery L’Art industriel into an earthenware factory and, finally, a trade in religious artefacts suggests, like the “vente” of Mme Arnoux, a certain degradation, an increasing triumph of the commodity; so does Frédéric’s acquisition of a second mistress, the moneyed Mme Dambreuse, at the beginning of part 3; but the categories needed to organize these events into a meaningful pattern are sufficiently large and vague as to seem slightly otiose. Things get even worse if we abandon the historical dimension and begin portioning out the binary oppositions of literary and theological tradition. Mme Arnoux and Rosanette may be linked and opposed as the ideal and the actual, spirit and flesh, sacred and profane, and so on; with the arrival of Mme Dambreuse the lure of the profane becomes that of avaritia as well as voluptas; these and other allegories spin easily out of Frédéric’s story, and in their overscripted facility announce themselves as received ideas, the hermeneutic equivalent of Arnoux’s commodified icons. Anything can and must be interpreted in this textual world, but the resultant meanings come accompanied by a faint or glaring aura of bêtise.

Yet even that generalization is insufficiently guarded, for at times Flaubert’s text will achieve a density such that one cannot be sure whether one is trapped within an ironic structure or not. In the great final scene between Frédéric and Mme Arnoux, for instance, the text blends ironic distance with dramatic intensity such that the status of phrases such as Mme Arnoux’s famous future anterior “nous nous serons bien aimés” becomes impossible to decide.12 The scene is genuinely moving, and draws on the memory of other moments of intensity in the history of Frédéric and Mme Arnoux’s star-crossed love; yet the future anterior assertion—we will have loved: in a time not yet present, our love will be past; our love is fiction, the affirmation of an imagined memory—manages to be at once delicately affirmative and naggingly deluded. The fragile and radical fictionality of love occurs as a citation that, in marking its fictional status, falls short of itself, while retaining its pathos:


“Sometimes your words come back to me like a distant echo, like the sound of a bell carried by the wind; and I feel you are there, when I read about love in books.”

“Everything one criticizes as exaggerated in books, you have made me feel,” said Frederic. “I can understand Werther not being put off by Charlotte’s bread and butter.” (393–44/413)




Even the slightly comic reference to Werther, of all texts, does not strip the passage of its force; yet at the same time, if Frédéric and Mme Arnoux can express themselves only through literary language, the ethical and libidinal correlatives to this predicament create an uncertain hovering between authenticity and bad faith. Shocked by her age, Frédéric pours out his love “to conceal from her his disappointment,” and falls into his own illusion: “She rapturously accepted this adoration of the woman she no longer was. Frederic, drunk on his own words, began to believe what he was saying” (394/414). The scene builds toward an elegant and merciless paragraph:


Frédéric suspected Madame Arnoux of having come to offer herself; and he was seized by a desire [convoitise] stronger than ever, frenzied, rabid. Yet he also felt something else, an indefinable feeling, a repulsion, like the dread of incest. Another fear stopped him, that of being disgusted later. Besides, what a nuisance it would be! And partly out of prudence and partly to avoid degrading his ideal, he turned on his heel and started rolling a cigarette. (395/415)



The slippage of love’s literary language into the blend of passion and calculation of a “convoitise”; the careful splicing of motive such that Frédéric’s archaic fear of incest becomes no more and no less compelling than his worry about an awkward entanglement; the coolly incisive summation of his turn away from Mme Arnoux, “tout à la fois par prudence et pour ne pas degrader son ideal”—all this psychological fretwork shows Flaubert a master of literary realism and as such presents no difficulty; however, over the course of this scene the trope of “love” becomes illegibly poised between irony and affirmation. Read figuratively, as its own ironic negation, love provides a certain bleak knowledge: the sentimental education will at least have been able to confirm the essential falseness of love. Read literally, as an affirmation of itself, love offers us the delicate integrity of fiction (“nous nous serons bien aimés”) but makes the sentimental education irrelevant, since the pure fictionality of this love’s temporal structure has nothing to do with the accretive temporality of experience, being spun out of a grammatical subject’s ability to be at once future and past.13 Both of these alternatives have their seductions and drawbacks, but both exist only insofar as they destroy each other’s possibility. It is impossible to say whether love should be read literally or as a self-consuming figure, and it is also impossible for the characters to remain suspended between these two alternatives, or securely ensconced in one of them. They know their fictionality yet they believe their own words, and in both cases they are at once justified and deluded.

At moments like these the text pushes to the limit our ability to read its irony. On the one hand, the novel has served us an illegible figure; on the other hand, in saying this we are also always saying that the text has intended to be illegible, and in Flaubert’s case, of course, we can promptly beef up textual with authorial intent. His famous poetics of citationality has succeeded: doxa has been parroted with such elegant cunning that the reader cannot tell whether the performance is a parody or not.14 Even as we state our uncertainty, we obliterate it by recanonizing text and author. When Roland Barthes, for instance, tells us that in Flaubert’s case “one never knows if he is responsible for what he writes (if there is a subject behind his language),” he is also inevitably telling us that Flaubert has accomplished this uncertainty, and, indeed, should be given credit for having done so.15 But the linguistic structures making possible le Garçon’s last and most subtle joke are indeed not necessarily under subjective control, for precisely the reasons Flaubert suggests in staging Frédéric and Mme Arnoux’s last encounter. If we unmask fiction as merely fictional we thereby tumble into believing it; yet as soon as we start believing in it—by crediting Flaubert or Flaubert’s text, for instance, with the knowledge of its own unknowability—we are as deluded as Frederic, swept away by his own rhetoric of love. For whatever the historical Flaubert may have intended or known, the authoritative Flaubert one constructs while reading L’Education sentimentale is an irreducibly literary fantasy, projected onto a textual aporia. The result, as we have seen, is a highly successful, because profoundly ambivalent, canonization of Flaubert. We read an overabundance of meaning into his work in order to evade the difficulty of reading it—a difficulty that manifests itself in the preprofessional era of Flaubert studies as a condemnation of the textual nihilism one now so easily recuperates. “L’Education,” Thibaudet commented in the 1930s, “was immediately and is still today criticized for taking part itself, as a work of art, in this wastage, this emptiness, this bankruptcy.”16 One often speaks a little too easily of Flaubert’s valorization of form. The “continual, monotonal, sad, indefinite procession” of his prose, as Proust famously described it, marks a habit of writing irreducible even to the negative aesthetics it propagates.17

It is no accident that in the closing pages of L’Education the figure of “love” should organize the text’s resistance to understanding. Love not only stages the question of Bildung in this text, but the double-edged lure of literature itself. Nothing is more stereotyped than love, yet love alone has the power to forget its own banality. Love is the force of fiction, a force that, for all its power to shape lives and events, may only exist because we read about it in novels: this is the ideé reçue providing what Michael Riffaterre would call the matrix or hypogram for the erotic destinies of Emma in Madame Bovary and Frédéric in L’Education sentimentale.18 We may note in passing that one consequence of this literary problematic is the peculiarly atavistic forms that desire so frequently assumes in Flaubert—the odd slippage between realism and allegory, for instance, that causes Emma Bovary to be “burnt more fiercely by that intimate flame which her adultery kept feeding, panting and overcome with desire,” as though the ancient figure of adultery, not the consciousness of a young bourgeoise, were desire’s true subject.19 The slightly archaic ring of Frédéric’s “convoitise” serves in similar fashion to denaturalize his lust and attach it to a rhetoric of transgressive love that has no securable tie to the realist worlds in which he or Emma move. Love is literary to the extent that its power is undecidably that of myth or of cliche.

But the aporia of love does not exhaust the literary problematic staged by L’Education sentimentale; we have yet to approach the text’s central crux, which is the relation between “love” and “history.” The path I propose to follow at this point has been marked out by Flaubert’s reception. Particularly in the wake of Sartre’s L’Idiot de la famille, critics have frequently construed Flaubert’s texts in terms of linguistic, libidinal, or socio-ideological fetishism.20 To such construals the texts respond with such alacrity that a closer look at the notion of the fetish holds considerable promise. Our brief examination of the scene between Frédéric and Mme Arnoux has already made it obvious that in L’Education the conundrum of love is male; and besides marking the institution of sexual difference, the notion of fetishism will eventually help us sketch a relation between the aporetic figure of love and the revolutionary event it appears to foreclose.

II

What is a fetish? A dazzling apparition, self-originary and unique; a secret embodiment of sight itself:


It was like a vision [Ce fut comme une apparition]:

She was sitting in the middle of the bench, all alone; or at least he could not see anybody else in the dazzling light [éblouissement] which her eyes cast upon him. (L’Education, 50/18)



From the impersonal, gender-neutral demonstrative pronoun “ce,” the passage fans out into the epiphanic primal scene of the male subject’s love plot, as though both this subject and his fetish were simultaneously struck into existence—or indeed, as though the fetish emerged before the subject, rupturing the “sad indefinite procession” of Flaubertian prose in order to generate in its own ravishing gaze the possibility of the subject’s. A hyperbolic, even hallucinogenic moment of privacy secretes this subject: the fetish exists only for him, and likewise he exists only for “her” (“or at least he could not see anybody else in the dazzling light which her eyes cast upon him”). The wishfulness of this scenario shows up in the hint of uncertainty coloring the act of exclusion out of which male subject and female object emerge (“or at least . . and the glory of the fetish resides in its ability to transform this uncertainty into the pleasurable pain of the sublime. “Her” gaze gives “him” sight as and through blindness (éblouissement), at the same time that she herself assumes the blindness of the object: her eyes cast light, but do not see. The oedipal threat, minimally registered here as the ideal object’s power to blind, launches the subject of desire into its narrative of loss and substitution. Pushing further, one might venture the claim that the fetish’s éblouissement provides a mythical, Medusa-esque origin for the story of the subject’s eventual reification—an origin that we saw Fredric Jameson fetishistically locating in the event of Flaubert.

What, then, is a fetish? A dazzlingly overdetermined locus of speculation, knotting questions of language, religion, commerce, and desire. The word returns etymologically to artifice or representation (facticius) by way of the Portuguese feitiço. Originally signifying a token on which traders took oaths to ratify commercial treaties on the African coast, the word feitiço entered general European discourse at the end of the eighteenth century in association with the religious practices of the “primitive” cultures Europe was engaged in colonizing.21 In its “origins,” then, the fetish marks and guarantees the occurrence of discourse. It records the event of an oath or promise, underwriting the oath’s performative force, and thereby securing commercial transactions. The fetish guarantees the promise that goods will circulate by recording the circulation of language and desire. It performs, as it were, the power of the performative and thereby draws on the arbitrary (and “primitive”) force of the divine. This densely linguistic dimension of the fetish grants it great theoretical power. Though the Freudian and the Marxist appropriations of this term to some extent move in opposite directions—the former conceiving it as a palliative for loss, and the latter as an occlusion of labor—both draw on the fetish as a figure for illusory authority, and both elaborate this figure into a story of the production of a subject of desire.

Marx’s brief discussion of commodity fetishism in Capital has frequently provided a springboard for sophisticated Marxist definitions of “ideology,” because the fetishism Marx discovers in the commodity inheres in the process of production rather than in the deluded consciousness of the consumer. “A commodity,” Marx writes, “appears at first sight an extremely obvious, trivial thing. But its analysis brings out that it is a very strange thing. . . . [A]s soon as it emerges as a commodity, it changes into a sensible suprasensible thing [ein sinnlich übersinnliches Ding].”22 The commodity generates the fetishistic illusion that value inheres in it as an object of exchange: an illusion that Marx represents as a process of personification and reification. A piece of wood, turned into a table turned into a commodity, “evolves out of its wooden brain grotesque ideas,” and this life of the commodity springs from the reifying dynamic of commodity production itself: “The mysterious character of the commodity-form consists therefore simply in the fact that the commodity reflects the social characteristics of men’s own labour as objective characteristics of the products of labour themselves. . . . Through this substitution, the products of labour become commodities, sensuous things which are at the same time suprasensible or social” (Marx, Capital, 164–55). Crucial to Marx’s insight, though occasionally overlooked in marxist theory, is his understanding of the commodity as both a rhetorical entity and an economic entity. Socially organized human labor produces it, but it becomes a commodity, a “sensible supersensible thing,” only through the chiasmic exchange of properties between person and thing.23 Self-obfuscation inheres in the production of the commodity. This excess of production also implies that in coming into existence the commodity generates a desire for itself over and above whatever attraction it might possess as a mere object. Commodity fetishism may thus be said to produce for capitalism a desiring subject—a subject that finds its epitome in the capitalist, whose unending desire to accumulate wealth derives from the personification of structural relations: “[I]t is only insofar as the appropriation of ever more wealth in the abstract is the sole driving force behind his operations that he functions as a capitalist, i.e., as capital personified and endowed with consciousness and a will” (Capital, 254). The odd, impersonal quality of desire in Flaubert, a blend of passivity and insatiability that we earlier attached to allegorical language, may thus also be represented in terms of the personifying force of commodity exchange: capitalism is in this sense the ferocious accomplishment of allegory.

Freud’s more systematic rewriting of the notion of fetishism overtly locates the fetish at the origin of the subject’s production as a subject of desire, and thereby develops a complex understanding of the fetish’s rhetorical character. As a substitute for the missing maternal phallus, the fetish in Freud is a radical fiction, and is compounded of seemingly contradictory qualities: it provides pleasure and consolation only and precisely to the extent that it memorializes a trauma. The (male) subject, reading its own possibility in the mirror of the mother’s lack, papers over this absence with a substitute object; the subject’s “interest” in this fictional penis then “suffers an extraordinary increase” precisely because “the horror of castration has set up a memorial [Denkmal] to itself in the creation of this substitute.”24 Freud’s analysis of the Medusa’s head is perhaps his most evocative account of the fetish’s ability to eroticize trauma by representing it. Since “to decapitate” is “to castrate,” the terror of Medusa is “a terror of castration that is linked to the sight of something”—the female genitals, and “essentially those of [the] mother.”25 The snakes on the Medusa’s head symbolically threaten the male viewer since they recall the pubic hair surrounding the “castrated” maternal genitals; however, they also, simultaneously, “serve as a mitigation of the horror, for they replace the penis, the absence of which is the cause of the horror.” Even the Medusa’s power to petrify the male observer is paradoxically consoling: “For becoming stiff means an erection. Thus in the original situation it offers consolation to the spectator: he is still in possession of a penis, and the stiffening reassures him of the fact.” The fetish is apotropaic because it represents the subject’s annihilation to the subject, which can thereby persuade itself of its own existence.

Freud’s schema yields a further refinement: as in Frédéric’s first vision of Mme Arnoux, the fetish may be understood as the occlusion not of lack but of uncertainty. It requires an act of interpretation, after all, to see a lack, particularly a lack taken as the antonym—and the potential destiny, or deeper reality—of a penis’s presence. The maternal phallus would thus be a fiction erected not over a void but over illegibility. Freud registered this dimension of the fetish in epistemological terms as the mechanism of disavowal whereby the mother’s “castration” is at once accepted and denied: the child believes and disbelieves, and the ego splits around this double bind. (“The whole process seems so strange to us,” Freud comments dryly in a posthumous fragment, “because we take for granted the synthetic nature of the processes of the ego. But we are clearly at fault in this.”)26 Thus, despite its overwhelmingly visual ætiology in Freud, the fetish must in a sense be understood as prior to and productive of sight rather than the product of it. The terrifying “sight of something” has to be read as “something” to see before it can be “seen.” One may thus speak of a fetishism at the origin of perception itself.

In L’Education sentimentale the dynamic of fetishism inheres in the production of subject and text, conditioning all forms of semiotic, economic, and libidinal circulation in the “capital of the nineteenth century” in which Frédéric loves and shops.27 Desire is the desire of the commodity, and of the maternal and feminine as commodity; yet if desire and its representation express themselves through commodities, commodities, under the pressure of so much desire, become tokens of an inarticulate madness in the same way that Flaubert’s text does. Whatever the cultural and socioeconomic codes mobilized, for instance, when Arnoux marches into the narrative line shod in “strange red boots, of Russian leather, decorated with blue patterns” (L’Education, 48/16), the objects in question—minuscule versions of Charles’s cap in Madame Bovary—linger subtly past meaning, the occasion of an odd, empty astonishment and the product of a pointless and unstoppable fetishism. The self-annihilating aesthetic of the artwork, in this scenario, comes to coincide with the most degraded sort of sublimity—or vice versa: it would be equally accurate to say that Arnoux’s boots or Charles’s cap acquire the idiotic pointlessness of the artwork. The degradation of Arnoux’s L’Art industriel into a ceramics factory and a trade in religious kitsch may be read as one of the many jokes the text makes at the expense of its own aestheticism, not to mention its future canonization.

As an essential part of its fetishistic project, Flaubert’s text mirrors Frédéric’s desire in funneling the polyvalent intensities and uncertainties of the fetish into the figure of Mme Arnoux. In her case we may indeed say that fetishism inheres in perception itself—so much so that Frédéric can construct memories of her that are more detailed than his initial perception of her is: “[T]he whole of his journey on the boat came back to his mind so clearly that he could now remember fresh details, more intimate particulars: her foot, in a brown silk boot, peeping out under the lowest flounce of her dress, the drill awning forming a wide canopy over her head, and the little red tassles on the fringe trembling perpetually in the breeze” (53/22). As the fetish of fetishes, Mme Arnoux herself is unobtainable—in a Lacanian spirit one could say that she doesn’t exist—and the objects that substitute for her meet Frédéric’s desire with the arbitrary convenience of commodities in a shopping gallery. Though it is true that over the course of the narrative he pays particular homage to Mme Arnoux’s feet, the other treasured objects of his gaze—her umbrella, her basket, pieces of clothing—are so numerous and so democratically invested with significance that the integrity of the fetish immediately finds itself compromised.28 In fetishism, as Emily Apter observes, “a consistent displacing of reference occurs, paradoxically, as a result of so much fixing.”29 Mme Arnoux’s dispersal inheres in her fetishization; only the pathos of repetition separates the beginning of the sentimental education from its end in the “vente de Mme Arnoux,” when the fetish is scattered into memorials to be mourned in the sonorous rhythms of an extreme unction:


In this way there vanished, one after another, the big blue carpet with its pattern of camellias which her dainty feet used to touch lightly as they came toward him; the little tapestry easy-chair in which he always used to sit facing her when they were alone; the two fire-screens, whose ivory had been made smoother by the touch of her hands; and a velvet pincushion, still bristling with pins. He felt as if a part of his heart were disappearing with each article; and the monotonous effect of the same voices accompanied by the same gestures numbed him with fatigue, afflicting him with a deathly torpor, a sense of disintegration. (387–88/407)30




The very force unifying Mme Arnoux into “the point of light on which all things converged” (53/22) scatters her into a litany of coveted detail; and the self that reads its identity in Mme Arnoux eventually finds itself “numbed” by “the monotonous effect of the same voices accompanied by the same gestures.” This numbness, fatigue, and disintegration recall the problems and seductions of literary language, since the “monotonous effect” of the auctioneers’ gestures and voices is teasingly similar to the iterative splendor of the famous Flaubertian imperfect (“que ses pieds mignons frôlaient . . .”; “où il s’asseyait toujours . . .”).31 If Mme Arnoux “re-semble[s] the women of romantic novels” (53/22), her lover, appropriately, resembles a frenzied connoisseur: “He knew the shape of each of her nails; he delighted in listening to the rustle of her silk dress when she passed through doors; he furtively sniffed at the scent on her handkerchief; her comb, her gloves, her rings were things of special significance to him, as important as works of art, almost animated like people; they all took possession of his heart and strengthened his passion” (92/66, emphasis added). The fetish of fetishes is the artwork and the woman as artwork: the “point lumineux” of Mme Arnoux that substitutes itself for the Virgin, the phallus, and the aesthetic symbol, and simultaneously disappears into the anonymity of exchange.

It is in this matrix of fetishism that the text’s articulation of “love” and “history” will need to be sought. Yet first we may briefly observe that the very omnipresence of fetishism in this novel renders legibly arbitrary and overdetermined the text’s repetition of Frédéric’s fetishization of Mme Arnoux. Though L’Education sentimentale certainly leaves little space for any very satisfying feminine subject position,32 the novel may at least be said to demonstrate the inextricability of aesthetic history, phallocentrism, and commodification, and to suggest that only the contingency of artifice, facticius, determines this tradition’s erection of the maternal phallus as a figure for its fears and desires. A radical critique of this sort has its practical uses. Flaubert’s texts at once predict and demystify the reactive gesture of a reader such as Jean-Paul Sartre, who, seeking to bring the “derealized” language of the Flaubertian text back to the certainties of experience, seizes upon a maternal scapegoat: “Flaubert’s fetishism is the result and the summation of his sexual unrealizations, and these cannot be understood apart from the original derealization. His mother, male impersonator by imposture, woman by betrayal, constituted him such that he never stopped demanding from her a form of sexual retotalization that she had denied him from the cradle, and subsequently revealed herself incapable by nature of giving him.”33 Everything finally returns to nature, thanks to the mother—and it is her fault to boot: the mother represents at once “nature” and nature’s lack or insufficiency. She is the ground of language, and her crime consists in ungrounding it. The fetishistic character of Sartre’s argument is all the more striking in that he is basing it on a confessedly baseless fantasy: “The truth of this reconstruction cannot be proved; its likelihood is not measurable” (1:56); “This is a fabrication, I confess. I have no proof that it was so” (1:139). But soon enough the fantasy turns into fact: “It was his mother’s pious and glacial zeal that constituted Gustave a passive agent; Mme Flaubert was the source of this ‘nature’ and the malaise through which it was expressed” (1:180). The energy with which Sartre repeats Frédéric’s discovery of the oedipal radiance of a maternal Mme Arnoux responds to a literary insistence that exceeds and undermines the very fetish it composes. As always within the orbit of aesthetics, the uncertain status of language is a political issue, a matter for the paterfamilias, if not, indeed, for the police.34

III

The fetish, as we saw, includes in its makeup a historical dimension to the extent that it claims to commemorate an event: the event of a promise or contract in the mercantile model, or a trauma in the psychoanalytic one. This commemorative aspect, however, is also paradoxically mobile and uncertain, since the fixing and freezing energies of the fetish generate an equivalent displacement and disintegration. As representations, in other words, fetishes are always inauthentic, above all in their representation of “history.” Flaubert famously constructed his “historical” scenes out of pre-processed data—memoirs, newspapaper reports, and so on—in order to tease into blank irony the stereotyped discourse that masquerades as historical truth. Indeed, in his representation of Frédéric’s one sustained experience of a dramatic revolutionary event—the sack of the Tuileries on February 24—Flaubert not only draws heavily on “the ‘one says’ [on dit] of 1848, as represented in stereotypes,” but draws attention to the fetishistic character of verbal stereotypes by recycling sexual ones.35 The crowd’s “frenzy” in the Tuileries (“An obscene curiosity caused everyone to ransack all the closets, search all the alcoves, and turn out all the drawers. Jailbirds thrust their arms into the princesses’ bed, and rolled about on it as a consolation for not being able to rape them” [L’Education, 289/289]) recalls and parodies one of the best-known scenarios in Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France: “A band of cruel ruffians and assassins . . . rushed into the chamber of the queen, and pierced with an hundred strokes of bayonets and poniards the bed, from whence this persecuted woman had but just time to flee almost naked.”36 Where Burke’s rioters are bloodthirsty, Flaubert’s jailbirds are always at least faintly ludicrous: in 1848 tragedy occurs as farce, and the revolution’s symbols and archetypes—even that of the Medusa herself—have become commodities and cliches, and possess in consequence a ridiculous yet desperate power: “In the entrance hall, standing on a pile of clothes, a prostitute [une fille pudique] was posing as a statue of Liberty, motionless and terrifying, her eyes wide open” (289/290).37 Such visions are likely to strike us as historical only in the sense in which history can be understood as simply another discourse, another tissue of commonplaces and prescripted tropes, or outlet for ideological representations.

Yet the notion of the fetish as inscription or Denkmal nonetheless offers us the chance to think history in non-ontic fashion. To gain a better sense of this historicity we may, as it were, travel deeper into the heart of the fetish by looking closely at the two major instances in which Frédéric misses history while embroiled in the aporia of his love plot. The first occurs at the beginning of the 1848 Revolution: Frédéric refuses to join his friends in a demonstration on February 22, the first day of revolutionary activity, because of his rendezvous with Mme Arnoux; and because she stands him up, he spends February 23 courting Rosanette, and misses the day of rioting which led to the revolution itself. He thus experiences the “origin” of the revolution as an agony of waiting for the fetish-woman who never arrives, and as a compensatory lateral move in his sentimental education. Later in the year Frédéric misses the proletarian uprising in June—“the most colossal event [Ereignis] in the history of European civil wars” (Marx, Eighteenth Brumaire, 23)—because he and Rosanette have left Paris for a holiday in Fontainebleau. Let me begin by examining the Fontainebleau idyll, which overtly thematizes the fetish’s power to romanticize and commodify history.

For the male and middle-class Frederic, Fontainebleau provides history as erotic nostalgia. As he stands before the painting of Diana in the Banqueting Hall, the “point lumineux” of Mme Arnoux becomes the star-like radiance of Diane de Poitiers:


The most beautiful of these legendary creatures was shown in a painting on the right, in the character of Diana the huntress, and indeed of Diana of the Underworld, no doubt to indicate the power she wielded even beyond the grave. All these symbols confirmed her fame; and something of her still remained there, a faint voice, a lingering splendour [rayonnement].

Frédéric was seized with an inexpressible feeling of retrospective lust [concupiscence]. (L’Education, 313–14/319–20)




This sharply focused fetishization of the past mutates into Frédéric and Rosanette’s literary and touristic consumption of the Fontainebleau forest. Their guide takes them to the famous spots; the narrative voice pursues medieval fantasies in indirect free style (“on pense aux ermites, compagnons des grands cerfs . . .”); and the forest acquires the trappings of symbolic meaning: “Some [trees], astonishingly tall, bore themselves like patriarchs or emperors, or, touching each other at the tip, seemed to form triumphal arches with their long trunks; others, grown obliquely from the ground, seemed columns about to fall” (316/323). Arrived at this “forêt de symboles” we find ourselves at the locus of much interpretative or pseudo-interpretative activity, both in the text itself and in the criticism it has inspired. Here the trees are like triumphal arches and falling columns; a little further on they resemble a crowd [foule], while also possessing crowns [couronnes] like the ruler whom the crowd swept away in February. In short, the forest of Fontainebleau, symbol of royal, mystical France, offers itself as a symbolization and naturalization of history; yet as soon as one takes up its offer, of course, one repeats Frédéric’s fetishism. History and the love plot entwine here precisely to the extent that one falls into the text’s trap.38

Nonetheless, it will prove interesting to continue to follow Frédéric and Rosanette into the fetish-forest, since as their tour continues the text’s language becomes excessive in a mode difficult—as so often in Flaubert—to pin down. From the unremarkably catachretic “crowns” of the beech trees we are moved through a descriptive catalogue that grows more and more baroque in its tropes: holly bushes seemingly “made of bronze”; birches bent in “elegiac attitudes”; pines “symmetrical as organ-pipes” that “seemed to sing as they swayed continuously to and fro”; finally, “huge gnarled oaks” that “rose convulsively out of the ground, embraced one another, and solidly established on their torso-like trunks, threw out their bare arms in desperate appeals and furious threats, like a group of Titans struck motionless in their anger” (316–17/323). The passage hovers between reification and personification, since its tropological progression first swerves in an inanimate direction (“made of bronze”), then employs a technical rather than a natural anthropomorphic vehicle (organ-pipes) before leaping to an Ovidian idiom (the Titans). The twin tropes of fetishism collapse into each other and in doing so become hyperbolic, manifestly rhetorical fictions: it is as though these trees were registering the production of figurative language itself, prior to the establishment of the binary oppositions (animate/inanimate, person/thing) upon which the tropes of personification and reification draw.

It is precisely such an uncanny principle of textual production, I suggest, which drives Flaubert’s paragraph toward a climax wickedly balanced between sublimity and irony:


Then they crossed monotonous clearings, planted with saplings here and there. A sound of iron, hard and numerous blows rang out; it was a team of quarry men striking the rocks on a hillside. These rocks became more and more numerous, finally filling the whole landscape; cube-shaped like houses, or flat like paving-stones, they propped each other up, overhung one another, and merged together like the monstrous, unrecognizable ruins of some vanished city. But the frenzied chaos in which they lay conjured up rather thoughts of volcanoes, floods, great unknown cataclysms. Frédéric said that they had been there since the beginning of the world and would stay like that until its end; Rosanette turned her head away, saying that “it would drive her mad,” and went off to pick some heather. (317/323)



It is easy to interpret these apocalyptic rocks as signs of “the futility of [the revolution of 1848] in relation to geological revolutions” (Brombert, “L’Education,” 61), and also easy to cast suspicion on that sublime interpretation, which is specifically identified as Frédéric’s both in this passage and again, more pointedly, a little later in the episode: “Sometimes they heard the roll of drums far away in the distance. . . . ‘Why, of course! It’s the insurrection!’ Frédéric would say with a disdainful pity, for all that excitement struck him as trivial in comparison with their love and eternal Nature” (318/325). Yet this familiar Flaubertian paradox, whereby an interpretation is rendered at once silly and inevitable, does not entirely exhaust the passage’s difficulty. We may begin with the simple observation that the scene does not appear to be describing “nature” at all. Prior to “conjuring up” thoughts of volcanoes and floods and inspiring Frédéric’s sublime commonplace, the rocks are “houses” and “paving-stones” arranged in ways that resemble the “ruins of some vanished city”; whether or not they have gotten that way because “a team of quarrymen” is “striking” them, they record in their figurative shapes the expenditure of labor power. Should one then discover at work in this scene a “political unconscious”? Perhaps; so long as one does not imagine that either the proletarian uprising of the June days or labor in the abstract (i.e., the commodity) is the repressed truth of these rocks: such allegories would finally be as hasty and naturalizing as Frederic’s, if only because the activity of “striking the rocks” (battant les roches) is not even necessarily labor. If it is, it is labor in the sense that writing (in Flaubert’s sense) is labor: hard work, no doubt, and productive of marks and sounds, and words and figures, yet work that is as useless as that of the prisoner, who in the French cliche that would be this passage’s Riffaterrean hypo-gram if it had a hypogram, is condemned to break rocks, casser les cailloux. We risk misreading the figurative structure of the passage, however, if we seize too eagerly on the pathos that figures of social injustice provide. Like the prisoner, the “team of quarrymen striking the rocks on a hillside” is engaged in the redundancy of striking rocks so as to produce rocks—but these are not just any old rocks: “These rocks became more and more numerous, finally filling the whole landscape; cube-shaped like houses.” This rock-striking produces the rocks upon which the fetish—the fetish of interpretation—stages itself. We may say without the slightest exaggeration that the text is figuring the possibility of its own coming into being.

This allegory of textual production intensifies as Frédéric and Rosanette’s close encounter with rocks comes to a climax in the next paragraph, and the silent, solar logos of light itself “strikes” the fetish into phantasmatic life:


One day they climbed half-way up a sand-hill. Its surface, untrodden [vierge de pas], was grooved with symmetrical undulations; here and there, like promontories on the dried-up bed of an ocean, rose rocks which bore a vague resemblance to animals, tortoises thrusting their heads forward, seals crawling along, hippopotamuses, and bears. Not a soul. Not a sound. The sand, struck by the sun, was dazzling [éblouissant]; and all of a sudden, in that quivering of the light, the animals seemed to move. They hurried away, fleeing vertigo [fuyant le vertige], almost panic-stricken. (317/324)



The rochers de Fontainebleau are famous for their shapes: we have certainly not left the circuit of the tourist, nor indeed the orbit of the ridiculous, as these tourists, after all, are running away from rocks.39 But the text has also moved us into the denatured, erotic, oriental, and pointless world of Saint Antoine, and toward what Jonathan Culler calls Flaubert’s notion of the “sacred”: that is, “pure form” (Flaubert, 223), “the sentimental purified by irony, emptied of its content, so that it may come to represent in the allegory of interpretation the formal desire for connection and meaning” (226), which is to say a textuality built on “arbitrary meanings guaranteed not by man but by God” (227). We could almost agree with these shrewd characterizations, were it not for the persistent impurity of irony and formal closure in Flaubert. In the vocabulary developed here we may say that the sacred is always also a fetish. Yet Culler’s comments respond to a predicament latent within fetishism: the fetish elicits as its condition of possibility a disruptive institution of the signifier which must occur “before” any meaning can guarantee this signifier’s legibility. If the production of meaning is the production of the fetish, that institutive act of fetishism itself entails an impossible act of personification (or “reification”) prior to the existence of persons or things. The rocks bearing a “vague resemblance” to the exotic animals of the Flaubertian imagination, which “seem to move” when struck by light—by the “éblouissement” that earlier shone out of the eyes of the “apparition” of Mme Arnoux—figure the production of meaning as personification, as the production of “figure” itself out of the uncertainty that is the condition of all signification, and which here leaves its mark as the image of ambiguous marks: a surface “vierge de pas,” “rayée en ondula-tions symmétriques.”

We encounter a similar pressure of the inscription within the fetishistic dilemma suffered by Frédéric a few pages earlier in the novel, and a few months earlier in the plot, as he waits for Mme Arnoux at the corner of the Rue Tronchet on February 22, while the first crowds of the revolution gather in the Place de la Concorde. As the hours pass, the strain of waiting causes him to “dissolve in despair”:


The echo of his footsteps jarred his brain.

When he saw that his watch said four o’clock he felt a sort of dizziness and panic. He tried to recite some poetry to himself, to do a sum at random, to make up a story. It was impossible! he was obsessed by the image of Madame Arnoux. He longed to run and meet her. But which way should he go so as not to miss her? (277/ 277–78)



The subject of fetishism here suffers the fragmentation inherent in fetishistic unification, a crisis of the subject which is equally one of narrative—Frédéric cannot “make up a story [histoire]” any more than he can choose a direction to run in, for he is pinned by the fictionality of the fetish into the predicament of waiting endlessly for its arrival. The story of his waiting is brought to an end only retrospectively, when a few pages later we learn that “Frédéric had gone home”: “He sank in to a kind of sleep; through his nightmare he heard the rain falling, and imagined all the time that he was still out there on the pavement” (279/281).

In between Frédéric’s waiting and his dream of waiting, the text tells the story of why Mme Arnoux does not arrive: a story that itself begins as her own dream of waiting:


The night before, she had dreamt that she had been standing for a long time on the pavement in the Rue Tronchet. She was waiting there for something indefinite yet important, and without knowing why, she was afraid of being seen. But a horrible little dog which had taken a dislike to her was worrying the hem of her dress. It kept coming back to her and barked louder and louder. Madame Arnoux awoke. The dog’s barking went on. She strained her ears. The noise was coming from her son’s bedroom. She rushed into the room in her bare feet. It was the child himself who was coughing. His hands were burning hot, his face red and his voice strangely hoarse. (278/278–79)



This barking or coughing will later be described as being “like the noise made by the crude devices that make cardboard dogs bark” (278/279): it resembles mechanically produced noises that resemble natural noises, and manifests itself as an impediment to speech: “[The child] seemed to be puffing out his words” (280) (“On aurait dit qu[e l’enfant] soufflait ses paroles” [279]). The cough interrupts Mme Arnoux’s dream only to rewrite the dream as reality, transforming the suspension of waiting into a more agonizing vigil:


The hours went by, heavy, dreary, interminable, heartbreaking; and she counted the minutes only by the progression of this death-agony. The spasms of his chest threw him forward as if they were going to break him up; finally he vomited something strange which resembled a tube of parchment. What was it? She supposed that he had thrown up a piece of his bowels. But he was breathing freely and regularly. This apparent improvement frightened her more than anything else; and she was standing there petrified [petrifiée], her arms dangling and her eyes fixed in a stare, when Monsieur Colot arrived. According to him, the child was out of danger. (279/280–81)



If the cough at once interrupts and causes Mme Arnoux’s torment of waiting, the cessation of the cough might be said to produce Frederic’s, since Mme Arnoux, interpreting her child’s spontaneous cure as a sign from God, offers up her love for Frédéric “as a sacrifice” (281). Flaubert’s notes on croup, taken from Trousseau’s Clinique médicale, are more prosaic: “It sometimes happens, one time out of six or eight, that, through an act of vomiting or coughing, the larynx clears itself all of a sudden, the child spitting out strips of false membranes [fausses membranes] or membranal tissues coming from the trachea and the glottis.”40 And an interpretation of this scene adequate to its peculiarities will need to be more prosaic still, which is not always to say more self-evident.

We have seen that the fetish is a visual affair: a double-edged gift of blinding vision, brought into focus here as the figure—once again—of the medusal mother, “petrified,” “her eyes fixed in a stare.” And we have also seen that these paradoxes of vision negotiate a predicament that is not visual but figural. Vision is a hypothesis that can never be guaranteed, no matter how hard the fetish tries; and I suggest we understand the emergence of aural stimuli such as the “sound of iron” in the Fontainebleau scene or little Eugène Arnoux’s cough in this one as signals that relay the non-phenomenal inscription of the fetish’s phenomenality. Read in this way, these sounds are not actually sounds at all; or, better, they are sounds that record the uninsurable event whereby they are taken as sounds, just as the fetish is taken as a vision (“une apparition”). Speculating on the privilege Freud grants to aural perception in the primal scene, Jean Laplanche and J.-B. Pontalis suggest that “hearing, when it occurs, breaks the continuity of an undifferentiated perceptual field and at the same time is a sign (the noise waited for and heard in the night), which puts the subject in the position of having to answer to something.”41 Laplanche and Pontalis are working through the psychoanalytic version of the paradox of the constitutive event. The trauma of sexuality produces the subject, which must nonetheless preexist this event in order to experience it, and which consequently internalizes sexuality belatedly, as a repetition always already in place. The “sound” of the primal scene is the call of the signifies an inaudible call which cannot be guaranteed by any intention, yet which is “heard” as intentional by the subject it constitutes or interpellates. This call echoes in Eugène’s cough as a mechanical resistance to voice, and as a near-shattering force (“the spasms of his chest threw him forward as if they were going to break him up”); it inhabits the “striking” of the rocks at Fontainebleau as the doubleness of a sound at once singular (“un bruit de fer”) and iterative (“des coups drus et nombreux”).


One could thus say that Eugène coughs up the signifier’s residue. The “something” which resembles “a tube of parchment” suggests the materiality of an event inaccessible to experience—a “sublime object of ideology,” in Slavoj Žižek’s phrase: that is, “a positive, material object elevated to the status of the impossible Thing.”42 Žižek’s Lacanian terminology of the “real,” however, lends a misleading substantiality to this diseased, vomited remainder, or excess of voice. As the residue of the signifier, these “false membranes” are neither real nor unreal, just as they are neither organic nor inorganic. The materiality of the signifier is the condition of the difference between dream and reality, or more generally between figure and ground. It is the blow of an event which has no singularity apart from its repetition, yet which is iterable only as the trauma of a radical, unanswerable singularity. And we may note at this juncture that the cough of the child continues to echo as the second volume of the novel closes. Wending their way back from a restaurant—the Trois Frères provençaux, where Flaubert and Maxime du Gamp were also eating, that night of 23 February—Frédéric and Rosanette hear “a crackling noise behind them like the sound of a huge piece of silk being ripped in two. It was the fusillade on the Boulevard des Capucines.” At the house in the Rue Tronchet which Frédéric had prepared for Mme Arnoux, and where he now takes Rosanette, the chapter closes with a final invocation of uncertain sounds: “About one o’clock [Rosanette] was awoken by distant rumblings; and she saw him sobbing with his head buried in the pillow.” To her query Frédéric explains that he is crying out of an “excess of happiness”: “I’ve been wanting you too long!” (282/283). The blows on the rocks and distant roll of drums in the Fontainebleau scene, the repercussion of Frédéric’s waiting feet, the bark of a dog, the cough of a child, the crackling of a fusillade, the “distant rumblings” and the gentleman’s sob, mark the trace of a violence prior to and yet of signification; and we may say that these marks inscribe an allegory of history in the heart of the love-plot, at the point of love’s nonconsummation.


IV

Why history? Because history remains the best name we can give to the excess, the radical exteriority, of an event in relation to meaning, knowledge, or desire. The thought of history always appeals at a certain point to referential force: we say, when pressed, that history is what happened, what really happened—“what hurts,” in Fredric Jameson’s somewhat wishful epigram, which hustles the referential difficulty of “what really happened” a little too quickly into the subjective certainty of pain. But one could venture the formulation that history is pain that cannot be experienced. Flaubert’s focus on trauma responds to the historical novel’s conceit that history can be captured as narrative, which is an ambition latent in all aesthetic narrative. Indeed, the deepest motivation of aesthetics is discoverable in its attempt to gather the referential insistence of “history” into the totality of consciousness or form. In its critical displacement of this project, L’Education sentimentale rewrites Bildung as the making, factio, of a feitiço, a fetish, and suggests that the subject “experiences” history as an inexplicable interruption, or the fragmenting anguish of intolerable boredom. From the subject’s perspective, history can only be enountered as trauma: as the “parole soufflée” of an occurrence that arrives too early or too late for the consciousness it makes possible.43

Suspended between futurity and anteriority, the historical event, in L’Education sentimentale, becomes the aporetic narrative of love. Love tells the deconstructive story of its own inability to catch up with itself: it cannot know what it does, or do what it knows, precisely because its origins and mode of existence are historical. Love’s literariness—that is, its dissymmetrical affirmation and destruction of itself as fiction—is in fact its historicity: love occurs, as an event that cannot be present to itself. The event of love manifests itself as fetishism, and the paradox of love plays itself out as a tension between the production and dispersal of identity and meaning in and as the fetish. And the subject that finds its possibility in the fetishization of love’s aporia is indeed the subject “of history”—which means that it is in fact possible to think the scriptive force of history as “labor,” so long as one specifies that the historicity of labor power resides not in labor’s dialectical negation of the real, but in its opacity to its own intention, and its excess over any system of calculation and distribution.

We may say more generally that the lesson of L’Education sentimentale is that history is the production of a text. One should not rush toward the comfort of declaring such an insight idealist or bourgeois. Marx’s comments at the beginning of the Eighteenth Brumaire refer us to a linguistic example precisely in order to declare history irreducible to consciousness:


Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please; they do not make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances directly encountered, given and transmitted from the past. The tradition of all the dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the brain of the living. And just when they seem engaged in revolutionizing themselves and things, in creating something that has never yet existed, precisely in such periods of revolutionary crisis they anxiously conjure up the spirits [Geister] of the past to their service and borrow from them names, battle cries and costumes in order to present the new scene of world history in this time-honored disguise and this borrowed language. . . . In like manner a beginner who has learnt a new language always translates it back into his mother tongue, but he has assimilated the spirit [Geist] of the new language and can freely express himself in it only when he finds his way in it without recalling the old and forgets his native tongue in the use of the new. (Eighteenth Brumaire, 15–16)




Just when we think we are breaking with the past we are most haunted by it; we begin to speak the language of the new only insofar as we “forget” the “mother tongue” of our own identity, which is to say that revolution occurs only in the eclipse of revolutionary consciousness. There is more empirical plausibility to such a paradox than might immediately meet the eye. It is not simply the complexity of causal relations that leads Franz Fanon to ascribe a certain randomness to the revolutionary event: “[I]n these circumstances the guns go off by themselves, for nerves are jangled, fear reigns and everyone is trigger-happy. . . . It must be remarked here that the political parties have not called for armed insurrection, and have made no preparations for such an insurrection. All these repressive measures, all those actions which are a result of fear are not within the leader’s intentions: they are overtaken by events.”44 So far as we know, the massacre on the Boulevard des Capucines toward which Frédéric is so indifferent, which left some hundred or so dead and helped precipitate Louis Philippe’s fall, occurred without any officer giving an order to fire; and the touch of personification in Fanon’s figure of the guns “going off by themselves” resembles the tropes Flaubert scatters in his account of the February events: “[T]he insurrection organized itself powerfully, as if it were directed by a single hand” (L’Education, 285/286); “of itself, without upheaval, the monarchy was melting in a rapid dissolution” (286/ 286). The point is not that revolutions do not have causes; it is rather that as events they exceed causal explanation. As François Furet remarks of another, more revolutionary revolution, “[T]he mere fact that the [French] Revolution had causes does not mean that they are all there is to its history. . . . [T]he revolutionary event, from the very outset, totally transformed the existing situation and created a new mode of historical action that was not intrinsically a part of that situation.”45 Revolution, seemingly the moment in which history offers itself to experience, is in fact the moment of a rupture irreducible to causality or intentionality. If we understand literariness as a term for such constitutive moments of rupture, we arrive at the seeming paradox that history is literary history. The ideological or fetishistic recuperation of history in turn becomes understandable as the obsession with plot which Furet ascribes to “revolutionary consciousness” (53), and which Flaubert deploys as the literary conventions of the Balzacian novel.

We may observe in conclusion that to say that history is “literary” in this sense is to say that it is always potentially revolutionary. A certain sense of loss or wreckage clings to such insights: one thinks of Benjamin’s assertion that allegory writes history “on the countenance of nature in the characters of transience,” and in the form of “ruin” and “irresistible decay.”46 But the loss which allegory mourns as history is not reducible to pathos. It bears a greater affinity to the “unanticipatable alterity” which Jacques Derrida affirms as the “democratic promise” of communism, for instance, than it does to the kinds of pain we are able to integrate as subjectivity or process as aesthetic pleasure.47 Flaubert is not the sort of author one would normally want to think of as engage; nor is L’Education sentimentale a text that offers much in the way of purchase for even the most nuanced utopianism. Yet this text’s—and this author’s—uncompromising literary vocation bears a curious similarity to the “rumeur continue” of the crowd which renders Frédéric fatigued and dizzy (100/75); and perhaps, if one bends one’s ear far enough, it will become possible to hear in that impersonal murmur an affirmation of the event—always, necessarily, the revolutionary event—of the other: an affirmation indistinguishable from a loss which the phallo-centric and aesthetic negativity of Bildung can only record and mourn without knowing it. If one were to win that interpretative gamble it would become possible to say that, in telling the story of the Bildungsroman’s ruin, Flaubert novelizes, betrays, and commemorates the irreplaceable alterity of the other as the apparition of love.
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Conclusions


The symbol was force as a compass needle or a triangle was force, as the mechanist might prove by losing it, and nothing could be gained by ignoring their value. Symbol or energy, the Virgin had acted as the greatest force the Western world ever felt, and had drawn man’s activities to herself more strongly than any other power, natural or supernatural, had ever done; the historian’s business was to follow the track of that energy. . . . Thus far, no path had led anywhere. . . . The secret of education still hid itself somewhere behind ignorance, and one fumbled over it as feebly as ever. In such labyrinths, the staff is a force almost more necessary than the legs; the pen becomes a sort of blind-man’s dog, to keep him from falling into the gutters. The pen works for itself, and acts like a hand, modelling the plastic material over and over again to the form that suits it best. The form is never arbitrary, but is a sort of growth like crystallization, as any artist knows too well; for often the pencil or pen runs into side-paths and shapelessness, loses its relations, stops or is bogged. . . . Compelled once more to lean heavily on this support, Adams covered more thousands of pages with figures as formal as though they were algebra.

—Henry Adams, The Education of Henry Adams




Any reader who has made it through the preceding six chapters has had ample exposure to the paradoxes and vicissitudes of aesthetics; nonetheless, it may be appropriate to recapitulate this book’s principal claims. I began by noting the peculiarly hyperbolic reception literary theory has enjoyed, or suffered, over the past two decades, and I proposed that we understand “theory” as a shadow cast by our culture’s deeply entrenched aesthetic ideology. The symptomatic equation of theory with “deconstruction” in general and Paul de Man in particular derives from the tense intimacy between theory and aesthetics: aesthetics depends on, exploits, and represses a linguistic predicament that de Man’s rhetorical project both repeats and describes. Aesthetics seeks to discover in the sign’s arbitrariness a disinterestedness that would guarantee signification itself—thereby guaranteeing the unity and health of the mind, the purposive structure of history, and the definition and destiny of humanity. Through a programmatic misrecognition of language, humanity and history become processes grounded in language, as the word Bildung so evocatively suggests. And we have seen that, on the one hand, this linguistic gambit grants aesthetics enormous practical force. As a system based on formalization per se, aesthetics is a model ideology that can be deployed wherever or whenever differences and identities need to be naturalized. Indeed, aesthetics succeeds precisely because of its radical incoherence: unable to guarantee its own production, it projects its possibility into the past and the future as the historical myth of Bildung, and thereby becomes a highly supple myth of history. But, on the other hand, the same incoherence that grants aesthetics totalizing power also renders it an uncertain enterprise, vulnerable to paranoid fantasies and perpetually open to a critique which it both forwards and forecloses. The seemingly modest and pedantic project of “theory” occurs as an exacerbation, and critical repetition, of this double bind within the institution of aesthetic pedagogy.

The link between theory and literature—such that theory (as “deconstruction”) is always “literary” theory—stems from the fact that aesthetics discovers its most fully realized model in the idea of literature as an autoproductive and self-reflexive linguistic event. The literature department of the modern university draws its rationale more directly than any other academic institution from the ideology of the aesthetic, and for this reason has remained stubbornly identified with theory’s production, despite the manifestly interdisciplinary reach of theoretical discourse. My analysis of aesthetics consequently discovered in the academic debate about the Bildungsroman an overdetermined site of aesthetic contradiction. As we saw, the paradoxes of the Bildungsroman repeat those of aesthetics generally. The genre expands to include any text that can be figured as a subject producing itself in history, which is to say any text whatsoever; it simultaneously shrinks to an elite, high-cultural coterie—the five or so novels, for instance, which German studies repeatedly nominates as Bildungsromane—and then, when those novels are examined more closely, disappears into the degrée zéro de I’écriture and becomes a mere fiction, discoverable everywhere only because it exists nowhere. The Bildungsroman is the pragmatic epitome of the “literary absolute,” yet is also (therefore) suspiciously vulgar and perhaps even not truly literary. Its literariness, that is, consists in nothing more or less than the ongoing self-destruction of aesthetics.

Since the Bildungsroman as literary absolute founds itself on the obscure, exemplary self-knowledge of the literary text, the problem of this genre leads to that of reading specific novels. My interpretations of Bildungsromane by Goethe, Eliot, and Flaubert confirm the diagnoses that my first two chapters worked out in the more abstract terminology of theoretical or generic discourse. All of these texts explore, and ultimately exhaust, the resources of aesthetic or dialectical irony: that is, in various ways they are all anti-Bildungsromane which interrogate the possibility of recuperating Bildung through negation. At a certain point, however, this story of mourning is interrupted by another figural narrative telling the story of a trauma of signification which inspires the negative, dialectical tale of mourning but remains inaccessible to it. My reading of L’Education sentimentale elicited “history” as the name for this trauma. History is the inscription, the cut, or the rupture, through which an event occurs as an event of signification, which defines but remains radically external to the symbolic orders of consciousness and meaning. In retrospect we may think of such opaque, disruptive moments as Mignon’s identification with puppets in the Lehrjahre or Madame Laure’s murderous, unreadable blow in Middlemarch as these texts’ allegories of the “historicity” of Bildung. The recuperation of this historicity as aesthetic historicism generates the symptomatic figure of a mechanized, deformed, or dismembered body. The ravages of Bildung express themselves as the puppet-like motions of Mignon’s body in the Lehrjahre, as the trope of unstoppable disinterral and dissection in the Wanderjahre, as a widespread mechanization of bodies in Eliot’s writings, and as the fetishization and symbolic dispersal of Madame Arnoux in L’Education sentimentale.

Futhermore, these texts all characterize the automutilative dimension of aesthetic organicism as simultaneously irreducible and contingent. If bodies acquire their identity—their illusion of unity—only by opening themselves to dissection and dispersal, these destructive processes represent or enact the body’s historical contingency. This point holds obvious interest as regards the enormously complex question of the relation between aesthetics and gender. It will not have escaped notice that the bodies being mechanized and dismembered in these texts are almost always female, and frequently maternal. Historical reasons for the mother’s prominence in these texts are not hard to come by. The construction, over the course of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, of middle-class domestic space around the erotic and tutelary figure of the mother, is a familiar story; and Friedrich Kittler has shown in great detail how pedagogical and aesthetic discourses in Germany around 1800 situated the mother at the origin of discourse.1 My account of the rhetorical instability of aesthetics then permits an explanation for the symbolic violence wreaked on the mother, though in offering it I must blur Kittler’s sharp historical focus. During my brief analyses of Schiller’s comments on the Lehrjahre and Sartre’s comments on Flaubert, I suggested in both cases that the commentator’s use of maternal imagery worked to naturalize textual production and ground semiotic difference in a binary opposition between the sexes—with the result that the maternal figure was blamed for causing the linguistic ambiguity she had been brought in to cure.2 A hundred and fifty years of history and any number of cultural differences separate Schiller from Sartre: in many contexts it would obviously make sense to claim that their notions of “nature” or the “maternal” are different, or that their texts stage different dramas of sexual difference. Yet it must also be said that it is not particularly surprising to discover a degree of overlap in their rhetorical vocabulary. “Europe,” or the “West,” in this context, is perhaps a useful category of analysis, and a hundred and fifty years a rather short amount of time. Both Flaubert and Sartre write within a modernity which, in this book, I have called the era of aesthetics. Nor, in such cases, can modernity be rendered a stable term, purged of historical sediments and scars. Feminist scholars have documented the Western tradition’s long habit of identifying “woman” with whatever “nature” means, on the one hand, and with rhetorical deceit or inessentiality, on the other; on this level of generality the problem of aesthetics merges with that of “phallogocentrism” as our culture’s heaviest historical burden.3 A full study, if such a thing were possible, of the gender politics of aesthetics would require among other things a careful reading of the Symposium, in which Diotima defines love as a longing for “the procreation that the beautiful effects,” and tropes this “procreation” as a male pregnancy and birth (to kuoun) effected by a female goddess, Beauty (hē Kallonē).4 From the transcendental orbit of the auto to kalon to the empirico-idealism of bourgeois aesthetics, sexual difference and female generativity recur as figures—often highly ambivalent figures—for the figurativeness of language. However, a rhetorical critique allows—even forces—one to add that they are not necessary figures. That is, the readings collected in this book, while not focused on the complex question of gender, can at least help emphasize that the master-tropes of patriarchy are no less historically contingent for having participated in the history of metaphysics itself.

The point is an important one, and it may be helpful to take a moment here to follow the ancient link between rhetoric and the feminine through one of its postmodern spirals. With the Neoplatonic tradition in mind, Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe risks a counteridealist appropriation of the figure of “woman,” claiming that “woman is at stake [in the aesthetic] because she represents, not as Hegel through Schiller would have liked, the sensuous itself in its opposition to the spiritual . . . but the sensuous in its ’truth,’ which is the ‘truth’ of figure and the fictional.”5 This “other” Aphrodite would not be the goddess of male or metaphysical desire but rather “a figure figuring only the figure in its plasticity and thereby, in fact, the tutelary goddess of aesthetics” (Lacoue-Labarthe, “The Unpresentable,” 156). Lacoue-Labarthe’s gamble replicates some of the problems and temptations of Jacques Lacan’s subtle and notorious claim that “‘the’ woman does not exist.”6 It must at least be said that, precisely to the extent that aesthetics, as Lacoue-Labarthe claims, is “the locus where fiction, the fictional in general, becomes worthy of theory” (151), the sexual identity of its goddess perhaps ought to be slightly more dubious. Insofar as aesthetics destabilizes its own binary oppositions, it means gender trouble, in Judith Butler’s phrase.7 From Winckelmann to Baudelaire, Swinburne, and Wilde, modern aesthetics has provided a space for the production of alternative middle-class sexualities (alternative “male” ones, at any rate) at the same time (and for the same reason) that aesthetic theory has unfolded as an obsessive, and often obsessively binary and heterosexual, attention to gender difference. Lacoue-Labarthe’s insight into the fictionality of aesthetics is crucial to retain, precisely because one is thereby able to remark the apotropaic potential of his deconstructive Venus, both as a gendered personification and a personification of gender. Gender, as a “subtle and politically enforced performativity” (Butler, Gender Trouble, 146) may be said to be grounded in the possibility of fiction, but fiction can only be gendered fictionally. In other words, though the need to personify fiction in gendered terms may be difficult or even impossible to avoid, the resulting gender will never be entirely certain.8

The texts we have read suggest that anxieties and certainties of gender saturate aesthetic discourse without, however, exhausting its problematic. The Lehrjahre’s focus on Mignon and on the maternal resonance of Wilhelm’s puppets, for instance, cedes in the Wanderjahre to a more general spectacle of violence: though it is true that the latter novel’s “plastic anatomy” finds its inspiration in Wilhelm’s horror before the corpse of a female suicide, the narrative also renders the process of dissection and disinterral indifferent to the particular attributes of its object. In George Eliot’s texts, figures for figurative language migrate from Madame Laure and the Princess Halm-Eberstein to Lapidoth and finally to Theophrastus Such’s uncanny machines, while Flaubert’s L’Education sentimentale plots the course of its deconstruction of fetishism toward a sublimely inhuman spectacle of rocks at Fontainebleau, on the one hand, and a domestic tragicomedy centered on Madame Arnoux’s rather sexless and anonymous male child, on the other. At the risk of overschematizing one could say that the question of aesthetics cannot be translated as that of “woman” or “gender” without residue, because its linguistic dilemma cannot be entirely contained within the category of the “human,” or even that of the “subject.” The imagery of machines and machine-like bodies which we have encountered so frequently in these novels records this excess of language over the subject. In a post-Romantic idiom, the machine figures the divergence of process from meaning, syntax from semantics: a predicament that can inspire a variety of reactive gestures, as the Wanderjahre’s dark parody of the Aesthetic State demonstrates.

The Wanderjahre’s political allegory is particularly lurid, and as we have seen can easily be read as a demystification of the aesthetic statism of fascist ideology; but it is possible to herd some of the consequences of that reading into less dramatic and distant environs. Readers familiar with the debates about fascism’s relation to modernism will perhaps not have been surprised to encounter the question of technology at the epicenter of the aesthetic state, though few may have predicted that this Heideggerian topic would snowball its way through a book on the Bildungsroman. No study of aesthetic ideology, however, can avoid becoming a question concerning technics. As we saw in chapter 4, Heidegger diagnoses modern technology as Ge-stell, “enframing,” a process of extracting and stockpiling which transforms the natural world into Bestand, “standing-reserve”—a state in which objects per se no longer exist in or for themselves, but only in or for something else. This evacuation of content within the formality of a (seemingly) total process, however, generates and perpetuates the illusion of a subject of technology. Humanity comes to imagine itself as the will-to-power behind technics, while in fact becoming another element to be processed as standing-reserve. Heidegger’s work needs to be approached carefully, but I think we can risk the following proposition: aesthetics sees both its own accomplishment and its own destruction in technics. From an aesthetic perspective, technics is formalization. That claim will seem less idiosyncratic if one thinks of Jacques Derrida’s extensive, meticulous displacement of Heidegger’s question of technics onto the problematic of “writing”—writing understood as the iterability which turns a mark into a sign and which unleashes effects of idealization and formalization that grant writing its enormous technical powers of storage and distribution. If for Aristotle language is the exemplary technē, the Derridean critique specifies that “all language is a tele-technology.”9 Technology may in this sense be said to leave its mark on the world thanks to a power of formalization which language exemplifies. While this insight certainly does not exhaust the purview of the question of technology, it may serve to explain the intimacy between aesthetics and technics, which is never more profound than when aesthetic systems tout their organicism—when, in other words, their technē pretends to the autoproductivity of physis. The limit-case of fascist ideology is usefully dramatic in this regard: its romantic organicism always also involves a glamorization of technical force and, as Walter Benjamin so clearly saw, finds its fulfillment in the phantasm of total, technologized, and apocalyptic war.10

In its sober incarnation, however, the Aesthetic State is something more banally familiar: it is a bureaucracy. The modern individual is a bureaucratic product: a paradox captured nicely by Friedrich Kittler in his suggestion that the Lehrjahre’s Society of the Tower “is a literary bureaucracy and thus is the very institution of the Bildungsroman.”11 As a total artwork, which is to say a self-sustaining organic machine, the polis becomes representable as a Circumlocution Office. To be sure, such a state also either misrecognizes itself or hates itself, since its very aestheticism betrays its aesthetic principle: in fetishizing the arbitrary tautology of law, it predicates its rationale on the repression of its own arbitrariness. The Wanderjahre’s rhetorical critique of the Aesthetic State troped this paradox as that of the symbol, a figure which, in this particular text’s allegory, transforms arbitrariness into a ground for meaning by valorizing the arbitrary as the unknowable. With reference thus bracketed, the symbol becomes a principle of technical force, and the subject of technology—that is, the subject as will-to-power—arises out of (or better, as) the transcendental reserve of the unknowable. From this perspective it becomes understandable that aesthetic bureaucracies valorize secrecy and secrete charismatic attachments, which at the limit collect into the fetish-figure of a national leader. For the same reason, aesthetic bureaucracies are as likely to denounce their own formality as they are to valorize it, since the valorization always involves a betrayal, shortcoming, or slippage. In this sense one would find in the excruciatingly literary vocation of Kafka the culmination of the aesthetic critique I have located in the Bildungsroman.

At this point, however, we also return to the vicinity of issues broached at the beginning of this book; and by way of conclusion I would like to focus once more on the academic and literary institution, since the understanding of aesthetics we have achieved should allow us to mark an advance over the discussion I was able to offer in my opening chapter. We may begin by pointing out that the arguments presented here clearly weigh against those of the so-called “new pragmatism,” or of the sort of unapologetic professionalism advanced in recent years by critics such as Stanley Fish. If aesthetics is the ideology of bureaucracy, pragmatism is this ideology’s focused misrecognition and repetition of itself. When one valorizes as “professionalism” the arbitrariness of procedure, one debunks metaphysics only to recover the Subject as will-to-power, whether as an “interpretative community” or as the “steadfastness of purpose” and “core sense of the enterprise” which “makes a field a field.”12 Typical of the double bind of aesthetics, though, is the fact that overt professionalism never fails to elicit a certain degree of resistance within the aesthetic-pedagogic insitution. Formalism never satisfies, even when disguised as pragmatism, with the result that antitheoretical pragmatism regularly encounters a mild version of the resistance to theory, and—as Fish’s work demonstrates—finds itself mechanically repeating the same arguments in essay after essay, chasing the shadow of what is in fact its own resistance to its own unacknowledged act of formalization. Academic humanists, and particularly literary critics, experience this predicament as a vacillation between the professionalism Fish champions and the “antiprofessionalism” or “self-loathing” he condemns. This vacillation is ultimately institutional rather than personal in origin: if “literature” comes into existence as the formalized procedures of an archive and a scene of instruction, it also comes into existence as a refusal of its own institutionality. The history of the institution of literature records this tension as the well-known opposition between humanists and philologists, or critics and scholars.13 The bureaucratization of aesthetic pegagogy as literature began as—and to some extent remains—a productive but often fractious compromise between professionalism and bellettrism: both the fetishization and the denigration of professionalism are scripted within the literary institution.

These comments intend to reinforce as well as complicate John Guillory’s suggestion that “professionalism is . . . lodged within bureaucracy as the affirmation of the principle antithetical to bureaucracy itself, the principle Weber called ‘charisma.’”14 As I noted in chapter 1, Guillory sees bureaucratic charisma exemplified in the “theory canon” and personified in the figure of Paul de Man. De Man, that is, acquires charisma by seeming to embody an impersonal “rigor”; and Guillory, in a brilliant tour de force, interprets this fetishization of rigor as a blind, defensive repetition of the bureaucratization of the university and of society generally. I proposed then, and can propose with more authority now, that we accept a qualified version of this claim. In the wake of our rhetorical readings in aesthetics it should be clear that the “rigor” of rhetorical reading is a technical formalism very much at the heart of whatever charismatic force de Man, or “de Manian reading,” commands; however, by the same token it is clear that in describing what theory (aberrantly) does, Guillory forgets and to a certain extent unwittingly repeats what theory itself says. A similar qualification needs to be attached to Guillory’s larger argument that “the moment of theory is determined . . . by a certain defunctioning of the literary curriculum, a crisis in the market value of its cultural capital occasioned by the emergence of a professional-managerial class which no longer requires the (primarily literary) cultural capital of the old bourgeoisie” (xii). “A certain defunctioning” is built into the literary institution, which is to say—and this is not exactly a surprising discovery—that the “moment of theory” is overdetermined. Theory’s emergence in professionalized form as de Manian rhetorical reading cannot be isolated from the unprecedented technopragmatic restructuring of the university in the twentieth century, but the technologization of education draws its rationale from the ideology which theory critiques.

Wlad Godzich has recently pondered a version of this question by drawing attention to the fact that the high-cultural debates about “theory” in the United States in the 1980s coincided with a massive “redistribution of money and personnel away from the teaching of literature and criticism and toward the teaching of writing and composition.”15 While the teaching of writing and composition is obviously in itself a very desirable thing, Godzich perceives this development—correctly, in my view—as less egalitarian than it looks, to the extent that the new programs can be said to be fundamentally vocationalist in their orientation and rationale. Specific codes such as technical writing, pre-law compositional skills, and so on are taught within the context of a global marketplace in which knowledge is the premier commodity and the university an increasingly rationalized site for the production of knowledge. In linguistic terms one may understand the intimacy between globalism and the teaching of specialized skills as the assumption, or demand, that all codes be universally translatable—translatable into the transparency of a universal equivalent, “language.” At the limit, Godzich suggests, this techno-universalism would herald the accomplishment of the Hegelian state of Absolute Knowledge, as the state’s historical destiny withers into an “all-encompassing concern with efficiency and competence that takes the form of exclusive specialized practice and rejects as inefficient any broader concerns” (The Culture of Literacy, 14). In the terms we have worked out here, we may say that at such a point history cedes to the absolute technopragmatism of the accomplished Aesthetic State. And in Godzich’s view, the “growing hegemony” of universalist pragmatism “has only found literary theory in its path.” Theory arises “out of the same ground as the new literacy,” since both presuppose a post-Enlightenment ideology of a transparently universal language; “but whereas [the new literacy] has sought to accommodate, or even further, the emergence of the posthistorical state, theory has sought to oppose this emergence, frequently as blindly as literacy on its side of the divide” (14).

Those comments largely accord with the findings of this book, though when Godzich goes on to declare that “the gravest menace to theory today” is its “professionalized simulacrum, well ensconced in the system of knowledge, usurping the voice of the Other while silencing it and the practice of resistance that is genuine theory” (33), one needs to agree with Guillory that the problem has been misstated. Theory’s “professionalism” is in a certain sense irreducible, and neither theory’s resistances nor its complicities can be taken in isolation from the technopragmatics of aesthetic ideology. What one can say, of course, is that theory demystifies aesthetic ideology, explains how and why it works, and how and why it also at a certain point or in a certain fashion fails to work. If such insights have about them their own seductive sheen of professionalism, they nonetheless possess a critical, diagnostic force that the aesthetic tradition willingly or unwillingly confirms. Theory renders predictable, for instance, Guillory’s turn toward aesthetics at the close of his antitheoretical project, as he invokes, first, the irreducibility of aesthetics (“there is no cultural product, then, which does not possess form, and therefore no way to experience cultural objects without having aesthetic experience” [Cultural Capital, 336]), and then goes on to imagine as a “thought experiment” what might happen if “a total democratization of access to cultural products” disarticulated “the formation of cultural capital from the class structure and from the markets” (337):


The point is not to make judgment disappear but to reform the conditions of its practice. If there is no way out of the game of culture, then, even when cultural capital is the only kind of capital, there may be another kind of game, with less dire consequences for the losers, an aesthetic game. Socializing the means of production and consumption would be the condition of an aestheticism unbound, not its overcoming. But of course, this is only a thought experiment. (Cultural Capital, 340)



It is a thought experiment with a long pedigree. We have studied the history and the rationale of this Schillerian vision, and it remains only to comment that this book will have been grievously misread if its arguments are taken simply to oppose the values and ideals Guillory invokes. The more access to cultural products is democratized the better; however, it must be said that if “socializing the means of production and consumption” resulted in “an aestheticism unbound,” Guillory’s utopia would rapidly cease to be one. For better or worse, aesthetics is as conflicted as it is irreducible. Under the right circumstances its terminology remains perhaps our most effective counter to authoritarian or totalitarian or technofunctionalist ideologies, but only because these ideologies are themselves aesthetic in rationale. Certainly in the context of the contemporary debate about “culture” one can neither discard nor endorse aesthetics without slipping into highly scripted aesthetic roles and without losing the critical purchase which aesthetics, as theory, affords. In its mobile dependence on context, theory will thus always to some extent resemble pragmatism (which one might think of, in Godzich’s phrase, as theory’s “professionalized simulacrum”); but where pragmatism imagines for itself a hyper-aesthetic, technologized subjectivity (as “hands on” know-how, as intentionality, etc.), theory takes up the burden of contingency as that of reading. Reading, in this sense, can guarantee neither its own possibility nor the effects of its occurrence; and if there is a highly theoretical sense in which reading is as impossible as it is necessary, there is a more prosaic sense in which reading is frustrating, and leads immediately to the compensatory delusions of professionalism. The promise that thought will someday capture history and death remains an irreducible fiction, the hard kernel of what Marx and Engels called “German ideology.” Aesthetics itself destroys this aesthetic lure; and though we can hardly help experiencing this destruction as a loss, we also experience it as literature, and inhabit it as history.
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