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Abstract

This thesis examines the essay as & form of writing
produced for the pleasure of its writer and its reader. The
essay as pleasure-text is envisioned, theoretically, as a
celebration of literate sctivity. It finds its genesis in
the enjoyments of reading, enjoyments which are reproduced
and renewed, by a reader who is now a writer, and offered to
other resders. It is a convivial, recreational text which
demands, for its success, a body-oriented discursive
strategy. The body, site of self-engaged reading and
writing, serves as the principal mediator of textual
pleasure.

In the composition of the texts which meke up this
thesis, theory is embodied as textual practice, that is,
submitted to a process by which it is tested, extended,
reworked; theory is cbliged to prove itself productive. In
esch of its instances (including introduction and
conclusion) the writing strives to produce, to exemplify,
the cbject of its analysis.

The body of the thesis begins with “Une interrogation
portés & mon plaisir: The Essay as a Pleasure-Text,” an
investigation of the essayists whose witing informs and
orients my theory. "Ny NMoby-Dick® is &8 writing of the
creative intersction of the resder and the text. *Of
Digression® exsmines digression as experience and as textusl
practice. “Essaying Male Feminism® is a
semi -sutcbiographical essay which interrogates the
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possibility of mle teminism. Considered together the essays
@aecr Be & developing process of self-engaged,

pteasure-sesking, critical writing.
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1. Introduction

Four essays, of diverse (even divergent) subject
matter, compose this thesis. The resder should not,
therefore, consider these texts as necessary, logical steps
in an srgumentative development. This is not to say,
however, that each should be read and evaluated
independently, in and of itself. These essays are all
concerned with textual pleasure, of the reader and of the
writer. They question, albeit indirectly and fmplicitly, the

conception of criticism as a discipline, as an cbjective,
dispassionate, systematic, utilitarian practice which
functions under authority. They constitute, in a certain
sense, a criticism of criticism, in that they focus upon an
fssue which criticism tends, for the most part, to ignore.
Pleasure, of course, has becoms recently—indeed has
always been—a matter of critical concern. But 1 find that,
too often, pleasure becomes an cbject, s thing to be
considered apart. To put it another way, it becomes the
pleasure OFf somsone else: the pleasure of a writer (who is
not the critic); the pleasure of a hypothetical reader (who
fs not the critic): the pleasure of a resder (who is now the
critic) which inspires but precedes the production of
criticiom. Where, 1 ask myself, is the critic’s plessure,
right now, as he writes his reading? Where is the pleasure
his writing produces for himself and for his reader? These,
I think, are questions which criticism rarely addresses. My
essays speek s desire for a critic who enjoys his criticism.



Of course, there are good—no, let’'s say
practical—reasons for leaving pleasure out of criticism.
Pleasure is not logical, predictable, fully explicsble and
justifiable. Nor is it universal and transhistorical; it is,
in all its instances, the pleasure of someone in particular
at a certain moment. And it is, moreover, impossible to
imegine in the sbsence of the body, in the sbsence of the
historical materiality of the self. To risk a definition,
pleasure is a function of an ewbodied self in process. It
therefore raises troubling questions with regard to the
product ion of knowledge: Who knows? By means of what
(self-engaging) experiences or experiments? Is knowledge
separsble, distinguishable, from the individuality of its
producer? To what degree does it participate in the
unstable, changeful historicity of its producer? To what
degree is it inflected by desire and enjoyment? 1s knowledge
affective? erotic?

To bring critical Wnowledge into confrontation with
pleasure, to subject criticism to the questioning of
pleasure, I choose the essay, a form of writing which is
critically oriented, but which typically foregrounds the
uncertain and unstable spesking subject. In describing the
essay and the essayistic subject as 1 do, | amatfiliating
myself with what 1s sometimes Known as the NMontaignian
tradition. 1 willingly accept the affiliation. But I do
think | have described the true essay, the one that knows

the meaning of its own name. The esssy essays. It is not an



suthoritative dissertation; it is the speech of the
researcher who is still in the lsb.

As Roland Barthes has said, the essay is "an ambiguous
genre in which analysis vies with writing” (457). Its
ambiguity arises with the introduction of this "writing,”
which Barthes understands in a somewhat special way. Barthes
is concerned, here, not with the fact of writing but with
the act of writing. Writing is not a docile mediator, but a
contentious force. It is an action of a desiring subject, an
action which engages the delight and distaste, the
diversions and aversions and perversions, of this subject.
Analysis which takes shape in writing is the desirous
pursuit of knowledge, a pursuit which involves the knower in
the known. Essaying, whether as a reader or as a writer, is
wmoreover, as Virginia Woolf suggests, a critical exercise
one undertakes for pleasure (216). Pleasure characterizes
the activity. It marks its successes, its attainments,
however partial or momentary these may be.

As Barthes and ¥Woolf both suggest, the essay brings
critical knowledge and the art of writing together, in the
same plmi_ on the same stage. In this manner, it collspses
the distance which normally stands between criticism and
literature. The essay is a peculiarly suto-analytic genre,
one that is “"always already” criticized, analyzed, theorized
by its practitioners, within the essayistic texts
themselves: it is a doubled, dialectical composition in
which commentary, theory, criticism—usually understood to



be the secondary and subsequent—emerge simultaneocusly with
the production of the primary text. I have therefore chosen
to explore the essay frum the inside, believing that the
puzzle of the genre is in the confrontation (Barthes), the
magic relation (Woolf 217), of critical know ledge and
writing. To be properly understood, this relation must be
experienced, must be reproduced. Moreover, as one concerned
with pleasure, 1 cannot afford to leave the writing out,
cannot afford to be a critic who (paradoxically) does not
write. Essayistic pleasure is in the writing of knowledge,
that is, in the writing itself and in writing's relation
with knowledge and knowledge production.

My first essay examines the essayistic texts which have
served as models for my own writing. It is “une
interrogation portée & mon plaisir,” in that it is a
questioning of my pleasure (what pleases? how?) and a
process of questioning which pursues its course sccording to
my pleasure. | see the text as a return which also marks a
new beginning. It began as @& short research paper which
preceded by two or three months the first-draft attempt at
"My Moby-Dick." It has, however, grown to more than three
times its original length. In developing and expanding wmy
ideas on textual plessure, I have remained faithful to my
original notion: pleasure is an effect of a bodily
engagement with a text one is reading or writing. The essay
isolates snd examines the textual practices which, by
" engeging the reading and writing body, yield plessure. It



orients my essaying of textual pleasure, but it is also, in
itself, a pleasure-text.

"My Moby-Dick" began with a critical comment upon a
seminar paper. | had written on Noby-Dick, and had produced
a rather uncomfortable mixture of semiological and
reader-response criticism. "Well,” my teacher responded,
"it’'s certainly enthusiastic..."—("a bit purple, but okay,"
a fellow student had said). "...And a semiological reading
is very interesting. But you know, I really appreciate the
Kinesthetic element, the way Melville involves
us—concretely, practically—with the business of the book."
Yes, me too, I thought, and set about to stew the suggestion
for a time. A few months later, when my “Modern Essay”

I knew what I would do.

By then, 1 had already conceived my master’'s thesis
project as an exploration of the pleasure of the text. And |
had concluded, already,that this pleasure begins with a
reader and an active reading. Semiology, I thought, might

resolved to emphasize reader response and explore
kinesthetic involvement, to find the reader and take him
a-whaling.

“0f Digression” is a somewhat inefficient, English
rendering of a title conceived in French. "De la digression®
would have been better—cbvious cbjections aside—in that it
captures s desired ambivalence: it can mean "concerning



digression,” but also "some (an unspecified quantity of)
digression.” "My Moby-Dick,” 1 had noted, is characterized
by a mingling of the matter and the manner, by a mimetic
urge which seeks to reproduce, to 8 degree, the Melvillian
text. Following upon that, I wanted to analyze digression,
but at the same time to write, to produce, to stage it. The
essay is more loosely structured than the first. It is
intended as a variation on a theme, as a text that erringly
explores, returns and begins again.

As ] pursued the writing, 1 came more and more to
perceive in the digressive urge a menifestation of the
desire to find the self in language, in language which is
“the field of the Other." I knew that “the Other" and “the
other," as they function in psychoanalytic discourse, are
not the ssme. But I had (and still have) trouble
dissociating the two. Digression, which 1 had been quick to
associate with transgression, began to sppear as 8 seoking
of the place of the other, and —at least potentially—as a
trespass.

“0f Digression" raised uncertainties and misgivings
with regard to a proposed feminist essay, uncertainties and
misgivings which a developing awareness of contemporary
feminist issues—the issue of "male feminism® among
them—did much to confirm. The project of essaying feminism
was reconstrued, therefore, as an essaying of male feminism.
This shift did not resolve my doubts, but did meke them
quite a bit more managesble, more sccessible to a



constructive, generative, hopefully clarifying examination.
The contemporary phenomenon of male feminism, together with
the debate it inspires, provided me with a social referent.
It allowad me to measure myself, to position myself, in
relation to something “ocut there,” something that, without
too great a fear of trespassing, 1 could claim as my proper
sphere. And | hoped that male feminism, and feminist
criticism of it, could serve to mediate and to clarify my
own relation with feminism.

But what is the role of pleasure in all of this? Quite
simply, the feminist text has been for me a site of
pleasure. Feminist writing challenges, disrupts me, but it
also plesses. Perhaps it pleases because it challenges and
disrupts, because it provokes that loss or collaspse of
consistent selfhood which is jouissance. In "Essaying Male
Feminism,” | have attempted to write my pleasure and my (not
necessarily unpleasant) disruption. A question lingered in
my mind: to what degree is pleasure an agent in the
transformetion, reconstitution snd regeneration of the self?
I have tried to write an affirmetive response. This last
essay marks the end of a writing process, but also Jooks
forward to more writing, more plmq.

The order of presentation of my texts is determined not
simply by chwvonological, but also by historical,
considerations. As a pleasure-text, the essay is
characterized by a foregrounding of the writing subject.
This subject has a particular style; he handles words in a



certain way, and does so quite continuously. Yet he changes
through time, and his writing registers these changes. As a
reader of my own work, I find, for example, that the writer
of "My Noby-Dick® sees things differently, snd sees
different things, than the writer of "Essaying Male
Feminism.® The former is not at all concerned with examining
Belville's text as an sdventure of the "phallogocentric®
imaginary; whereas, the latter (I spesk with certainty)
would be inclined to do just that. Of course, | do still
recognize myself in "My Moby-Dick.® But it nonetheless helps
me to see how much, and in what ways, wy writerly concerns
have changed. In revising each of my essays, therefore, |
try to produce a better version of the first writing, but
try also to resist the temptation to *update.” 1 don’t want
to lose the moment of the writing. 1 want to retain, as much
as possible, the writing-right-now of that time, that
situation, that writer. Essaying, as I understand it, is 8
process. By experiencing the essayistic process, moment by
moment, as a reader or as 8 writer, | experience the

plessure of the text.
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11. ‘Une interrogation portés & mon plaisir’: The Essay ss a
Pleasure-Taxt

My interest in the essay as a pleasure-text was first
aroused some time ago while 1 was researching a paper for a
graduate course. 1’11 try, without too much
“fictionalizing,” to re-capture the mekings of that moment.

Following up a professorial lead, I investigate
*Hearsay Evidence and Second-Class Citizenship,” an essay on
the essay by Chris Anderson. I learn that “the essay is
flourishing outside of academe® (301). I read on. The writer
emphasizes the "amsteurism and democratic character” of the
genre (305), its full accessibility to “the reader of comwon
sense” (303). He goes on to suggest that, for the profes-
sional scholar, whose writing most typically takes shape as
an "scademic article,” the essay might provide “a place of
refuge,” an escape from contemporary poststructuralist
preoccupations and the rigorous, highly specialist debate
these engender. Interesting. In pursuing this argumentative
line, Anderson concedes that Roland Barthes, specifically,
together with other unnamec "pre-eminent practitioners of
poststructuralist theory® write an admirably subtle, elusive
and unconventional prose, but asserts that this prose is
*unessayistic, perhaps becsuse it is more smbitious than the
essay can ever be" (305).

I ook up from the page. recalling a passage from
Barthes's insugural lecture to the College de

France:
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For ti my career has been academic, | am

without the usual qualifications for

entrance iﬁta that career. And though it is

true that | ag wished to inscribe my work

within the fi{ of science—Il1{iterary,

lexicological, snd sociological—I must

admit that I hlv- produced only essays, an

amb{ g!lr: in which amalysis vies with

writing 57)
Bar thes rmﬁuﬁts himself in a way that coincides quite
nicely with Anderson’s profile of the essayist. He is, by
his own report, a "doubtful® (/ncertain) and "patently
impure fellow® situated not quite inside and not quite
outside of academse (457, 58). In his writing, he has aspired
to science but produced “only essays.” ...l hear echoes of
J] lus Caesar: and yet he Is ambitious.

I come to Anderson’s text believing, as Anderson seems
to, that the essayist, the trus essayist, is not an
authority, that he is not the master of his material; the
essayist is one who essays, tests, experiments. But, !
wonder now, can he not be ambitious in his experiments? Or
does he, by being ambitious, risk becoming suthoritative? I
wonder, too, if there is not some other aspect of the essay
form which Anderson has passed over, some other aspect which
would account for Barthes, “pre-eminent poststructuralist’
and essayist?

I return to my reading. The principal essayists to whom
Anderson refers, Chesterton and Emerson, are unfamiliar to
me. But there is a mention of Virginia Woolf, whose work |
know quite well. Yes, she is an asmateur, and something of &
democrat, | suppose. Yes, she does address a common-sensical



common reader. Yet Woolf, as 1 recall, does not discuss the
essay in the same way Anderson does.
1 re-read Woolf’'s "The NModern Essay,” snd find, in the

second paragraph, the passage I am looking for:

The principle which controls [the Q!S;lg is

simply that it should give pleasure; the

desire which impels us when we take 1t from

the shelf is simply to receive pleasure.

Everything in an essay must be subdued to

that end. It should lay us under a spell

with its first word, and we should amg
weke, refreshed, with the last. (CR 216)

Essayistic amteurism, in this light, takes on an entirely
different color: the amateur is, etymologically speaking, an
amator—an erotically inspired being, an enthusiast, a
lover. But how does this amator, playing Viviane to our
Merlin, weave us willingly under a spell? "What art,” asks
Woolf,

can the essayist use...to 3112 us wide

awake and fix us in a trance which is not

slesp but rather an intensification of

life...? He must know—that is the first

essential—how to write. His learning may be

profound..., but in an essay it must be so

fused with the qie of writing that not a

fact juts out, not a dogme tesrs the sur face

of the texture. (217)
Writing, then, is the pleasure-yielding magic. I imegine now
a pen which, like & wand, transforms what it touches.
Knowledge, which takes shape in esssy form, must be so
touched and transformed; it must be suffused with writing
magic. It occurs to me that Woolf's conception of the essay
is similar to Barthes’'s "ssbiguous genre in which snalysis
vies with writing.® Woolf spesks of knowledge (the thing to

be produced) rather then analysis (the process of {ts
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dialectical. Yet both writers allude to s struggle for
synthesis. Barthes does so more explicitly. Woolf suggests,
imagistically, that there is a potential violence or
cbstreperousness in the discourse of knowledge—facts can
jut out, dogmas can tear a surface—ean cbstreperou

which essayistic writing must charm and subdue.

On the topic of the essay, I now conclude, Barthes and
Woolf seem sable to converse. Can they agree that, as Woolf
has suggested, the essay is a witing which is, and must be,
pleasure productive? It seems likely. Barthes’'s writings,

and write, textual pleasure. In speaking and in witing, he
has, he confesses, “s personal inclination to escape
intellectual difficulty through an interrogation of [his)
own pleasure” (IL 458). What he seelts is “sapienti/a: no
power, a8 little knowledge, a little wisdom, and as much
flavor as possible” (IL 478). Perhaps then, pleasure, the
textual pleasure offered by the essayist-amateur, is the
aspect which Anderson’'s description has left out. Perheps I
can say—with pleasure!—that Barthes /S an essayist.

one 1I’'ve just sketched eventually led to a short research
paper, “The Essay 28 & Pleasure-Text," concerned with
isolating and examining the textual tactics of essayistic
plessure production. In this present witing, 1 want to
esssy my eerlier idess, to test them upon & broeder, more



14

extensive selection of essayists and essays. 1'm not really
considering a tradition, at least not in the genealogical
sense. (Pleasure, after all, makes its own moments.) Ny
essayistic hedonists are related, esch to the other, in that
they all manage to find the topos, the topic, the place of
pleasure. 1 do try, however, to establish and maintain a
degree of chronological linearity: | have a Frenchman at
either end, a few Englishmen between. And, in a place which
ts difficult to pinpoint, I have an Englishwomen looking
into the mirror of the pleasure-text and seeing that there
are several faces there.

The essay bcgim as do the Essays, with Montaigne's "I
am myself the matter of my book® ("To the Reader® 2). Woolf
responds to this self-textualization with a query:

::t:::ﬁ§$ -%tchtmsm‘ﬂv}:

itul¥ is plinur-%: c:é-e ‘E;a?c:rgg
As | begin to evaluate Montaigne’s declaration in the
context of Woolf’'s question, I remember, first of all, how
much of Montaigne’s book is the transubstantiated matter of
his reading. Appropriasting s key Montaignian imsge, that of
the honey-bee, John 0’'Neill writes,

ﬁ\tll?n is never far sway from his books,
from his phi laﬂn. historians and ﬁot;!
He moves 1ike a beos m t
fiowers, slighting here and there,
buzzi hny presence borrowin ﬂ‘ﬂt he
mnaﬁrtarﬂnhim in the
‘Essays’ . Thus he combines work and
g!d , leavi for his resders the same
1ly end spiritusl recrestion. (28-29)

In Nontaigne’s texts, a resder’'s pleasure re-manifests



itself in a writing which offers a reader’s pleasure to
another. This is not to assert, very precariously, that
Montaigne’s love of books and reading is unequivocal. No
writer I know is more contemptuous of bookishness, nor more
severely critical of a dependence on “authorities.” Yet his
writing is peppered with quotations, adaptations and
anecdotal narratives from classical works; his claim, often
reiterated, that he forgets a prodigious amount of what he
reads, must be received along with the ever-present
reminders of the prodigious amount that he remsmbers. What
emerges most clearly is an ethic of reading which treats the
reading act as a2 type of experience rather than as a
substitute for experience. Montaigne resds, as he writes,
"for recreation,” and anticipates and answers ocbjections
thus:

m&:ua:;g.tl:t:i;l h‘ﬂiﬂn th‘

Calue o 33-’.‘;1“. "and pi:u:- "M111.3.629)
In “Nontaigne,” Woolf formulates her subject’'s reading ethic
with the assertion that we should read "not to acquire
knowledge, not to esrn a living, but to extend our
intercourse beyond ocur own time and province" (CR 65).
itndlﬁﬁ. for hntliﬁ. is a distinctly social and convivial

print. Plutarch is not an suthority, but a bountiful friend,
one whose ideas have become, through habitual familiarity
and accord, indistinguisheble from NMontaigne’'s own:

He is 80 universal and eo full that on all
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occasions, and however eccentric the subject
you have taken up, he makes his way into
your work and offers you a liberal hand,

inexhaustible in riches and embellishments.

It vexes me that I am so greatly exposed to

pillage by those who frequent him. (111.5.666)
Similarly, Aristotle’'s word is not necessarily to be
preferred to that of an unnamed men encountered at a Tuscan
inn. Montaigne has conversed with both, and, as he somewhat
sbashedly avows, "Anyone | regard with attention easily
imprints on me something of himself" (111.5.667).
Recreational, conversational reading is not submission to
authority but rather an act of desire which seizes upon
texts according to the indices of pleasure. One likens
oneself to the texts one likes; one receives the imprint of
a text imperfectly and idiosyncratically traced upon one’s
person. This reading process begins to constitute the body
as a text and creates the possibility of the
consubstantiality of the writer and the book.

"No pleasure,” writes Montaigne,
has any savor for me without communication.
Not even a merry thought comes to my mind

without my being vexed at having produced {t
alone ii:;nut anyone to offer it to. (111.9.754)

Writing, 1 think, bgini just here, ss a response to a
convivial urge. hrﬁl‘itﬂ as one reads, in order to
converse. One forges, therefore, a conversational style.
Montaigne, who chooses to write in Gascon French (a1though
scholarly, exclusive Latin is his first language) speaks
himself frankly in a "wulger” tongue, engages his reader
with 1ively figures, s wealth of colloquislism and the mos t
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pungent vernacular. The choice of Gascon is, tendentially,
democratic—to give Anderson his due—but it is, most
pertinently, the choosing of a convivial speech, a language
of community. The "common” tongue is a shared currency: it
is the language of Montaigne—I am speaking now of the
place, the estate, rather than of the man—the language

witness to its busy life in the traces, the polish and the
grime, its diverse handlers leave upon it. Gascon is not
fully constituted; it is an evolving tongue, a language
energetically engaged with the process of its becoming. In
choosing it, Montaigne chooses to engage in a day-to-day
social experiment, a kind of coomunity project.

As 0’'Neill remarks in the passage already cited,
Montaigne invites his reader to participate in the "bodily
and spiritual recrsation” of the essayistic process.
Montaigne, himself, asserts that the continuity and
integrity of his text requires an attentive, energetic,
active reader:

It is the inattentive reader who loses my

subject, not 1. Some word sbout 1t will

ﬂn{: bn found off in a corner, which will

11 to be sufficient, “though it takes

little room. 1 seek out

indiscriminately and tumultuously. My style

and my mind alike go roaming. (1] 1.9.761
He adds, “"perhaps I have some personal cbligation to speak
only by halves, to speak confusedly, to spesk discordantly*
(762), thus mtilﬁ that his figurative, friﬁntcﬂ—
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reader. The reader must supply half of the pleasure, half of
the sense, must discover accord, sort through, pick and
choose among the text’'s apparently chaotic heterogeneity;
the reader must help to construct the text.

To ensure the most efficient circulation of pleasure
between reader and reader, writer and reader, within the
convivial textusl space, some Kind of currency or literary
"legal tender" is required. This currency is a language
minted in the body, that is, a sign system which bears the
body’s stamp. John O'Neill writes,

The life of the ‘Essays’ lies in the joy of

Tince Tesging and writing.. are insspirable

ity art: ekt o oparioming T

same corporsl integration and suffused

pleasure as reading. (90-91)
Literate activity in the Essays is nearly always rendered in
terms of enjoyable bodily activities: walking, climbing,
rolling about, eating, drinking, and—the private, usually
unment ionable pleasure—excreting: "Here you have...some
excrements of an sged mind, now hard, now loose, and always
undigested® (111.9.721). Montaigne publishes himself as a
thinking body, being convinced that "the bodily and
emotional frame of thought provides s transitive and
intersubjective basis of understanding” (0'Neill 93).

Of NMontaigne’s project, Woolf concludes: “these essays
are an attempt to communicate a soul” (CR 66). In spesking
thus of s "soul," Woolf adopts a vocabulary that is
recognizably Nontaignisn. What must be added, however, is
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that this "soul® is always, in all its manifestations,

intimately entangled with the body:

It [the soul] has such a tight brotherly
bond with the that it abandons me at
every turn to follow the body in its need. I
take it aside and flatter it, I work on it,
all for nothing. In vain I try to turn it
aside from this bond,...{1f its companion has
the colic, it seems to have it too. Even the
sctivities that are peculiarly its own ,
cannot then be arocused; they evidently smeck
of a cold in the head. There is no
sprightliness in its productions {f there is
none in the body at the same time. (I111.5.641)

In Woolf’'s own summary of Montaigne’'s scrupuiously detafled
record of himself, one finds not one instance in which the
body has not taken centre stage:

one wears silk stockings summer and winter;

puts water in one’'s wine; has one’s hair cut

after dimner; must have glass to drink from;

has never worn spectacles; has a loud voice;

carries a switch in one’s hand; bites one’s

tongue; ﬁdpots with one’'s feet; is apt to

scratch one’s ears; likes meat to be 1?):

rubs one’'s teeth with a napkin.... (CR 67)
The soul, it seems, /S ]/ike the body; the body is the figure
whose availability creates the possibility of the soul’'s
construction within the space of discourse; the soul camnot
meke a social appearance except in bodily spparel.
Montaigne, therefore, offers this body, whose experience is
food and whose writing (often as not) is the well- or
f11-digested excrement, this body whose beard has a peculiar
tendency to absorb odors, whose penis is at times afflicted
by kidney stones which block the passing of urine. This body
is the "common humen pattern” (111.13.857), common even in

its peculiarity.



As | conceive it, the essay as a pleasure text is a
Montaignian essay. In choosing the Montaignian essay as my
paradigm, I sm refusing an alternative, the Baconian essay.
The refusal, like the choice, has its rationale. Quite
simply, I find there is much instruction and, more
pertinently, much authority, but very little pleasure in
Lord Bacon's Essays. Bacon has been sptly named the father
of the English essay, in that his writing has a distinctly
paternalistic tone. Upon opening his book, I immediately
sense that 1 am in the presence of an entitled public man,
one who pronounces rather than converses, one who is a
source of edicts rather than of opinions. The Baconian essay
is, for its reader, a text to be received rather than
essayed. To spesk in Barthesian terms, 1 find that the text
does not desire me. It is entire unto itself—self-
sufficient, even peremptory. ! am not asked to exercise
myself upon it, to verify or to challenge its enunciations.
My sgreement is superfiuous, my debate impertinent. The text
is the production of one who knows more, better, already.
The predicate of an authorized subject, it is truth even
pefore I read It. 1 scratch my head, therefore, and wonder
how this text can be construed as an essay, that is, as an
attempt, a trial, an interrogation, an experiment.

“0f Truth® is, not surprisingly, the first of Bacon’s
texts. I resd the opening lines:

what is Truth; said jesting Pilate; And
would not stay for sn Answer. Certainly,

there be, that delight in Giddinesse;
count it a Bondege, to fix a Belesfe:
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Affecting Free-will in Thinking, as well as
in Acting. (5)
This writer will have none of Montaigne’'s playful
scepticism. To delight in giddiness is to induige "a
naturall, though corrupt Love, of the Lie itself" (5).
Pilate’'s insidious, subversive question is to be answered,
and in no uncertain terms.
Bacon’'s last essay is entitled "Of Vicissitude of
Things." 1 read the closing lines:
these turning Uneeies of Viciseituder leot
we become Giddy. As for the Philology of
therefore not £1t for this Writing. (238)
How utterly this writerly ethic opposes itself to that of
Montaigne! For Montaigne, vicissitude is not only “of
things,” it is as much—or more—an attribute of the self.
He therefore “"seekis] out change indiscriminately and
tumultuously,” gives himself, with smiling resignation, to
the giddy pleasures of multitudinous distractions. His
writings are, quite precisely, the “Circle of Tales" Bacon
misprizes and despises. Bacon's essays begin now to appear
as 8 correction of Montaigne’'s, as an attempt to contain the
hedonistic and unruly essay within the rule of reason, as an
attempt to re-establish the reasonable writing subject. This
is not to suggest that reason and reasoning have no place in
the essay of pleasure, but rather to suggest that reason
should not be used to silence the appeesls of appetite,
fmagination and desire. Privileged reason—or “right reason’
as it is more commonly known—does not seek & new order 80



much as it serves an Order which is already in place;
“resson” and “truth® are, most commonly, the names which the
voice of authority gives itself. This voice, while it may be
edifying, is seldom pleasing. I hear in it the dry
resonances of the vox ex cathedra. As a reading experience
it smacks of church-going.

As one concerned with the pursuit of pleasure, 1 cannot
help but think that the English essay gets off to a bad
start. However, the writing of Joseph Addison, while it does
not offer full-fledged specimens of the pleasure-text, marks
a change for the better. As Woolf tells us, Addison is
*attached. ..to certain standards of gentility, morality, and
taste” (CR 102). Concerning this gentleman’'s essays, she
concedes "that many are dull, others superficial, the
allegories faded, the piety conventional, the morality
trite" (107-08). And yet, Addison and his essays have some
sdvantageous disadvantsges for the pleasure-seeker . Though
he has his Sir Roger, Addison himself has no title. Though
he has a church and a churchman father and an Oxford
education, he had no divine or secular cathedra—that is, no
chair. His essays take their place comfortably in the pages
of popular journals, and none are dedicated, as are Bacon's,
to the right honorsble, very good Lord, the Duke of
Buckingham, his Grace, Lord High Admirs! of England. For all
his public concerns, Addison s essentially, irremedisbly, 8
private man, one who has a right to an opinion which can
never be more than an opinion. Having, as & spealiter, NO



exceptional status, having idess which must necessarily be
open to debate, Addison is sble to sdopt a conversational
style: “his essays at their best,” writes Woolf, "preserve
the very cadence of easy yet exquisitely modulated
conversation® (105). With Addison, she adds, prose becomes
prosaic, becomes "the medium which makes it possible for
people of ordinary intelligence to commmnicate their ideas
to the worid® (108). Addison, the private men, has,
moreover, something that Bacon disdains to have—a body. As
Woolf says, in reading Addison

Ve bo?m to take note of whims, fancies,

peculiarities on the part of the essayist

which light up the prim, impeccable

countenance of the moralist and convince us

that, however tightly he may have pursed his

lips, his eyes are very bright and not so

shallow after all. He is alert to his finger

tips. Little muffs, silver garters, fringed

gloves draw his attention.... (104)

As this passage begins to suggest, the Addison persons
is predominantly visual, his “I° is for the most part an
eye. Certainly, this eye is equipped with ears, but these
last serve mainly as information gatherers in the service of
an endless and energetic process of imeginative
visualization. Addison’s professed desire "to print my self
out, if possible, before 1 die,” is a desire to offer a
record of “how much I have seen, read and heard” (Addison
59)—the order of these last three verbs is pertinent.
Addison, as a writing body, has not the richness and variety
of Nontaigne, whose self possesses five fully-activated

senses and a full range of minutely detailed bodily
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processes. Yet, in the context of the English essay after
Bacon, this scopic 1" is an important development.
The writer is the matter of Montaigne’s book;

similarly, s spectator produces The Spectator:

I 'ive in the world rather as a SPECTATOR of

A

reLsti prsterm Sotle et +

practical part in life. (Addison 58)
Though | regret the essayist’s cla‘am to detachment and
Enlighterment cbjectivity, I note that he does live In the
world, not sbove it. A typical apening of an Addison
paragraph offers a body, a place ond 2 time: "As | was
walking in the streets sbout a fortnight 8go..." (67);
"Going yesterday to dine with an old acquaintance...” (70).
And on those occasions when ‘he speaker is not himself
present as & body in the world, there will always be
another, a Sir Roger or 8 Sir Andrew, to fulfill the body’'s
role. Addison’s work is splendidly rich in personse which
allow for that meddling with life's practicalities which the
Spectator-persons is uwilling to undertake. Sir Roger de
Coverly is certainly the most mobi le and most physical of
these: he goes everywhere, and jostles and bumps with the
wor I|d wherever he goes. From his first sppearance, Sir Roger
mani fests himself as something quite different from his Clw
companion, the journalistic °Looker-on®; he s

what you call a fine Gentlemen, hed often
mim wmy Lord Rochester and Sir George
Etherege, fought a Dusl upon his first
coming to town, end kicked Bully Dawson inas
publick Coffes-house for calling him



Youngster. (61)

The Addison persona, whatever his name, is a man among
men, except when he is a2 man among women. He is never alone,
and his most common activities are smoking and listening,
smoking and talking. Conviviality, whether it takes the form
of conversation or controversy, is the dominant thame of
Addison’s essays. Hany of these stage social gatherings and
discussions—discussions which frequently arise in response
to a reading of The Spectator. Each of the essays fis,
moreover, & portion of the on-going narration, discussion
and debate which is The Spectator.

Perhaps the most important of Addison’s personae are
his reader interlocutors, the cordial or contenticus readers
whose responses provide very nearly half of The Spectator’'s
copy. Addison’s staging of the reader emphasizes the
conversational and convivial aspect of his essays.
Similarly, such a practice posits an active reader, a reader
who completes the writer’'s work, who assumes responsibility
for the other half of the production and experience of the
text. Most significantly, however, the reader whose response
is writing confirms, 1 think, the notion that the act of
writing originates in the act of reading, that writing,
composition, the inscription of difference, is already
there, at least potentially, in the reading sct.

There is much of Bacon in Addison, but much too that is
not Bacon. Addison’s esssys serve "the advencement of
religion or learning,” are “designed to discountenance vice



and ignorance, and support the interest of true wisdom and
virtue,” but they also “turn upon diverting subjects” (220).
Addison presents himself as a Spectator, as an Enlightened
subject who can distinguish himself from his cbjects. Yet he
hungers for his acbjects. He manifests a desire to see all,
show all, tell all, a desire which problemstizes the unity
and integrity of the writing subject. What emerges is 8
multifaceted selfhood, & self which is many and divided. The
Spectator feels a desire for the writing of his alternate
selves, while at the same time he feels the need for a
certain degres of dissvowal,

R g AT A

those several ludicrous compositions which 1

m.::z:?u‘lz%g,ﬂctitlm names and
The discourse of knowledge vies with the discourse of
experience. Addison is not content with the distillations
(of thought and experience), he wants to see and show a fair
sampling of the mashes and the malts. Compared with
Montaigne, however, Addison is very decorous, prudent and
polite. He will not take upon himself and stage in his own
person the hodge-podge of experience, the divisions and
contradictions of his subjectivity. What he offers is @
careful ly meneged mesquerade, 8 gathering together of a good
many peculiarities and foibles in sppropriste costume and in
sppropriate milieux, a masquerade in which each costumed
cheracter is very much himself, and never other than

himself.



27

Of William Hazlitt, Woolf writes, "his essays are
emphatically himself. He has no reticence and he has no
shame” (SCR 156). Yet she adds., "no one could read Hazlitt
and meintain a simple and uncompounded idea of him® (157).
He is
11 conditioned yet high minded; mesan yet
noble; intensely egotistical yit inspired by
the most genuine passion for the rights and
liberties of mankind. (156)

Similarly,
There is a stir and trouble, a vivacity and
conflict in his essays as if the very
contrariety of his gifts kept him on the
stretch. He is always hating, loving,
thinking, and suffering. He could never come
to terms with authority or doff his own
idiosyncrasy in deference to opinfon. (163)

In characterizing Hazlitt as a tumultuously " twy-minded
man® (157), as one who is ever at odds with himself and with
the world, I believe Woolf hits the natl on the head. Yet I
find that her sense of this twy-mindedness is somewhat too
refined and spiritual for my tastes. For her, Hazlitt “was
bitten by an abstract curiosity that would not let him rest
in the contemplation of concrete beauty.” He suffers,
therefore, from a divided project, a divided career:

To be a thinker and to express in the
plainest and most accurate of terms “the
reason of thi " and to be a painter
i'ﬁti over lues and crimsons, breathing
r and living sensually in the
emot ione—these were ti: di fferent, perhaps
incompatible ideals.... (158)
I, for my pert, sm inclined to envision things more
basically and perhaps, more basely. As Woolf herself

cbeerves, "the body has a large share in everything Hazlitt



writes® (SCR 166). 1 conceive of Hazlitt as a men of
sppetite with digestive troubles, a description 1 offer both
literally and metaphorically.

In "On Living to One’'s-Self’ Hazlitt begins the writing
by staging himself as a writer:

I never was inlhttrpllﬂarhm than
I am at present for writing on this subject.

I have a plrtri tting r for my
? ?l:"ﬂ on t Fﬂii‘th

the nir ii -Hd for the season of the yesr,

1 have had but a slight fit of indigestion

to-day (the only thing that meles me abhor

a tharefore’] will sttemt it, (247
Blazing fire and mild westher figure here—bodily comforts
and sensucus pleasures of any sort always merit a mention in
Hazlitt—but charm of place and the resulting good humor
begin with an anticipated partridge and are perturbed,
though only slightly in this case, by & remanbered
indigestion. And it seems quite clear that the three hours
set aside for writing, for recording the pleasures of
"1tving to one’ s-self,” represent, quite precisely, the
preparation time of the partridge.

food, for Hazlitt, links the pleasures of eating with

the turmotl of indigestion. Hazlitt's life is, more than
metaphorically, an oft-renewed journey—"he lived, one
gathers, mostly at inns® (SCR 157)—end one of the most
delightful festures of the journey is the keen anticipation
of

what one shall have for supper when we get

to our inn Qt night.... Every mile of the

roed hef flsvour the viands we
expect & th: Cﬂ of 1t. (Haziitt 75)



Hazlitt’'s food for thought is very often food: it is "a
delicate speculation...to sit considering what we shall have
for supper—eggs and a rasher, a rabbit smothered in onions,
or an excellent veal-cutlet!” (76). His reading is an
exercise in gourmandise: the New Eloi/se—read "over a bottle
of sherry and a cold chicken"—is “a bon bouche to crown the
evening with® (78); Tom Jones has "a different relish with
it—'sweet in the mouth,’ though not 'bitter in the belly’ "
(43). But there it is! that bitterness in the belly which,
even in the enunciation of pleasure, insinuates itself.
Indigestion, the sour or bilious disruption of Hazlitt's
life (and writing style) is a particularizing malady which
shapes np:ﬂm

””” Suppose a men to lsbour under an habitua!l
inﬂi?utiﬂn Does it not cppress the very
the sky, beat down all his powers of
-n t, and imprison all his faculties in
iving tomb? (282-83)

By writing, Hazlitt seeks to transform the mixed and
various matter of the worlid into the matter of William
Hazlitt. The process is at times easeful and pleasant, at
times disgruntled and petulant, dyspeptic. At all times,
however, the nature of the process is determined by the man
more than by the world. Hazlitt encounters a peevish child:

and | saw in its frantic screams and
tures that great beby, the world,
ﬁ" sbout in its ﬂlim-elathn and
ting itself and others for the last
ﬂx thousand years! (274)
There is & good deal more of Hazlitt than of the world in

this, and Hazlfitt knows it:



The only faculty 1 do possess is that of a

L e it

nervous analogy whatever touches it. (21.3
Though Hazlitt quite rightly describes himself as “a species
by [him]self" (119), his peculiarity makes him all the more
acutely sware of the changefulness and constitutional
inadequacy of the human organism. He is sware of “the
short-sightedness or capriciousness of the imagination”:
only one place, one scene, can take shape there at any given
time: new cbjects replace and efface those which precede;
*we cannot enlarge our conceptions we only shift our point
of view" (79). And becsuse there is more of imsgination and
desire in us than of reason and discerrnment, we are
ourselves the measure by which we judge our experience.
Great and little things therefore "find pretty much the same
level in the mind of man" (104). Too easily, little
things

tease us out of our ordinary patience by
their petty, incessant, insect warfare,
buzzing sbout us and stf in? us like gnats,
so ths wocanmithor?o rid of nor
grapple with them. (105

Moreover ,
We turn our brain with straining at
contradictions, and strivi to meke things
what t are not, or, in other words, to

subject the course of nature to our
fentastical wishes. (111)

Similarly, objects which sre distant in time or spece please
us becsuse

whatever is imperfectly discerned, the fancy
pleces out at its leisure; and all but the
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present moment, but the present spot,
passion claims for its own, and brooding
over it with wi outugrud. stamps it with
sn image of itself. (127)

It is impossible for us to free ocurselves from "the
intricate folds and delicate involutions of our self-love."
Even sympathy and fellow-feeling fail us due to

a sl ishness and intractableness about the

will, that does not easily put itself in the

situation of others, and that consults its

own bias best by giving itself no trouble
sbout them. Humen life is so far a game of

cross-purposes. (279)
In reading Hazlitt we camnot fail to perceive that our

business in life is to know the world. We are to gobble uwp
experience, and to digest it into knowledge. And yet how
poorly our organs do their job! Our senses and faculties eat
up with relish, but promiscuously. Our desires and sppetites
lack discrimination. Inevitably, we encounter stubborn
morsels which, whether good or bad in themselves, simply do
not agree with us. We slice our meat more finely, we stew it
longer, we try new combinations or new condiments, but our
faculties continue to gurgle and rumble. At times we are
petulant—but at least we are not bored. Perhaps there is a
perverse pleasure to be discovered in the difficulties of

digestion; perhaps

there must be a spice of mischief and
wilfuiness thrown into the cup of our
existence to give it its sharp taste and
sparkling colour. (275)

It should be apparent by now that 1 very much enjoy
Hazlitt’'s work. He seems to excuse all petty, personal
shortcomings by displaying so meny of them in such



interesting and engaging ways. As | read, my own flaws
almost appear to me as distinctions: 1 become complexly
egocentric, keenly and precisely resentful, opulently vain,
peerlessly presumptuous. But I will admit that Charles Lamb
has one very Montaignian virtue which Hazlitt has not: Lamb,
like Hazlitt, is a crank, but he is sble to celebrate,
unreservedly, his own idiosyncrasy.
It is sppropriate, I think, to begin a discussion of

what Charles Lamb is, by saying what he is not. This is a
ticklish tactic in that Lamb, characteristically, is most
himself when he is not himself. (He declares himself in
favor of "man as he is not to be" (Hazlitt 522), a
declaration which initiates his friendship with Hazlitt.) He
has, however, a few categorical antipathies. The most
pertinent of these is his dislike of the Scotsman, a
character with respect to whom he stands in perfect,
diametrical opposition. Of the "true Caledonian,” Lamb
writes,

You are never admitted to see his ideas in

their growth—if, indeed, they do grow, and

are not rather put together gon principles

of clock-work. You never catch his mind in

an undress. He never hints or suggests ,

anything, but unlsdes his stock of ideas in

perfect order and completeness.... His

understanding is slways at its meridian—you

never see the first dewn, the early streaks.

He has no falterings of self-suspicion.

Surmises, guesses, misgivings,

half-intuitions, semi-consciousnesses,

partial flluminations, dim instincts, enbr yo

conceptions, have no place in his brain, or

vocabulary. The twilight of dubiety never

falls upon him. (280)

Having known very few Scotsmen, 1 am in no position to
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confirm or challenge the truth of this portrait. And yet how
thoroughly it reminds me of Sir Francis Bacon! I aimost
resent the fact that Lamb can describe Bacon so perfectly

Lamb knows the Caledonian antithetically, being himself
an "anti-Caledonian.” Those of this ilk “have minds rather
suggestive than comprehensive”; “they are no systematizers.”
Having little “"clearness or precision in their ideas,” or in
the expression thereof, they content themselves with
“fragments and scattered pieces of Truth®: “hints and

they pretend to." These are the uncertain, impure and
imperfect subjects: "the light that lights them is not
steady and polar"—I1ike that of the Caledonian spirit—"but
mutable and shifting: waxing, and again waning.” They are
not the source of the steady beam of knowledge, but the
place of its reflection, deflection and refraction.
Capricious and impulsive,

They seldom wait to mature a proposition,

but e’ en brir’l? it to market in the green

ear. They delight to impart their defective

discoveries as they arise, without waiting

for their full development. (279)
To be brief, the Caledonian is the one who knows; whereas,
the anti-Caledonians are the many who do not. The former
pronounces truths; the latter exchange ideas. The former is
an authority; the latter are essayists.

To characterize oneself as an anti-Caledonian is to

describe oneself negatively and resctively; one acknowledges
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that a norm, category or type exists in order to assert that
one is not that. Such a description suits Lamb: his
essayistic persona, Elia, is a reactive being, one who takes
shape, knows himself and mekes himself known, moment by
moment, in response to some ambient otherness—some
character, some situation or circumstance which he
confronts:

o 1ok ansone. Whatever 1s, 1a to me s

o omorde. s bundte of brejudices—mede

up of 1kings and disiihingZthe veriett (276
Elia’s subjectivity is changeful due to an excess rather
than a lack of substance. Finding himself nowhere entire and
perfect, he, 1ike Montaigne, seeks out diversity and
difference. "Out-of-the-way humours and opinions—heads with
some diverting twist to them—the oddities of suthorship”
afford him his greatest pleasures (224). "Mo t of [his]
notions and ways of feeling” come to him frd - readings of
“odd, out of the way, old English plays and treatises”
(252). He is an avid reader precisely bscluie- reading allows
him to think and feel as an other:

I dream away life in others’
mhtimt love to lose myself in other

men’'s minds. When 1 am not nlkirgmk
reading; 1 cannot sit and think s think
for me. (437)

Elia is s cresture constituted in difference, and as
such is at odds with both the status quo and the revolution
of his time. Lamb may be friendly with the authors of the
Romentic revolution, but Elia reveals his differences. He



professes no taste for solitary musing. He writes in a
mennered and rather archaic style. Most importantly, he is
an urbanite who vastly prefers the manifold distractions of
the city to the kind solace of natural scenes:

Where has spleen her food but in

London—bhumour, interest, curiosity, suck at

her measureless breasts without a

g::sibility of bei satiated. Nunod amid

noise, her cr , her beloved

smoke—what have | been doing all my life,

if I have not lent ocut my heart with usury

to such scenes? (319)
Elia represents the othering of the Romantic self. He is not
the product of Lamb’s self-expression, but rather is the
written self, the self which emerges in writing, in the
inscription of difference. He is the "stupid changeling of
five-and-forty" (300). He is the superannuated men who
discovers himself once he has lost his (professional) place,
who celebrates the fact that he has cutlived his own
utility. He is the convalescent who regrets the passing of
i1iness—that state of not being oneself—because illness
aliows him to enjoy the "monarchal prerogatives” of a
self-indulgent self-awareness (501).

"To return to myself," writes Lamb writing

Elis,

(from whence my zeal for public good is

causing me continually to digress), I will

let thee, Reader, into certain more of my

poculiaritiu. (317)
In reading these lines, | begin to get a clearer sense of
the political implications of Lamb’s writing practice.

Implicitly, s distinction is being made between the



“subject” and the concrete individual. The Lamb persona is a
*subject"—s being under authority, constructed by social
forces and characterized by social concerns—his "zeal for
the public good” adequately demonstrates the fact. Yet this
same zeal—a very ironic zeal—is a matter of (similarly
ironic) digression. The self is offered as the true mstter
of this writing, and yet this self is not as it ought to be,
is impure and unstable, a bundle of "peculiarities.” It is
in part subjected, but not entirely so. It fails in its
responsibilities as a subject, in so far as it is more than
and different from its "subject”-ivity. Concrete, individual
difference confronts the “subject” portion of this self.
Idiosyncrasy and Elian irony originate in the confrontation
of the two. Elia’'s difference can, moreover be assigned to a
site: a body characterized by appetites, tastes and drives
imperfectly subjected to social constraint. It is the body,
for example, which leads Elia to oppose the saying of grace
at “rich men’'s tables":

AT, I O et S50,

A

ceremony to be unseasonsble. With the

ravenous orgasm upon you, it seems

impertinent to interpose s religious
sentiment. It is a confusion of purpose

mutter out praises from a mouth that uit;?;i (484)
This desirous. pleasure-loving body is what the essayist
sesks to discover and describe. This is the site of the
pleasure-yielding peculiarities which asre offered to the
"Reader” Elia so frequently invokes. But this offering has



37

little to do with public-spirited zeal. The appeal to the
reader is the appeal of one peculiar, imperfectly subjected
body to another.

I1f Lamb is one who understands what I might call the
politics of pleasure, Virginia Woolf is another. She
understands, to begin with, that literate pleasures, like a
good many others, require education, money and leisure. She
knows it is something of a privilege to be a "daughter of an
educated man who has enough to live upon and can read and
write for her own pleasure” (TG 172). But she also knows
that the privileges of the daughter are not those of the
son. She has visited Oxbridge, has been waved off the turf
and refused admittance to the library (RO 8, 11). Such
exper iences have taught her something about power: that
those who wield it and those who serve it can tell at a
glance whether or not one is a Fellow; that those who are
not Fellows are excluded, disqualified. Knowing something
about power—power which segregates and discriminates—makes
one more appreciative of pleasure, because pleasure is
erotic: it has to do with bringing things together,
combining, blending, unifying. And, stil1]l more importantly,
pleasure is very difficult to control. Much can be done to
direct it, restrain and restrict it, but no power can ever
quite coomand it or forbid it. The effects of pleasure, its
enunciations, its productions, are within reach, but nobody
can quite lay hands upon the what, where, when and why.



the fence posts, underneath the locked doors.

In a disry entry concerned with collecting and
reworking the essays which will later become The Caommon
Reader, Woolf expresses the desire to produce “a good book®
which will stand as "a rough, but vigorous statue testifying
before 1 die to the great fun and pleasure my habit of
reading has given me" (DVW 259). For Woolf, pleasure,
especially readerly pleasure, is excessive, and the writerly

same month her desire takes shape in a similarly exuberant,
fluid metaphor: "Whatever book I resd bubbles up in my mind
as part of an article I want to write® (132-33).

Literate activity is paradoxical in that it is often
pursued "silently and in solitude” (MOE 31), yet offers, to
the avidly literate, the pleasures of companionship and “the
divine relief of communication” (CR 110). As an essayist,
Woolf therefore mekes the text—her own and that of
others—e convivial space, a meeting place for her commun i ty
of common readers. She demsnds an active, critically
responsive reader, the kind of resder whom she distinguishes
from the mere listener (SCR 164). She believes, wmoreover,
that when an essay is unsuccessful "the fault mey well be as
much on the reader’'s side as on the writer's” (CR 211).
Woolf's litersry essays offer s double invitation to
participate in the recreation and re-creation of text. Being



herself a common reader, Woolf recreates the interactive
process of her reading of her text-abject—a Congreve play
or an Austen novel or a Montaignian essay—documents her
reading by enunciating readerly desires and demands, posing
questions, nlkina answers, tjzﬂ;lﬂuai comparing and

bring it into confrontation with the process she presents,
and at the same time, to exercise himsel!f upon a new
text-cbject, the Woolf text itself.

The society of common readers has an educational
function. Its goal, like that of the “new college” Woolf
envisions in Three Gulineas,
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in which mind and body can be made to

make good Wholes in human Tife. (62 O
As a reader and as a writer, Woolf seeks recombination,
synthesis, integration. She looks to the body to provide the
vehicle. More discreet than Montaigne and more fortunate—at
least in terms of digestion—than Hazlitt, Woolf tends to
focus more upon the body’s sensibilities than upon {ts
processes. She emphasizes the essential unity, the wholism,
of sensuous experience. Woolf’'s prose reveals a predilection
for skin-evoking imsgery, probably because the skin is a
sensuous surface which extends over the whole body. The
mind, like the skin, "has different layers” (NOE 27). “When
the whole being is red and brittle as sandstone in the sun,”
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one is refreshed by "the spray of fresh hard words”® (MOE
24-25, 28). The essay is "a basking, with every faculty
alert, in the sun of pleasure” (CR 217). Life itgself is "a
semi-transparent envelope surrounding us from the beginning
of consciousness to the end” (CR 154).

For Woolf, as for Montaigne, the body is a place in
common without being a commonplace. Differences between
bodies have much to do with the adventure of reading. Bodily
difference is the first instance of the creative challenge
which cordially invites the reader to seosk the new
combinations in the structure of being, new combinations
which for Woolf sre so important. However, by being a shared
quantity, the body offers a figure which is never simply
alienating or indifferent in the instances of its otherness.

The common resder "differs from the critic and the
scholar,” in that he has little or no desire "to impert
knowledge or correct the opinions of others.” His reading
takes plsce "in all those rooms, too husble to be called
libraries, yet full of books, where the pursuit of reading
is carried on by private people.” As he reads,

it 21550 5 Shtoe el
can come by, some Kind of whole.... He never
ey N e Tacric ahich shall give him’
the temporary satisfection of looking
sufficiently like the real cbject to allow
of affection, laughter, and argument. (CR 1)

This private, bodily practice of resding is of some
political importance because 1t confirms the liberty of

literate activity, confirms the fact thet it s
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necessary Knowledge o to refuse samittence:

Teieh] $0 read books or to write them (TG 162)
As suggested here, a practice of reading can becoms a
practice of writing—uoolf’'s literary essays demonstrate and
celebrate the fact. Common reading is, in a sense, already a
practice of writing, is already an inscription of self upon
8 text. Reading and writing, with the body and in a private
room, the common reader enjoys—perhaps briefly, perhaps
partially—a respite from institutionalized social
constraint. No "body of men” can “refuse admittance” to the
private place of common reading. No gowned figure guards the
door. The Beadle, with his quick, precise, discriminating
eye, the Beadle, who knows instantly who is a Fellow and who
fs not, is not present. As s common reader, Mary Beton (or
Seton or Carmicheael) is to some degree freed from the
precise, instantanecus awareness of her relationship to the
powers that be, the awareness which sends the “little fish"
of a new idea "into hiding.” and which cbliges her—even
before the explicit enunciation of prohibition or
commend—to abandon the plessant, expensive turf and regain,
fnstead, the path (RO 8).

Here (as elsewhere) my resading of Woolf reminds me of
my reading of Barthes. In a way, my resding of eech is
underwritten by my reading of the other. They share, 1
think, s fairly large patch of conceptuel common ground.
Both think of reeding snd witing as peculisrly
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interdependent, Siamese arts: reading fnvolves a practice of
writing; witing involves a practice of reading. For both
¥Woolf and Barthes, the literate arts are bodily arts, in
that the body is the figure which ensbles their
interpenetration, intermingling and interwsaving. Both
writers seek, moreover, s place of literate activity which
is "outside the bounds of power,...outside the limits of
institutional sanction” (Barthes IL 458, 59).

And so, without quite leaving Woolf behind, I move on
to Barthes. 1 find it difficult to write about Barthes. (1,
for one, would much rather write //ke Barthes, if that were
possible.) His poststructuralist essays are cluttered with
Barthes’'s analysis of Barthes. Whatever 1 might want to say
sbout him, he has said alresdy and better; 1 bump into, or
trip over, the very thing 1 had hoped to bring to the text.
And it s difficult, too, to svoid Procrustesn criticism.
There is always more than 1 have good use for. In sesking
material for argumentative quotations, I am often tempted to
leave out a problematizing parenthesis, to lop off an
adventurous afterthought—I1 want to seize each proposition
before it becomes complex. i

Although Barthes leaves 1ittle room for the critic, he
does leave s lot of room for the resder. Barthes’'s writing
stages the resder, and stages the writer as a reader. As
reader, Barthes surveys his texts seeking sources of erotic
enjoyment; as writer, he produces (wekes s production of,
stages) his readerly pleasure in order to please snd seduce
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other resders, his readers. The Barthesian essay is "a

(Jouissance) of resder and writer” (Bensmaia 69). Can I say,
then, that the text desires me? No, it would be better to
say it desires a reader who could be me, desires a body
which could be mine. "1 must seek ocut this reader,” writes
Barthes, "(must ‘cruise’ him) without knowing where he is®
(PT 4). The text flirts, stages its desire without being
entirely precise about its cbject. | prove 1 am the desired
reader by taking my pleasure with {t.

As 1 read | offer my body, as Barthes does, to the
adventure of the text. Barthes informs what he reads and
writes, discovers and reveals his body within the receptive
contours of the textual space. Réda Bensmaia "characterizes®
(rather than defines) the Barthes essay as "the inscription,
in the very body (corps) of the text, of a plural body
(corps) where the most diverse kinds of readers can find
themselves® (62). I note the happy usage of "inscription,”
which means “writing into”: Barthes writes himself into
text. In various “postures” and “gestures,” in
‘presentations® in “scenes of language,” Barthes parades his
bodily enjoyment, believing that "among the meny figures
presented to you, there is sure to be one that will please
and gratify you, and that is all we need” (Bensmais 61). In
trying to follow along with Barthes, in essaying his body
with my own, [ rediscover my body. Plessure is doubly
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reading and it is also the signal which tells me I am
reading with my body.

In examining, with Barthes, the practice of reading and
writing, 1 find that the body is there where pleasure is. As
a corollary, 1 can say that "banality is discourse without
body® (RB 137). And I discover that significance, rather
than ignorance, is bliss, that significance is another word
for Jjouissance, that it is meaning "/n so far as It Is
sensually produced” (PT 61). 1 begin to catch on, to grasp
the comnection between Barthes the gauchiste intellectual
and Barthes the hedonist. I perceive the exciting
possibility of mounting a political meaning.

The text is the preferred site of the coupling of
pleasure and the body. Barthes poses the question: “Does the
text have humen form, is it a figure, an anagram of the
body?" He answers, "Yes, but of our erotic body" (PT 17).
The body transfigured by pleasure is not the socially
inscribed, socially constructed body, not the body known,
sccessed and assessed by science. Not that the erotic body
is entirely other than the social or scientific body—it {s
something more, an excess. The body which the text reveals
is

gy e i

T D
Or, to state the unscientific more scientifically,

the body is the irreducible difference, and

at the seme time it is the principle of all
structuration (since structuration is what



is Unique in structure). If 1 managed to

make ;’Sl'élcﬁé'i?ﬁu%?idm“ﬂi»

structures, a structuration; with . ,

repetition, I should produce Text. (RB 175)
Structuration is embodied structure, structure in
confrontation with uniqueness and difference. | may even say
that the body essays political and discursive structures. It
obliges structure to submit itself to process, to discover
itself as that which emerges rather than that which
precedes, governs and defines. Pleasure originates in this
engagement of the body’'s “irreducible difference.” It is
therefore "something both revolutionary and asocial, and it
cannot be taken over by any collectivity, any mentality, any
idiolect” (PT 23). "The pleasure of the text," moreover,
“does not prefer one ideology to another.® It is
characterized by perversity. It "overcome(s], splitis]...the
moral unity that society demands of every humen product” (PT
31). The reader, "at the moment he takes his pleasure,” at
the moment his erotic body embraces the text, is one "who
abolishes within himself all barriers, all classes, all
exclusions, ...who mixes every language, even those said to
be incompatible® (PT 3). This reader (especially if he is
also a writer) is an agent of paradox, one who challenges
and essays culture and the doxa with his erotic body.

But of course, one carnot challenge the social,
cultural sphere without challenging the subject 1t
constructs. "The pleasure of the text,® writes Barthes, “fis
that moment when my body pursuss its own ideas—for my body



does not have the same ideas I do” (PT 17). The body is
intimately involved with selfhood or subjectivity, but the
relationship is not one of congruence. The relationship is,
on the contrary, that which makes of the subject an unstable
entity. My body essays my self. I, the writing subject,
cannot be the true, undeviating centre in a Circle of Taiss;
I cannot disentangle myself from the web of my enunciation.
And so, |

No “thesis® on the pleasure of the text is

possible; barely an inspection (an

AT

everything, the text gives me bliss. (PT 34)
Bliss. The translation almost hides the word. In French it
is Joulissance. Barthes, wore than any of the other
essayists, reveals to me the tenuousness of my position:
there is no room for jouissance in a master's thesis. I
1imit myself to the texts of pleasure, believing that
pleasure, as opposed to jouissance, essays political
structures without seeking to overturn them. Similarly,
textus! pleasure eludes, to some small degree, the grasp of
power, without yet deconstructing the subject shaped within
social structures and within language. The pleasure-text
"comes from culture and does not break with it, is linked to
a comfortable sct of resding." Jouissance, on the other
hand, “discomforts,”

unsettles the reader’s historical, cultural,

D e R tee, va luos  memor 168, brings (& &

crisis his relation with language. (PT 14)
Yot Joulssance is not to be clearly distinguished from



pleasure. It is pleasure In extremis, s joyful death, a
blissful loss, an energetic collapse. It waits in the wings,
seaks the occasion of an entrance, whenever pleasure takes
the stage.

Is this Jouissance promise or menace? 1 experience
menace. My project demands a degree of mastery, requires of
me that self-mastery which allows me to propose certain of
my "historical, cultural, psychological assumptions” in
thesis form. It can endure the perturbations of pleasure,
but not the unutterable evacuation of selfhood which is
Jouissance. And what of my theory? Can my theory of the
pleasure-text restrain the blissful spasm?

Bacon, acbject of my insistent exclusion, returns. Bacon
is, for Barthes, a mine of preciocus words: the pleasure of
the text is "like Bacon’s simulator” (PT 3); “"Ideological
systems are fictions (Bacon would have said Stage ghosts)"
(PT 27). 1 shudder at the notion that there is writing in
Bacon, that his language is at times bewitched by its own
charm. 1 remember now the “Circle of Tales® which caught
hold of me. Bacon tends to bore me, but "a certain boredom,*
as Barthes mskes clear, is not antipathetic to Jjoulssance
(PT 14). The Bacon essay is not a text of pleasure, but can
it be—possibly, potentially-—a text of Jjouissance? Is it
possible that, within the Baconian text, suthority
occasionally collapses into joy of language, a collapse
which is Joul/ssance, for the reader...and for the author?



Such questions challenge my conception of the
pleasure-text, but they also suggest possibilities of
expansion and extension. They tempt me to include rather
than exclude, to ewbrace rather than reject. Perhaps there
is more pleasure in questions than in answers, in doubts
than in certitudes. Perhaps a thesis or theory becomes wore
enjoysble when it is intoxicated, when it is perturbed by
inebriating foreign substances. Yet, as 1've suggested,
Jouissance is not other than pleasure, it is an extreme. And
it is sudden, unexpected, involuntary. Pleasure, on the
other hand, 1 have described as something one seeks,
anticipates, intends. 1 have considered pleasure in terms of
textual tactics. This jouissance, this French foreign
matter, cannot be contained in my construction, yet it is an
aspect of pleassure. Is it not an interloper, a cat-burglar
who bresks into and loots textual structures? And what
structure is secure then? Even Lord Bacon’'s house is not.
Perhaps, then, no text is invuinerable.
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111. My MNoby-Dick

] am s little embarrassed to admit that I don’t own &
copy of Moby-Dick right now. At my elbow, as I write, is a
piece of public property, a well-worn civil servant with his
1.D. number stamped upon his flesh: PS 2384 M68. In a way
though, this is as it should be. What, after all, is a copy
but the mere corporeal husk of an imeginative reality, the
lees of a book’s better being? What matter, then, 1f I don’'t
own this copy? What matters the paltry thing-in-hand? I am
writing sbout the book I carry around in my head.

Yes, I'm fairly satisfied with my threadbare civil
servant. He rather reminds me of Melville's
Sub-Sub-Librarian, the one who supplies the "Extracts,” the
“mere painstaking burrower and grubworm of a poor devil® who
“sppears to have gone through the long Vaticans and
street-stalls of the earth” (2). Yet I do regret from time
to time, the swanky Norton Critical 1 once owned, with its

settiements. On a shelf in an eighteenth-floor apartment of
8 high-rise monolith on Saskatchewan Drive, my erstwhile
Noby-Dick. Has she read 1t? 1f so, did she 1ike 1t? I hope
so. For myself, I never steal books indifferently or
inadvertently, and | expect the same consideration in
return. One should stea! a book as one steals a kiss. Desire
should overwhelm, momentarily, one’s sense of propriety and



property. Book-theft should be an act of romantic bravado.
(Romantic, roman, s novel or romsnce—the right word.) Five
years ago my best friend "borrowed®" my Swann’s Nay. Two
years ago, while house-sitting for her parents, while
occupying the bedroom of her girlhood and young womanhood, |
burgled her closet of Dracula, Nightwood, and Nights at the
Circus, and fled with them, under cover of darkness, on the
night which marked the end of my stay. Stealing books from
that closet in that room was 1ike stealing parcels of
memory, her memory. To steal a cherished book is always to
steal a piece of inner life. I can now retrace—albeit
imprecisely—the movements of her mind across these lines,
through these pages, and discover in these movements
something of her private pleasures. It will be a long time
before she sees these books again. I should add that, by
some chance, my Swann’s Nay was in that same closet. (A
worthy placemsnt—that closet contains several of her
favorite books, books she will certainly reclaim one day.)
Of course, | left it there.

But Moby-Dick ... yes, 1 am writing about that piece of
Melville’'s inner life, s big plece, which I at the cost of
considersble time and effort have stolen. It is time,
perhaps, for the full title: Moby-Dick; or, The Mhale. Yes,
this book is a whale, and requires a whaler-resder; to read
this book properly you must undertake s whalehunt.

We sail from Nentucket, a barren little strip of sand
off New England's coast, principal port of the American



whaling industry. The island is not represented on my glabe.
As Melville says, real places are never to be found on any
mep. But put your finger down in the blue water just
off-shore—ea little below Boston, a little above New York.
That will do. Your fingertip now covers the imaginary island
of Nantucket. (Yes, of course, Nantucket is a real place,
the world slowly turning, and sail your fingertip
East-southeast toward Africa. Follow the track of our ship
with your fingertip as you might follow a Tine on a page.
Remsember, though, that our Pequod is a living thing, with
crinkled brow-prow and seaweed beard, with sails billowing
snd sagging like lungs, with a peg-leg captain—beating
heart and beating brain—knock-knock-knocking on the deck
and resounding in the hold. The voyage is 1ived experience,
wild and wvayward, not straightforward and logocentric like
the highways of the mainland. There are no highways on the
sea. The line of a voyage—evanescent, a temporary furrow
dissolving in a wake—is a fiction of a 1ine, an imposition

draw navigational lines upon charts, but these are
sbstractions, myths, not experience itself. The path of a
ship is, potentially, as broad as the sea she sails, not a
path she follows but one she creates in passing.

I would also draw your attention to a certain
epistolary fragment, dated December 11, 1849. Nelville
declares, °l shall write such things as the Great Publisher



of Mankind ordained ages before he published ‘' The

Wor Id' —this planet, 1 mesn" (Leyda 347). As we sail over
the globe, you must remember that the world is a text, and
that our adventure is textual, as is our work.

Turn due south now and trace the African coast at a
distance, always remsmbering that you are out of sight of
land. During this passage, on moonlit nights when the waves
roll "like scrolls of silver,” you may descry the
"spirit-spout” (199), a great phentom jet they say belongs
to Moby Dick. Yes, we shall be subject to the tantalizations
of the signifier (the signifier as Kristeva describes it: a
presence which precedes). The ungraspasble, the ineffable
leads us on. As if by witchery the cbject of ocur quest, the
referent which would meke meaning whole, is forever near yet
forever retreating from ocur approach. But take heart—by
daylight we shall see other spouts, closer at hand and wore
approachable than this phantom. How practical, then, will
this business of whaling seem! Remember that while you sre
an initiate to the mysteries of whaling, you are also an
spprentice. Noby-Dick is dark, suggestive, baroque, but also
very roll-up-yer-sleeves-and-get-after-it methodical. Think
of it—at least for the time being—as a "how-to" book in
fancy duds, as & journeymsn decked out in
Sunday-go-to-meetin’ .

Our work involves—as you might expect—e certain
specific 1ingo. You'd do well to learn the one along with
the other. To begin with, never spesk of “sighting” the



you “ratse” (140 ff.) the whale. This s the all-important
first step to which you return again and again. Man the
masthead, hover over the entire scene, be attentive, be
patient. (Beware of airy reveries, or you will make the
entire voyage and never raise the whale.) You raise the
whale much as you raise a deep-diving thought from ocut of
the stir and swell of daily experience, as you raise an idea
or memory from out of the dark of ablivion. It is not an act
of will, and yet it always seems that the whale responds in
soms strange, unaccountable, unforeseen way to your desire
to see him. That is why whales—1like imeginings, like
ideas—are “raised” rather than passively “sighted.”
Plato—in the Neno I think it {s—suggests that the

of raising that way—as 2 remambering, as recovery rather
than discovery.

A very strange emperience, especially the first time,
especially if he surfaces—es he just did—just off

he was not there. It is perhaps because he is 80 big, so
very big, that you cannot believe he sppeared suddenly, in
one given moment. Your resson tells you it is so, but your
fmagination cannot believe it. Your imagination affirms
sgainst all reason that he was always there, or—at the very
least—that he must have been there long before your
conecicus awarensss of his presence.



For me personally, it seems that The Male was always
there, and that They were always there, the monstrous white
whale and the grim old peg-leg knocking sbout on my
quarter-deck. 1 can’t remsmber when they mede their
entrance. "Places!” was whispered in the dark, and "lights
up® revealed them. Noby-Dick is one of those rare books
which inhabit me before I inhabit them. Yet it i{s not a book
like, say, Ol iver Twist, a book that was read to ms by Mom
or Big Sister. No, Melville’s book is full of {rreverence,
indiscretion and down-right indecency. Suicide is offered as
a legitimate option on page one; Christian and cannibal (of
the same sex) bed down together shortly thereafter; God is
never at any time treated with due consideration—no, no, my
Baptist mother would never have read me such a book, I'm
sure. Yet it found its way into the sanctum sanctorum, the
innermost chamber of my memory.

The book chose me before I chose it, but in the final
analysis, choose it I did... Or did 1? I? No, as with so
many other things, the choice is part of my inheritance from
the child 1 once was. It is one of meny choices | must live
with for better or worse—in this case, 1 would say for
better. And I do remsmber the first time a particular
eight-year-old took the book in hand, the first time he
raised The Bhale. A chance find—or 30 it seemed—it was
there on the shelves of that little community library in
Selkirk, Manftoba: a blus volume with small print, not far
from the big-print volumes of the Bobbeey Twins, and cloeer
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still to the Adventure series—The Island of Adventure, The

not entirely digested big-prints. The kid was sware of the
format: big print with pictures meant Kid’'s stuff; ssmll
print without pictures meant Big Sister stuff. The blue
volume had smell print with pictures. It therefore answered
to his modesty and to his ambition. Yet that was not the
prime motivation of the choice—no, something else,
something quite different, was at work. It was what I might
hazard to call a mature decision. It marked a coming of age,
sn acceptance of one’s duties and responsibilities. That
moment’'s interior text (the one you read in the bubbles of
thoughtful comic-strip characters) would have read something
like this: "Here’s s book I’'ve known sbout for a fair while,
maybe it's time | read it.°

Step two: in whalemen’'s 1ingo you "lower” (141 £f.) for
the whale once you’'ve raised him. This is what a lubber
would call “putting boats in the water and rowing around
1ike crazy"—but we will have none of that here. Take the
word from Ahab: “Come closer, Starbuck; thou requirest a
little Tower layer® (143); “"Hark ye yet again,—the little
lower layer" (144). Lower yourself down layer by layer, into
the depths of the book. Our little boat can only skim the
surface, yot we are now in pursuit of the greatest cresture
of the deep.

My first lowering—too precociously undertaken—was not
s great success. That is to say, the kid read the first
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page, maybe a little wmore, glanced at the pictures and set
the book aside thinking he would read the rest later.
Thirteen years later, I did just that. Since then I have
served, avidly though often ineptly, & whaling novitiate of
some dozen years.

At this stage of my career, 1 have participated in only
three full-scale, all-out lowerings for The Whale, though I
have raised him innumerable times. If not an suthority, 1
can at least spesk as one who is familiar with the business.
And I will say that NMelville’'s whaling technique, however
awkward and imperfect it may seem to the beginner, is the
very best possible. If it is your first lowering you will be
an oarsman, and therefore both usage and practicality
require that you approsch The Bhale arse foremost. As a
critical posture, this is embarrassing, not to say
humiliating, but there is, unfortunately, no help for it.
Kesp your oar in the water and be attentive to the rhytim of
the work. Remember that your business is to see, not where
you are going, but where you have been. (Was it Forster who
said that a good memory is the most fmportant asset for the
novel resder?) Watch the weke as it spreads itself out in
your imsgination. ("Yes, as everyone knows, meditation and
water are wedded for ever® (13).) Give yourself up to the
verbal pleasures, too. No leisurely landed gathering can
offer "gayer sallies, wmore merry mirth, better jokes and
brighter repartess” (240)—the straining of muscles sesms toO
sharpen the wit. Last but not least, be attentive to the



whale-1ine, “the magical, sometimes horrible whale-1ine*
(238), but remember that yours is not the management
thereof, and avoid, at all costs, becoming entangled
therein.

But there, I've done it. How can I touch upon the
whale-1ine without becoming entangled? The whale-line "folds
the whole boat in its complicated cofls, twisting and
writhing around it in almost every direction. A1l the
oarsmen are involved in its perilous contortions" (240). 1
run my eye over this line, arranged in long zig-zags from
stern to prow, and I see that my eye moves somewhat as it
does when moving back and forth across a page. Somewhat, 1
say, because this twisting, writhing line, surrounded by an
ocean-broad space for merginalia, bears a closer resemblance
to the wander lusty narrative line which takes shape in my
imagination. Yes, we carsmen cannot escape ocur involvement
with the line. How can we escape, even for a moment, from
the infinite and irresistible tantalizations of the line?
What is more fascinating to the landsman, or the new
inftiate of seafaring life, than the sailor’s knots, than
the intricate dexterities of a sailor’s handling of diverse
ropes, cords and cables? And what s multitudinous variety of
lines you' 11 find a-whaling: streams and rivers leading to
the sea, every street in New Bedford doing the same, the
ship’s course or “"track,” the web of rigging, the mests and
spers, the lines of Ahab’s charts, the lines on Ahsb’s brow,
the 1ines on the whale’s vast brow, the strange genealogical



lines of Queequeg or Tashtego, the bonds of friendship, the
bonds of cbsession, Stubb’'s yarns, Fedallah's coiled hair
and (hypothetical) coiled tail, umbilical cords of birthing
whales, the whale-line, the monkey-rope, the log and line,
the life-buoy line, and, ultimately, the encounter with Moby
Dick during "the Season on the Line.”

ber that the snimated line, the line as

You must remen
living structure, is a serpent—mesmeric, tantalizing, and
potentially dangerous. Remember, too, that it is in the
nature of the serpent to be linear only in action and coiled
in repose. Coiled line, moreover, is a layered structure.
Let’s return then, to the contemplation of our whale-line.
Coiled sway in a tub, the whale-line awaits the harpooning
in "layers of concentric spiralizations” (239). Strike a
whale, and it springs into action “1ike ringed lightnings®
(240). In our business of whaling, the layered coil is our
generative structure, and line, the thrill of action.
Coiling and layering are the ordering processes, the
collecting and recollecting of experience which allows us to
enter upon the unraveling of new experience. Evolution and
involution, action and regensrative, comtemplative repose,
accumulation and expenditure—there’'s the oscillating rhythm
of our work. Nor should all of this surprise you. The Whale,
after all, is a book, a layered, enfolded structure
sbounding with 1ines. But it is a 1iving book, s creation of
fmagination, and therefore its lines and layers are
characterized by a certain phantasmegoria.
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Ours is a profoundly uncertain negotiation. We raise
and lower, raise and lower again. The whale is chased more
often than harpooned, harpooned more often than captured.
Sati! on for now. Round Good Hope. (Here’'s a ship well met:
the Albatross of good hope.) Steer your finger
east-northeast, up past the southern tip of Nadagascar and
across the Indian Ocean. We hopefuls await the sure dart
that finds the flank, the keen searching lance that pricks
the heart. But such good fortune does not mark the end of
our work—only a new beginmning.

As | said, the eight-year-old that I was glanced at the
pictures. One of these remains with me: the broad side of a
ship, some figures at the bulwarks, a dark, humped mass on
the sharkfin-carved surface of the sea, a man attached to a
cord, standing-dangling upon the dark mass |ike a marionette
upon a stage. I know now that this is an image of “cutting
in,” our step three.

Here you are, cutting spade in hand, floundering about
‘half on the whale and half in the water, as the vast mass
revolves 1ike a tread-mil1" (270) beneath your feet. While
you are cutting-in, a myriad of sharks are jswing-in.
Occasionally, when a particularly rasbunctious shark gets in
the way of your work, you will push him aside with your
foot, a bare foot—best perhaps to use the one you value
least. Sharks aside, cutting-in is rather 1ike peeling an
orange—with the difference that you don‘’t have to stand on
an orange as you peel it. That strip is long enough now; cut



it loose and those mamning the blubber-hook will raise it to
These blubber strips are at once skin and flesh,
surface and substance of the whale. Your work, then, is
concerned with unlayering the whale. Yet all active pursuits
fnvolve a line of some sort, a line uncoiled and brought to
life, and the business of cutting-in is no exception.
Attached to a canvas belt about your waist is a long cord
called a monkey-rope. The other end of this cord is attached
to the belted waist of that man whose anxious face you see
sbove you, at the ship’s side. He is your guardian angel in
this undertaking. (Though you mey wish to call him Nelville,
call him Ishmeel instead.) For the moment, you and he are
1ike twins bound together by "sn elongated Siamese ligature®
(271). This lively line, now slack now taut, now undulating
now vibrating, creates a union of sensibility. What is true
for Ishmeel is true for you: your "own individuality [is]
now merged in a joint stock company of two" (271).
Cutting-in of the whale is thus a co-operative. co-ordinated
_ So you have been s masthead-men, an oarsman arse-
férmt. and a cutter-cum-dancing-ape. (This last consti-
tutes a promotion, for it is always a harpooneer who
performs the cutting-in.) Now 1 offer you a priestly role,
that of the mincer. See, there, between the foremsst and the
meinmast, that imposing structure of timber, brick and
sortar, "ten fest by eight square, and five in height®



(352)7 That is the try-works, and that is your altar. There,
your “bible leaves® of blubber will be melted down and
purified in the two great try-pots of the furnace. (“Bible
leaves! Bible leaves! This is the invariable cry from the
mates to the mincer. It enjoins him to be careful, and cut
truly, yours is a holy function, for the whale is
word-made-flesh, and from that flesh you extract the

But you must first receive your investiture, the robe
of office. Did you catch a glimpse of that “very strange and
enigmtical cbject,” that "unaccountable cone,” jet-black
and "longer than a Kentuckisn is tall® (350-51)? That is
what meriners call the whale’'s “grandissimus” (351). We take
the sheath of that grandissimus—the whale’'s most intimate
layer—turn it inside out, cut arm-holes, and there you have
it! your cassock. It's a kind of cover-all /mperwbable to
protect you while you perform your offices.

In trying-out you are more intimate with the whale than
ever before. You wear his vestments. The smoke of his
sizzling flesh begrimes your face and fills your lungs—bhe
is the very air you breathe. Yet for all this dirt and
fmpurity, the process is one of refinement, of distillation.
(I tend to think of trying-ocut ss an essaying of The Whwale.)
You have pursued the whale, have captured him, have come to
know him in the flesh. Now you are concerned with extracting
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what is valusble, what is to be retained and stored “below”
for future barter with the world.

Whalemen are thorough in their clean-up; shortly after
trying-out is completed, the entire deck is spotless. The
valusble sperm oil is casked and stored below. It mey seem
that our affair with The Bhale is over and done. Not so,
howsver. No voysge is over ti1l the ship comes home. And the
Pequod, it seems, is leaky in the hold; the casks are badly
sesled. 1 ‘ve always had this sams problem of leakage in the
hold. It's s messy business, finding that slippery film of
sperm-0i1 on almost every interior cbject you choose to
touch. Yes, it seems to work its way into every nook and
cranny. You frown, you rub thumb and forefinger
together—yes, yet again, some residue of The Whale. 1've
never really been sble to wash my hands of it.

At this point our line of work turns back upon itself
and coils: raising, lowering, cutting-in, trying-out,
raising again, lowering sgain etc. But the ship’s still at
sea; the voyage is not done. Let's follow that line, the
line of our voyage, through to the final recoiling.

Meet the Jercbosw and dire prophecies. NMeet the forlorn
Virgin sesking ofil for her lamp. Make the narrow passage
betwesn Sumatrs snd Java snd smell the stinking Rossbud with
her rotting whale-corpses in tow. Sail North around the
coast of Borneo, past the islands of the Philippines, and
into the Ses of Japen. Meet the wise old Sawse! Enderdy of
London (whose captain has lost an arm to Moby Dick) and the



gay and prosperous Bachelor (whose captain has never heard
of any such fish).

Pause now for a moment. You cannot trace the course.
Ahsb has destroyed the quadrant, and an electrical storm has
turned the compasses. Our Pequod is bewitched. Her frantic
course is marked by tight loops and sharp sbout-faces, in
too brief a time and too narrow a space for your fingertip
to follow.

Take a breath, and head southeast into the Pacific.
Moby Dick is very near, and each passing moment could bring
an encounter. These ships you meet are his heralds: the
Rache!, "weeping for her children” (436); the dejected
Del ight offering a sea-burial to the last of five dead men.
Now! Look there! straight before the prow about a mile
shead, “a hump 1ike a snow-hi11° (446)!

Stop. Stop short at the apex of an imeginary equila-
teral triangle which has Fiji and New Guinea as its two
other points. That's the nesrest land, Fij{ or New Guinea,
both several hundred leagues distant. Your fingertip is far
out in the blue now, at a point just below the Equator.
(Yes, the Equator is the Line of the "Season on the Line.")
You are a fair ways past what any American would call the
middie of nowhere. It is a “clesr steel-blue day® (442). The
ship is stove, her sides battered in by a raging monster. In
sinking she creates a great whirlpool which seizes ship and
crew in a cofled embrace, which gathers up “each floating
osr, and every lance-pole, and spinmning, animste and
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inanimste, all round and round in one vortex, carriels] the
emallest chip of the Pequod out of sight® (469) .

“And 1 only sm escaped alone to tell thee® (470). Yes,
yes, you guessed it: there is always a locose thread. The
line of our voysge has gathered uwp into a coil; our Pequod
is the hooked fish, and the whiripool the angler's reel. Yet
Ishmee! remains as the embodiment of our sdventure. He
carries it colled up in his breast. He is a man with a megic
ring set between his shoulder blades—a life-size, flesh and
blood, brawny snd menly “Chatty Cathy.” Take hold of the
ring and pull. Draw the long filament out to full length.
Once released, the line springs to life and seeks its cofl
sgain. In this release and in this seeking, speech is
created, an ever-to-be-renewed retelling: "Call me Ishmsel.
Soms years ago—never mind how long precisely...”
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IvV. Of Digression

Words are fishy. Slippery and wrigglingly alive, they
elude the grasp. What is most palpable about them is their
difference, their other and independent being. Even for us,
spesking bodies—fishers for whom words are the most comwmon
of ocur common concerns, the everyday units of our dull,
daily industry—even for us words retain a little of their
submarine strangeness. They are slways 3 little uncanny, or,
as the Germans say, not homelike. The feel of them can never
be quite ordinary. And the smell! Yes, there is always the
fishy smell—pervasive, penetrating—the excessive aspect
for which we have no use: etymological residue or alternate
meaning, homonymous or synonymous suggestion, unwanted pun,
Freudian slip, contextual contamination, or connotative
play.

But of course, of course, words seem like utter
ordinariness, or ordinary utterance, most of the time. Now
and then, however, we find soms jelly-like, betentacled,
phantasmegorical thing in smongst the herring or the tuna or
the cod that we are used to. "Phantasmegorical” is itself
potentially such 8 word. Or it may be a foreign word. Dr.
sgain, s monster 1ike harl/stokrassy—s word disfigured by
the violence of writing—an eighteenth-century French
revolutionsry’s rendering of aristocretie (sristocracy). (1
forget the man's name, but 1 can’t forget the word.) Such
instences remind us of the enigmstic nature of language,
remind us that it is only use that makes our herring or cod



sppear so familiar.

Digress. It is no monster, not even an odd fish. But
one needs to look more closely. I turn, therefore, to the
dictionary. It may seem to some that that is the wrong place
to sesk the strangeness of a word. For me, however, the
dictionary is the marine biologist, the san for whom a word
is an abject of careful scrutiny, of curious speculation,
even of cbesession. The dictionary strives to understand,
characterize and define the word, but in so doing reveals
its slippery, insubordinate complexity.

Digress. (I am looking at the entry in the 1989 edition
of the Oxford Engl ish Dictionary.) Etymologically, this word
has a Latin ancestor, a verb form meaning “to go aside,
depart.” There is a noteworthy bodily inflection in the
Latin verb, a suggestion of stepp/ng aside or malking away.
As |1 move on to the definitions, I am reminded that these
are inseparable from the use that various writers in various
periods have made of this word. Among the definitions, 1
find two which, although cbsolete, interest me a great deal:
“To depart or deviate (from a course, mode of action, rule,
standard, etc.): to diverge®: “To diverge from the right
path, to transgress.” These are accompanied by a couple of
Juicy instances of seventeenth-century usage: “The subjects
rebelled, and digressed from their allegiance”; "So men,
while he aspired to be 1ike God in knowledge, digressed and
fell."
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By now, 1 have begun to nose the word; 1 sm sware of
its fishy smell. °"Digress® {s constructed upon a bodily
metaphor. The body it represents is, moreover, a wayward,
errant body. The word bears the taint of a less than
impeccable reputation; it has been an fsmoral word.
“Digress,” in the most frequent modern sense—"To deviate
from the subject in discourse or writing"—is not commonly
associated with trescherous rebellion or original sin.
However, the most common modern sense of the word is also
the earliest. (Chaucer’'s usage conforms with our own.) In
the course of its history, the word digresses into immoral
meanings. And it does so, | believe, because even discursive
digression is suspiciously capricious, morally dubious.
Digression in discourse represents a suspension of thesis, a
failure to conform to logocentric linearity: °l dygresse
from my mater and talke of a thyng that nothynge belongeth
therunto.” Digression is suspect precisely because it is non
sequitur, because it does not follow.

Transgression and the body. | am tempted to think that
the association of the two is more than simply accidental or
arbitrary. As a reader and as a writer, 1 experience
digression as s menifestation of desire for words, as an
instance of the body’'s erotic engegement with language. It
is that snxious snd exciting moment when language reveals
that 1t has sn independent spirit, a mind of its own. 1 look
at a word, and it seams to be looking beck. I have designe
upon it, but it also has designe upon me. 1 am susceptible



to its charms. It leads ms astray.

The digressive movement begins with a certain gesture
~ of resding, a gesture which merks s diverting (distracting
snd entertaining) interruption:

Has it never ppenad, as you were reading a

book, that you t stopping as you read,
not bocauu you weren’t interested, but

becsuse you were: because of a ﬂ:- of

idess, stimuli, associations? In a word,

TooRIng U From your ook (Barthes 20
Ravished by what we read, we are often led away from what we
are reading; we 1ift cur eyes amay fraom the page and pursue
our own path. ¥We recompose. We are concerned now with "the
text which we write in our head shen we Jook up® (Barthes
30). I1f we catch ocurselves and look back at the pege, we
will almoet certainly find some whispering serpent
responsible for our lapse: a word, a turn of phrase, an
image—who knows? The whisper speaks to us of another text
whose trace we pursue.

The digressive writer is one who reads his own writing
in the very act of composition. He is attentive to the
insinuations, temptations, and seductions of his own words,
allowing his intention to be diverted by the unexpected
charms of his own voice. And he takes it upon himself to
scribble out the text which better behaved readers and
writers write only in their head. But to explore these ideas
most fully we must be prepered to treat reading and writing
somswhat metaphorically. We must be prepered to consider
both as interiorized functions which allow us to construct
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exper ience.
I sm walking sway from the 106th Street liguor store. A

john approaches one of the prostitutes on the sidewalk. I
hear her ask, "Do you want to go out?" An errant piece of
language—the verb phrase “to go out"—catches hold of me. |
am made to follow where it leads. For the prostitute, for
the john, this phrasing has a transactional value: it is and
must be subjugated to convention. But I am reading the
scene: 1 construct it as a scene, as a text with characters,
dislogue, 8 specific setting, narrative possibilities. The
vagrant phrase, however, refuses to stay in place, refuses
to be contained. Questions arise. Where does it come from?
where is it going? For me, 1t belongs elsewhere, in another
scene of langusge: for me, it is the language of dating. I
attempt to mend the breach. 1 imegine a scene in which a
prostitute initiates a novice:

No, no, never ask them that. Thg.d:ﬁ't want

to get lucky. They want to get what’'s coming

to them—that’s the way they see it. Ask

them, "Do you want to go out?” They know

what you mean, believe me. Some of the older

ones will think it's cute; they iike the

ides of having a date with a you chick.

And if it's a cop, or a solid-cit zon-type,

he'’ 1l be less 1ikely to get on your case.
But is this something s real prostitute might say? I have no
way of knowing. 1 build this speech from bits and pieces of
certain gritty urben films 1've seen—film noir, cinema
vérité, mede-for-TV docu-drams. 1 strive to find a place
which will accommodate the words 1 hear.
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“One day a Malay knocked at my door. What business a
Malay could have to transact smongst English mountains, 1
cannot conjecture; but possibly he was on his road to a
sea-port...” (De Quincey 178). My digressive text is
Confessions of an Engl Ish Opium-Eater. As before (in my own
example) an element of experience is out of place; a "Malay”
is wandering "amongst English mountains.” (Questions arise.
Where did he come from? Where is he going?) A servant-girl
sdmits the stranger, and provocatively announces “"a sort of
demon below" (179). Upon his arrival on the scene, the
autobiographer (for whom life is text) seeks to weave the
wayfarer into a textual pattern, one that takes shape,
this case, as a tableau:

In a cottage kitchen...stood the Malay—his
turban and loose trm: of di white

relieved upon the dark panelin had
placed himself nearer to the g rl ‘than she
seemed to relish... A more :tr‘lkir?'.pietun
there could not be fmagined than

beautiful English fm of the girl, and its

:::.ﬂsito fairness, together with hlr erect
snt attitu , contrasted with

the ullou and bilious skin of the Malay,
enameled or veneered with by
marine air, his smell, fierce, l‘lltllll
eyes, thin lips, ﬂivi:h gestures and

adorations. (179-80)
The digressive movement of the text is now very clearly
oriented: it is sesking out that place of discourse which
Edward Said has described as the orientalized Orfent, “what
V. G. Kiernan has aptly called 'Eurcpe’s collective day-
dream of the Orient’® (Said 52). "Orientalism,” as Said
conceives of it, “is a style of thought based upon sn
ontological and epistemological distinction mede between
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‘the Orient’ and...’the Occident’” (2). Its discourse is an
attempt "to stage the Orient and Europe together in some
coherent way" (61). (De Quincey, in offering his tableau,
avers that it "took hold of [his] fancy and eye more
powerfully than any of the statuesque attitudes or groups
exhibited in the ballets at the opera house" (179). ) The
*striking picture® contrasts the fair, "erect and
independent,® English women with the dark, slavish Oriental.
Both figures are schematized: the woman represents the
essentials of Englishness; the Malay is a metonym of all
things Oriental.

A tablesu is not drams, but rather its interruption. A
tasbleau is a meaningful stasis; it transfixes, character-
izes, elucidates, summarizes, defines. De Quincey’'s Malay
is, quite clearly, a force to be mastered, controlled and
contained. He is rendered not merely as a figure, but as a
figurine, an Oriental artifact "enameled or veneered with
mahogany.” This literary "freeze-framing" fails, however.
The Oriental "demon,” "the fearful Asiatic,” "the ferocious-
looking Malay" enthralls his viewer. The tableau, intended
to pacify imeginative fears, only serves to enliven them.

De Quincey attempts a conciliatory offering: "On his
departure, 1 presented him, Inter alia, with a piece of
opium” (180). The gift binds rather than relesses. It
creates a bond between this English writer and that fearful
Asiatic: the English opium-eater has, by means of a
substitution, given up a piece of his own flesh, an sromtic
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excrescence of his own body. An unfortunate gesture:

I was struck with some 1ittle consternation
when | saw him suddenly raise his hand to
his mouth, and bolt the whole, divided into
three pieces, at one mouthful. The rnuty
was enough to kill some half-dozen dragoons,
toosther with their horses...l felt some
slarm for the poor creature; but what could
be done? (180)

The question now: who is the poor creature, the giver or the
receiver? This piece of opium, gobbled as Satan might gobble
a soul, is not an end but a beginning. It is the ring, the
kerchief, the button, or strap from one’'s shoe which, by a
half-willing inadvertence, is allowed to fall into the hands

it is the potlatch, the poisonous gift, which serves to
provoke (rather than to intimidate or conciliate) a powerful

and dangerous peer':

This incident I have digressed to mention,
because this Malay.. fastened afterward upon
my fancy, snd throu?a that upon my dreams,
bringing with him other Malays worse than
himself, that ran "amuck" at me and led me
into a world of nocturnal troubles. (181)

The digression is interrupted (but not enced) here. The
Malay {s submerged. He becomes the stuff that (bad) dreams
are msde on. De Quincey returns to his subject, which (1
should digress to mention) is happiness. He confesses:
"1...have taken happiness bx h in a solid and a liquid
shape, both boiled and unbotiled, botl East Indian and

My understanding of potiatch may be somewhat -
unconventional. ] take it from George Bataille who, in "The
Notion of Expenditure,” distinguishes potilatch from
primitive barter, emphasizing that the potiastch-gift is
sn excessive expenditure intended to defy, humiliate and
cblige its receiver.



Turkish® (181). But 1f happiness is opium then De Quincey
has most certainly squandered it upon the Malay. As the
writer suggests in a foreboding footnote, he will be
subjected to "the frantic excesses committed by Malays who
have taken opium" (181).

The Oriental wanderer returns to De Quincey’'s text in a
digressive fragment dated May, 1818: "The Malay has been a
fearful enemy for months. Every night, through his means, 1
have been transported into Asiatic scenery” (216). De
Quincey now stages himself upon the Orfentalist stage.
smidst Orientalist scenery. Following his Malay, he
under takes a metonymic pilgrimage which leads him first to
*Southern Asia...seat of awful images and associations.” He
speaks of "the ancient, monumental, cruel and alaborate
religions of Hindustan,® of the "antiquity of Asiatic
things, of their institutions. histories—above all—of
their aythologies etc.” He moves on to “the mystic sublimity
of castes that have flowed spart...through such immemorial
tracts of time." This fluvial image invokes “the sanctity of
the Ganges," which in turn invokes the awe-inspiring "name
of the Euphrates” (216). In a climactic flourish, De Quincey
flees, metonymically, across Asia to Egypt:

L 21058 S TR S el
lay in wait for me. | came suddenly upon
Isis and Osiris: I had done a deed, they
::ﬁilgi:ﬂ:i%g?ﬂbh and the crocodile

It 1s by this progression that De Quincey discovers his
own specific bodily relation to the Orientalist universe. He
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follows the Malay from England to Southern Asia, then from
time to the river, from Ganges to Euphrates, from Vishnu and
Seeva to Isis and Osiris, and finds at last the crocodile.
This crocodile, which covers him "with cancerous
Kisses...among reeds and Nilotic mud,” is the “physical
horror® (as opposed to the "moral and spiritual terrors”) of
the opium dream, and of the text the dream

engenders :

1 was compelled to live with him; and (as

was always the case in my drmi for

centuries. Sometimes [ escaped and found

myself in Chinese houses. A1l the feet of

the tables, sofas etc., soon became instinct

with 1ife; the sbominable head of the ,

crocodile, and his leering 88, looked out

at me, mltipliod into ten thousand

repetitions.... (217)
The image pursues. It presses upon the dreamer. It looks
back at him, meets his gaze. In the figure c* the crocodile,
the writer's body engages fully with culturaily determined,
imaginative productions: his text characterizes itself,
marks its specificity, with respect to the much larger
cultural text of Orfentalism. The autcbiographer’'s
image-repertoire takes shape in culture’'s confrontation with
the particularities, the differences, of his body.

De Quincey wanders through wor ids engendered by the
potency of words, of words Qul/ font réver, of words like
Marvell’'s ball into which a whole world is compressed:
"Malay,” “"Euphrates,” "crocodile” and the rest. I recall, in
this regard, a phrase ! have not yet cited: Southern Asia is

“the cradle of the humen race" (216). This metaphor,
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evocative and affecting, is also strangely formulaic: it
sounds bookish; it has the ring of a commonplace. It reminds
me that De Quincey’'s dream world originates as a reading.
The writer has never (in waking life) travelled to China, to
Indostan. His experience of Asia is inseparsble from his
books. His is a mind entirely saturated with texts, written
texts predominantly, but slso those of the pictorial,
theatrical and musical arts. For De Quincey—is he alone in
this?—experience is textual experience; he reads
everything.

Opium itself is a textual element, a figure. But it is
of special importance because—as an Oriental drug, as the
Oriental drug—it ensbles a bodily access to the Orientalist
stage; it allows the body to meke an entrance. Only in terms
of the "cult of opium® does De Quincey’'s extreme bodily and
imeginative bondage become comprehensible. As an Oriental,
the Malay is associated with opium and with the textuality
he shares with the drug: exotica, enslavement, nightmare.
The drug is not to be understood within an economy of
productivity, but within an economy of orgy—pure
expenditure, pure prodigality: *But what caused the dreams?
Opium used in unexampled excess” (188). The dreams are the
non-utilitarian productions, the luxuries, which De Quincey
spends—squanders—in writing. Opium liberates the
sccumulated interior texts, sllowing them to sssert
themselves insubordinately, to surge, to swarm, to run
“amuck.® The cpium-eater errs within this tumu | tuous



landscape, buffeted, deflected, diverted by megic words,
tantalizing imegery, alluring or frightful scenes. The text
of this errancy, which De Quincey writes, is not, however,
simply a chaotic repetition of cultural tropes, because the
dreamer errs as a body. The writing spends not only cultural
accumulations, but the stuff, the very substance of the
self; the embodied self discovers its particular cbsessions,

and wastes itself upon them.

De Quincey’s Malay text provides an illuminating, even
it goes the full distance, goes whole hog. It exemplifies
digressive lubricity; it abandons itself to the slippery and
dangerous, wanton word. But digression need not be—indeed,
typically is not—so spectacular and extreme. It has to do,
most commonly, with whimsy rather than cbsession; it s
modest transgression which stops short of vice,
self-indulgence which stops short of reckless abandon,
pleasure which stops short of Jouissance.

Digression, of this more moderate sort, is the
stock-in-trade of the essayist—at least, the kind of
essayist who, like the autcbiographer, is concerned with
writing the self, but who, unlike the autcbiographer, writes
it discontinuously, in bits and pieces. Content to present
himself as the sum of his moments and movements, the
essayist has no real need for an over-arching narrative
structure. NMoreover, the essayist always has, at least
ostensibly, a subject which is other than his own



subjectivity, other than himself. He is challenged,
therefore, to find himself in his subject matter.

*l have,” writes Charles Lamb, "an almost feminine
partiality for old china" (291). Funny that it should be oid
china: it seems that, for the Western mind, any and all
things Oriental are tendentially digressive. (I respond much
more to a Malay than to old china, perhaps because Malays
take a prominent place in Moby-Dick.) "1 cannot defend the
order of preference, but by saying, that we have all some
taste or other, of too ancient a date to admit of our
remenbering distinctly that it was an acquired one" (291).
Indeed we do: Lamb has his china and I, my Moby Dick. These
tastes, these inscriptions upon the individual body, will
often lead us to digress, for our body is the text in terms
of which we r.ad all others. (1 think here of Queequeg, who
carries (and consults) a complete cosmogony cryptically
tattoed upon his person.) As he reads, as he writes, the
essayist seeks the traces which he can recognise as his own.
1’ ve spoken before of megic words. 1 find one here, in the
opening line of Lawmb’s "01d China,” with which 1 began this
parsgraph. One? Well, no, there are two, but l've already
mentioned "china.” 1 am thinking now of “feminine.” Speaking
ostensibly of china, Lamb writes, "I love the men with
women’s faces, and the women, if possible, with still more
womanish expressions® (292). He speaks then of the
china-imege of a lady taking tea, and of “"the same lady, or
another—for likeness is identity on teacupe—...stepping
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into a little fairy boat" (292). This fairy boat marks the
beginmning of a digressive excursion during which the writer
sosks himself in the feminine, the feminine in himself. He
turns his attention from the tea-taking teacup-lady to the
woman with whom he is taking tes, his constant companion
Bridget (Mary). She embodies the feminine for Lamb. In her
he seeks the traces of his own femininity. Pursuing the
suggestion that likeness is identity, he even presumes to
speak in her voice, which he does throughout the long
digression which makes up the bulk of the essay (292 ff.).

clements: even as the allure of the Malay is confirmed by
association with opium, so old china becomes alluring by
association with the feminine.)

Abgsinth. This is one of my own megic words, 8 wistful
and nostalgic word. 1 find I can’'t resist it—written or
spoken, in English or & ]la francaise. 1t leads me first to
that Degas which bears its name—to that man and woman, each
utterly lost in what the French call 1’ incommunicabl] ité.
Their faces are so delicately and yet so entirely ravaged by
the wormwood liquor they consume. Their sbsent gazes return
me to the word. Absinth. Doesn’'t it sound 1ike “sbsence® or
"“sbsent” pronounced with the drunken slur this 1iquor might
induce? Doesn’'t it name, quite precisely, the loss or lack
which is so evident in the empty eyes of the
sbsinth-drinkers? From here my thoughts have many possible
destinations. Absence, my own and that of those I care for,



has become for me an important consideration in recent
years. 1 used to travel a fair amount and for unusually long
periods—e year, s year and a half, two years. Not a very
wise choice in some ways: sbsent from my home, ! formed
attachments much stronger than those one associates with
vacation-acquaintanceships. In Quebec, in Italy, in New York
City, ! have friends of the sort that one should never have
except in oe’s hometown. These are among my absent ones,
and “sbsinth” may conjure up any one of them. Lately,
however, it is more likely that my thoughts will turn to my
best friend, whom | met eleven years ago, here in Edmonton.
For five years now, she and I have not shared a city of
residence. She’s been living in Toronto for the last two
yesrs, and will (it seems) continue so for some time more.
For now, and for some time to come, she, more than any
other, embodies absence for me.
From a letter to my sbsent one:

o e L o

e

rever led—dreamt upon, freely re-imegined,

subjected to a process of reverie.
My friend is an indolent proofreader. Her letters sbound
with misspellings which are, however, never (or almost
never) simply, barrenly incorrect. She creates new words,
and recreates old ones, and in so doing deflects my reading.
*"Reveried” is my favorite. Her passage (to which mine
responds) looks like this:

] am now reading a non-fiction work:
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Nonument and Maidens—The Allegory of the
Female Form. 1'm reading this for several
reasons, one of which I am hoping to come to
a clearer understanding of why I paint women
just larger than life, why I often draw
myself huge dwarfing my enviromment and in
general, why it mekes more “sense” to me to

sint large paintings. [...] + 1

ooy (e 1 e s s thoraunly

g0 (but 1t 1s an Umconecious, InTUILive

choice not political first) by meking my

representation of women “just larger than life."

Here, now, I find that I digress even as | copy this

passage. My mind wanders from my original intention. First
of all, it occurs to me that | am copying "hand to hand,*
and 1 am charmed by the implicit friendliness of the
gesture. (I always write my originals in longhand and then
re-type. The difference here is that I am not copying from a
printed text, but from one that is handwritten.) Just as 1
finish re-copying, however, | notice that her text does not
look right in my hand—her words do not look right—(she is
after all, a left-hander)—in my (right) hand. She, being a
painter, has s professional interest in calligraphy. It is
hardly surprising that her personal script should be so
peculiar and original: she print-writes, all in pleasantly
full-bodied, well-formed capitals. Her words are not well
represented by my clumsy, but highly legible, school-boy
hand. The words themselves are not mine. 1 notice the “huge*
which appears twice, a marvelous, frightful, (upper-case)
word which she loves. It is just too big, too cumbersome,
for me; there are few speces in my texts which will
sccommodate it. (1 recall thet 1 describe the whale, which
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might properly be called huge, as °"big, so very big.") And

than 1ife," whom she aptly spparels in her upper-case?

The sentence structure and punctuation are hers not
mine. The period which concludes a typical sentence of mine,
is 1ike a spindle which reels in my preconceived line of
thought. Certainly, there will be snags—parenthesis,
inter jection, subordinate clause—but I will tug through. My
friend builds her sentences letter by letter, word by word,
accumulating thoughts as she goes along. I see that "one of
which® is followed by three instances. I remark the use of
the plus sign (+), an arithmetic sywbol, an adding rather
than an "snding.” I note the sudden and surprising
blossoming of words beneath her pen: “myself huge dwarfing.®
This thing we call "style,” is it not in fact the traces of
the hand—the hand which holds the stylus—traces that
remain even after the text is subjugated to the rigors of
typeset?

As | consider the immediacy of my friend's script, and
my own immediate digression, 1 begin to understand the I,
not as a pre-established, pre-existing, psychological
entity, a (Romentic) "self," but rather as the designation
of the spesking subject at the moment of enunciation: *I 1s
the one who says I in the present instance of discourse’
(Barthes 16-17). Digression now sppears to me as 8 gesture
which ensphasizes the simultaneity of the subject and the
text he writes. In the act of digression one is not "writing



it down" (documentation of a pre-existing phenomsnalism of
self), nor "writing it out" (expression or spontanecus
overflow of the self), but simply "writing right now,*
shaping and transforming selfhood in confrontation with
language .

Simply “writing right now"? Well, perhaps not so
simply. When language and the subject come together, there
is joy but also disruption. Language beckons, and 1 lose
myself in pursuit:

The reciprocal integration of language and

the body, from which the imeginary

originates, decenters man in relation to

himself and marks the begimning of his

errancy. (Irigaray 15, my translation)
Following Irigaray’s argumentative path, I find that | err
in quest of a return, an "impossible return to the body as
the secure place of my own identity” (15). This return is
impossible because my embodied selfhood "is no more than
mediated by language, and its trace can only be recovered in
the speech of the other” (15). In the speech of the other ]
seok myself: my desire for this speech is self-seeking. I
want to spesk the other by whom | am spoken. The mediating
structures of language seem, moreover, to serve my turn (my
return). I take up the I, an imposing person:

the polarity of persons, a basic condition

of languege,...imvolives nefither equality nor

symmetry: cm nln has & paﬂtian of

trmm uith re rﬂ to you, .g

interior to shat U‘Ml .

you remsining ntiriar ta it.... (Barthes 18)
While 1 do not control the matter of my discourse, yet |

inhabit it. | take place and precedence in what ! spesk. My




pursuit of myself in the place of the other, of my speech in
the other’'s, is therefore susceptible to what Irigaray calls
“the imperialism of an I" (9), an imperialism which, | see
now, is very evident in all my preceding digressive
configurations. In each of these the digresser seeks to find
and appropriate the place and the message of the other.

I err, 1 digress, toward the feminine. As does Lamb. It
is interesting, too, that De Quincey’'s tableau stages the
Malay side by side with an English woman. I begin to wonder
if the Malay, like old china, has not a feminine
sssociation? 1 wonder if the orientalized Orient is not an
imagined feminine space? But these are questions for another
of s "place of origin® 1 have lost. 1 seek to recapture “the
initiatory integration of body and language® (Irigaray 15).
The trace—the trail, the spoor of an sbsent presence—which
1 follow is not mine but that of an other. Yet the other
voice which I, in digression, produce, is of my own making:
it is a product of my imaginary, which is itself the product
of my body’s involvement with language. In digression, I
seok the other but produce myself, with all my imeginative
investments and part/s pris.
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V. Essaying Male Feminism

1 wanted to write a feminist essay. 1 thought of the
project as an extending of the hand, as a writing that would
extend my reach, as a writing that would offer itself, in a
friendly manner, to feminism. I began research and
discovered that my desire, which is somewhat representative,
in that it is shared by some other men, has become recently
a matter of debate. I discovered, too, that I tended to
agree with, to be convinced by, those voices which describe
my desire as impossible.

Even as a phrase, as a verbal construct, “male
feminism" doesn’t inspire much trust. It sounds rather like
our own only-in-Canader-eh? Progressive Conservative party,
or, again, like the Partido Revoluc ionario Inst itucional
(Institutional Revolutionary Party) of Mexico. Paradoxical
impossibility, for the “male feminist," is real and cbvious
enough. As Stephen Heath acknowledges,

Women are the subjects of feminism, its

fnitiators, its mekers, its force; the move

and the join from being s woman to being a

feminist is the grasp of that subjecthood.

Men are the cbjects, part of the analysis,

sgents of the structure to be transformed,

representatives in, carriers of the

patriarchal mode; and my desire to be 2

subject there too in feminism—to be a

feminist—is then only also the last feint

in the long history of their colonization. (1)
Heath has a great deal more to say about men and feminism,
but the sbove passage is as good & summary as any other.
What is most interesting, ! suppose, is that Heath does have

such a great deal to say, such s multiplicity of "sngles,”



with regard to the problem of male-feminist impossibility.
And yet, in a peculiar way, the impossibility of male
feminism is just one, perhaps the One. Heath’'s is the
impossibility of a man's occupying the impossible place of
feminist writing, the impossibility of “getting at® the
impossibility of feminist women writers.

Feminists like Alice Jardine write, write of, an
impossible feminist discourse, 8 discourse which is not
authorized, which has no master in the house. Risking a
paradox, 1 sm tempted to spesk, here, of an ensbling
impossibility, one that challenges the writer to remsin {n
impossibility, to write from the position of the other
subject (another paradox), to forge a writing which is other
than patriarchal and, at the same time, other than that of
other women, other feminists. (It is interesting, in this
regard, to note that Jardine’s primary contribution to MNen
in Feminism includes an exchange of letters and then a
dislogue: two feminists converse, each attends to and
responds to the other, yet nef ther speaks for—spesks in the
place of—the other.) This discourse, other than the Same
and the One, is impossible and plural, claims respect for
its own otherness and respects the otherness of other women.
Such writing represents an otherness which is shared and yet
not uniform, not of one form, not of the form of the One. It
is thoroughly paradoxal, in that it is self-consciously
sgeinst the doxa and yet refuses to constitute itself as s
new dOXa.



The male feminist, like Plato’s artist, can produce
only representations of representations. “¥We do not want you
to mimic us,” writes Jardine (60), and the emphasis (which
is hers not mine) of the verb 'mimic’ is pertinent. Male
feminism has been, is, to a great extent a mimesis, and one
that tskes place in full knowledge, and not quite so full
acknowledgement, that the ldeas are elsewhere and
inaccessible. The ldeas—I] am becoming more and more
convinced—are in the female writing body, are in that
body’s confrontation with discourse, with politics and
history. Male attempts to forge a feminist discourse appear,
in this light, to be an attempt to access, and to lay claim
to, the female body—an old rather than new tactic. Male
feminist writing can be seen as the act of colonization to
which Heath alludes. Or, to use Irigaray’'s terms, it can be
seen as an sttempt to meke feminism the same as the One.

Although feminist writing is not a thing to be taken in
hand, it seems that men can lend a hand. In “Men in
Feminism: Odor di Uomo or Compagnons de Route,” Jardine
writes, "What we want, | would even say what we need, is
your work®(60). Well, Stephen Heath has done soms work, and
it ts good work. "Male Feminism" is, I think, a valusble
examination of the question, the problem, it sddresses. It
offers a service to feminism, without striving to master its
discourse. Jardine, while she stops short of awarding “an
honorary degree in feminist criticism™ (80), still seems to
find that Heath is less pungently male-odorous than most



other male feminists. And 80, 1 suppose 1 might spesk now of
a third order of impossibility, that of a fledgling scholar
whose experience of feminism is characterized by perplexity
rather than familiarity and a degree of confidence.

Impossibility? Well, no, 1 can’t really dignify my
position to that degree. It would be absurdly grandiose for
me to spesk of my iwmpossibility. Difficulty would be a more
suitable, modest term. I am faced with the difficulty of
achieving that intelligent, informed, engaged awareness
which would allow me to begin to negotiate the
impossibility, for the male feminist, of finding a place in
the impossible discourse of feminism.

Where did it begin—this difficulty in the face of a
redoubled impossibility? 1 feel inclined to return to Alice
Jardine here. It seems an appropriate move, in that I have
been using her as a kind of touchstone—well, yes, as an
suthority—up to this point. She visited my university last
year. [ didn’'t know snything at all sbout her, not even her
name. | glanced at the announcement, which sppeared in my
mail box. A pair of lectures. The titles, urmistakably
feminist. Alice Jardine. From Harvard. A feminist from
Harvard. Not educated at Harvard, mind you, working at
Harvard. It !l mede me rather curious.

For me, Harvard represented the pinnacle of the Nor th
Americen scademy, & kind of City of God, but with real,
solid, stone buildings. And trees, big, spreeding,
many-years-old trees. Are there such trees at Harvard? 1
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didn’ t know then, and don’t know now, but that is how I
imagined it: the City of God, the Garden of Academe. That, I
thought, is where male knowledge lonks upon itself, and sees
that it is good.

1 looked again at the name. Alice, for any student of
English, is an allusive name. Jardine, the patronym,
suggests garden, doesn’'t i1t? Alice in the Garden. Alice and
the looking-glass, perhaps—in the Garden? There arocse the
question that piqued my curiosity: how would this Alice take
place within the Garden? A pair of lectures, as I said. One
of the titles now caught my eye: "D’'apres Gynesis.” Alice
and the Garden. Genesis and Gynesis...

1 attended. 1 won’t spesk here of the texts of the
lectures, unless to say that they were, well, very
difficult. Jardine was spesking within a post-Derridian,
post-Lacanian, feminist context. I, unfortunately, was
listening within a pre-Derridian, pre-Lacanian,
ma le-academic context. And yet it was an enjoyment—both
times—an enjoyment arising from a factor | had not
considered: the bodily presence of the subject of discourse.
That's the big difference between a lecture and a private,
reader |y confrontation with a text: in a lecture situstion
the speaker is present, in the flesh. This presence affects
we-the-1isteners, we who are also present— in the
flesh—and in the lecture theatre. Although in the lecture
theatre, as in the Brechtien theatre, the house lights are
kept up, one can’t quite escape the possibility of a degree



of mob response. With so meny bodies pressed close together,
attending to and responding to a spesking body. there is
always—1lights or no lights—a certain danger of contagion,
a contagion of boredom, or again, s contagion of pleasure.

Spesking of contsgion, and more especislly, of a
contagion of pleasure, 1 am not far from speaking of
seduction. In each case, one finds oneself feeling rather
feverish, and one doesn’t know just why. Certainly, at the
first lecture, and agsin at the second, | was seduced. (In
this I'm sure that | was not aslone, that | was accompanied
by women and by other men. I don’t wish to privilege my own
seduction, except to say that it was and is of importance to
me, being mine.) It's hard to say just how it happened. In
*French Theory and the Seduction of Feminism,” Jane Gallop
suggests that, in order to think French theory, the feminist
must sccept "the necessity for entanglement, contradiction,
and loss of mastery" (113). Is this not, very precisely, a
description of the experience of seduction? At Jardine's
lectures, 1 experienced entangliement, contradiction, loss of
mestery—a necessity which s man must accept in order to try
to think contemporary feminism. 1 was pleasantly confused,
and therefore subject to seduction. The speaker was not
interested in seducing me—I know that. But is there
anything more seductive than a seducer who is not trying to
seduce?

No, 1 can’t deny my complicity. As a first year
graduste student, one who hed been severa! years awey from
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the academic world, one who had been working during those
years as a bartender—working, that is, within a sexist
industry of predominantly male bartenders and exclusively

scademy. The academy which had educated me as an
undergraduate was not the same as that in which, as a
graduate student, I was endeavoring to claim a place. And I
knew that the changes | was witnessing were only a
beginning. Sympathetic accommodation—an ugly but sccurate
phrase—my sympathetic accommodation of feminists and
feminism would not be nearly enough. An intellectual
conviction sbout the justice of feminist claims would not
suffice. Although I had not then the vocabulary to describe
it, I was beginning to recognize the easy treachery of my
socially inscribed, male body, to notice the changes of
tone, of posture, that marked my dealings with women, to
notice the significant differences in the form and content

mixed compeny.” 1 was working, at that time, within the
relatively familiar, relatively secure sphere of graduate
courses headed by senior male professors, but |1 knew that
would have to chenge. 1 knew I would have to change.
Therefore, | wanted to desire the change;: 1 wanted to be
Seduction, however, is very different from engagement.
The former is typically a transitory experience, a plessure



without s slaligimg of troth. 1f seduction is to leed, with
time, to egmpeient . the initial experience must leave one
with an insoluble residue of desire, a remsinder and a
reminder. 1'm not sw > if my experience of seduction has the
potential to engage me, but 1 know that 1 have not been sble
to put it aside. I am unsble to do so bacause it pleased me
and also disturbed me.

After the first lecture, during the discussion period,
I meintained a timid silence. During the second, I took
heart. Certainly, this spesker might be dangerous, but she
was not at all uncongenial or forbidding. Speak therefore! 1|
thought. Speak your pleasure! Yes, 1 spoke, but my
embarrassment at what ! spoke, at how I spoke, is still too
acute for me to record it here. Let me say, by way of
analogy, that it represented an instance of the country
bumpitin struggling to spesk his admiration to a
sophisticated cosmopolite. Each new sentence was 3 nNew
blunder added to the preceding ones it wes fntended to
correct. It occurred to me, upon reflection, that 1 did not
know how to spesk to this womsn. How, 1 wondered, can |
learn to spesk with this woman? i

Sut there is more. The pleasure éf the lectures made me
sware of an sbsence. No soconer did 1 think, °1 like this
women, enjoy this women,” than it occurred to me that T----
(my best friend) would have 1iked snd enjoyed her too. 1
felt her sbeence, regretted that she wes not there to share
the pleasure.



My problem then is one of separation and distance. My
friend is a felt absence during my experience of plessure.
She lives in Toronto, and her absence therefore seems to me
inevitable and necessary. Separation and distance seem,
moreover, to figure cur gendered relationship; geographical
fact becomes metaphor for the politics of gender. Similarly,
Alice Jardine, even while fully present, is distant,
separate in discourse: | am unable to speak with her. In
each case, | feel a desire to arrive where they are.

As it happened, | was at that time constructing a
master’'s thesis proposal concerned with pleasure and
assayistic writing. I had already decided that I would
propose, as part of the thesis, three “original” essays. °I
will write,” 1 therefore decided, "a feminist essay.” It
seemad |ike the matural solution: I would write an essay
which would mediate the pleasures and confusions of my
confrontation with feminism to my absent best friend; in the

Alice Jardine. The idea seemed a bit preposterous even then,
seamed to put the cart before the horse, to conflate and
confuse that which is pras with that which is posterus. How
can one write what one does not yet know how to speek?
Although this question bothered me, it did not put me off
the project. |1 conceived of writing as a stable, carefully
controlled experiment having none of the impulsive,
inflasmatory fmmediscy of speech. For me, speech wes an
often dengerocus delirium, writing an arducus but fairly
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exact science. ¥Writing, a deferred communication which
allows for editing and revision, sppeared to offer the
possibility of an initiation. I hoped that writing (and the
attendant reading) would prepare me for speech, as the
rigors of the studio prepare the dancer for the transports
of performance.

1 put the proposed project before a professor of mine.
Yes, he confessed, he too had felt attracted to what he
called “the peculiar, exciting energy of feminism.” And he
had experienced the difficulties of that attraction. Like
me, he sensed that feminism is “where it's at,” that there
is 1ife in feminism. Unlike me, he had already learned that
feminist writing is more than a style and rhetoric which can
be examined and adopted, and that the most well-intentioned
attempt at co-operation and co-ordination can easily become
an attempted co-option. | was more sttentive to the shared
excitement than to the unshared circumspection. How might 1
meke 2 start, | wondered. He recommended Men In Feminism, a
collection of MLA papers concerning men’'s relation with
feminism.

1 started. And my beginning was the beginning of the
ond, at least in terms of the project as it was originally
conceived. 1 had wented to treat feminism as a *topic,” to
find its place and to locate my writing in thet plece. |
encountered feminism which is not one, but plural, feminism
mede up of various, dynemic topol. Psychoanalytic feminism
(to risk a generic term) interested me most. But the



psychosnalytic feminist project of "writing the body” served
more than anything to shake the solid ground under my feet.
I begen to realize that "writing the body® is, must be,
something very different from the safe, systematic practice
which | considered (and desired) writing to be. What,
moreover, did it mean to "risk essentialism” (G. C. Spivek,
qtd. in Jardine 59)?7 Did it mean that “writing the body® as

wanted to write, however. | still wanted to learn how to
spesk, how to address feminists and feminism. Following
Heath’'s lead, I thought I might try to place myself in
relation to feminism. But as | continued my reading of Men
in Feminism, 1 experienced an increasing unease as 1 began
to discern the ways | am implicated in the various male
discourses of the text.

As | begin to read Paul Smith’s "Men in Feminism: Men
and Feminist Theory,” I am embarrassed by an introductory
paragraph which figures men’s relation to feminiem as an
active penetration, perhaps unwanted, as “a more or less
illegal act of breaking and entering, entering and bresking®
(33). Yet my embarrassment reveals an unwented
identification with the speaker. And & question is raised,
here, as to the violence, the violence of patriarchal
re-inscription, which may—perhaps inadvertently, perhaps
unintentionally, perhaps fronically, but also perhaps
necessarily—mark men’'s relation with feminiem. (To what



degree is my own figure, the seduction of a man by 2

feminist, a re-inscription in reverse, an s t of
dominance and mastery which allows me to remsin securely and
comfortably placed in heterosexuality?) 1 recall an earlier
question, posed by Heath: "ls it possible to wonder whether
there is not in male feminism, men’s relstion to feminism,
always potentially a pornographic effect?” (4)

1 read Cary Nelson's "Men, Feminism: The Materiality of
Discourse,” and again I begin to feel squirmy. He asserts,
"] cannot therefore easily place myself In feminism in any
unitary way" (156). That sounds modest and sober -minded
enough. Yet this avowal follows upon an introduction which
repeatedly, insistently, places its spesker in feminist
contexts: at "a National Women’'s Studies Association
meeting”; "st a feminist session at the Modern Language
Association”; "at a Feminist Scholarship Interest Group
moeting” (153). In such contexts, he is, at times "the only
man. . .awkward, unwelcome...invisible.. .superfluous,” or
sgain, "too generously welcomed® (153-54). At other times,
he is "simply & member of a mixed audience” (153). Yet 1
can' t help but suspect that this lonely man, welcome or
urwelcome, feels special, that this member of a mixed
audience—(Ah! here we all are, men and women, free and
equal!)—fesls an all-too-reassuring sense of belonging. And
my suspicions are, of course, grounded in my recollection of
snalogical, if not identical, feelings and experiences.
*NMore importantly,” Nelson continues, *the women 1 live with
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has been involved with feminist organizing and feminist
scholarship for many years®” (156). And yes, 1 too, having my
best friend, a woman and a feminist, know how such a bond
can make a man feel—well—absolved, legitimate, almost
author ized.

The instances of uneasiiess which arise from my reading
of men’s texts in Mer In Feminism are not limited to those |
have discussed here. Yet all such instances have this in
common: they make me sware of a desire-investment which |
share with the writers, a desire-investment which takes many
forms. If this awareness is uncomfortable, it is also, for
me, enlightening. It tells me that, when men confront
feminism, male desire is not the thing that is put aside,
but the very thing that is most in play. This is not to deny
the role of political consciousness or political conscience,
but rather to suggest that such consciousness and such
conscience are bound up with desire. It is to suggest that,
st least within the North American academy, feminism has
become a site of desire for men: for me, for my professor,
for the men in Men In Feminism.

Stephen Heath wonders, "Do I write from desire-fear, to
say simply in the last analysis ‘love me’ ...7" (6). As ]
consider the implications of this question, I recall Rosf
Braidotti‘s assertion that male feminist writing "bears
witness to the historical significance of the emergence of
women as spesking, writing, desiring subjects” (qtd. in
Jardine 58). Women, feminist women, are desiring subjects
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spesking and writing their desire, and we men—at least someo
of us, at least some of the time—desire their desire. We
mey even try to be what they desire. To be what they
desire?! Don’'t feminists desire a woman, & rew woman? Not
surprisingly, then, the male feminist at times falls into
what Elaine Showalter calls "critical cross-dressing,” and
offers his male-inscribed body, with its tell-tale odor df
uomo, modestly, coyly, and often rather clumsily apparelled
in feminist rhetoric. It is a performance which offends the
eyes and the nose of those he seeks to pleasse. And yet
feminist desire /s exciting for men. (That, if nothing else,
is what a book like Men in Feminism mekes sbundantly clear.)
We want to be desirable and desired. Moreover, we experience
feminist analysis and enunciation as a demend: we must
change, must learn to respond adequately—at least
adequately—to the generative and transformative historical
force which is feminism. It is to be acknowledged,
certainly, that male interventions in feminist process may
be, often are, opportunistic, conciliatory, intrusive or
even violent. And it is becoming clear that mimicry is
inefficient and more than 8 little absurd. The question
then: is there, at this historical juncture, something men
can offer which would coincide with feminist desire and
demand?

“And what do feminists want?" (60), Jardine asks. It is
a rhetorical question; she has an answer which 1 touched on
esrlier. Your work, she says, we want your work. Work sbout
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feminism? Work on the topic of women? No. Citing Cixous,
Jardine writes, "You sti/]] have everything to say about your
own sexual ity: that’'s a challenge, if it helps you to think
of it that way" (60). And she goes on to say,

It is much easier to speak sbout women than

to speak as a body-coded male—to imegine a

new man ... I do not agree with Smith or

Heath that to work through your male
sexuality would only reproduce what’'s come

before, reproduce the phallocentric ,

T diniot wrtwticn s thine aome of

you have. (60)
1 would tend to—would have tended to—agree with the men on
this issue, but Jardine’s last sentence is unsettling. If,
as a8 men, I have really been perturbed, unbalanced or (as
now) unsettlied by my experience of feminism, then I could
not, in writing my desiring body, "reproduce what's come
before.” Feminist writing has changed my experience of my
body and my sexuality. 1 remember, in this context, my
reading of Irigaray, especially her evocation of femle
auto-eroticism, of the lips—no not /abl/a—the 1ips which
endlessly embrace each other, which are not one, nor two,
which are plural, yet divisible only by means of violence. |
remember experiencing a kind of void in the region of my
crotch, sensing that I had not the organs that the text
required. Such experience upsets the phallocentric imaginary
of which 1 am a bearer. In trying to write my body and speak
my sexuality, I could and would produce a great deal of that
fmaginery, but not just that and not in just the seme
predictable, redundant form. There would be something
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well, a little bit of new man. I am not /n feminism, but 1
am, I think, "after feminism" (Jardine 59). As a man after
feminism—that 1s, a man coming after, coming later, but
also a men after feminism, that is, desirously in pursuit—I
feel 1 must take Jardine’s challenge seriously, even though
1 may not be able to meet it at present, even though it may
oblige me to undertake a long initiation of serious reading,
serious listening, serious writing.

It must be sdmitted that one is disrupted by Jardine’s
challienge. It exerts pressure upon a site of mle
resistance, the site of the massive male investment in the
disembodied voice, in the "one” which is the voice of the
One. As Irigaray notes in Parler n’est Jjamals neutre, the
"1" reveals its sources (2), and that is what one doesn’t
want to do. One, a hovering presence, does not wish to be
embodied, historically situated in relation with other
historically situated bodies. Being nowhere in particular,
one can be—or at least wants to be—anywhere and
everywhere. One is not obliged to be here and not there,
this and not that, subject which is not and cannot be other
as well. One resists being 1, this body, here and now.

As 1 consider the discourse of the one in the context
of my present concerns, I see that it is the voice of
dissertation. One spesks of what one knows, {mpersonally and
objectively. One’'s knowledge is universal. Its relation to
history is incidental, becsuse it is true for all time. It
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experience can only confirm. I, on the other hand, am the
voice of essay. | am subject to the perturbations of the
body, am troubled by its often cpaque density and by its
vicissitudes. Yet | accept the body as a means of

uncertainty, subject to changes both personal and
historical. Therefore, if 1 am to give a generic nams to the
writing Jardine requests, | would call it essay—not the
feminist essay 1 had originally conceived, but one that
seriously considers the implications of my “1," of my
embodied voice.

In the 1990 Broadus lectures at the University of
Alberta, Shirley Neuman describes the body as a site of
social inscription, but also as a site of resistance. In
considering this description, | begin to realize that a
man’s relation, my relation, to this body politic of
inscription and resistance cannot be that of a feminist.
Faminism is very precisely what my male-inscribed,
“phallogocentric® body resists. My body is the noisy,
fractious thing that disrupts my attempts to learn a new way
of writing and speaking. 1 think of it as that which must be
silenced. And yet, {f I am to discover the bodily resistance
Neumen speaks of, the radical resistance to inscription
rather than the resistance of my pre-existing inscription, I
must learn to write the peevish, rude, bumpy, halting,
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embarrassing thing hidden beneath the neat folds of what
Neumsn calls "the canonical male body"—the body of the
One—the body which, being assumed, need never be specified.
The choice, it seems, for men as for women, is between a
body which accepts itself as written and a body which
writes—and perhaps rights—itself.

Exsmples of the male body-in-writing are not abundant,
but Roland Barthes, I think, provides a good one. This body
is not "after feminism,® nor certainly is it a body
d’ apres—coming after and emerging from—feminism. But the
writing of this body exemplifies, I think, a process which
might serve as a means of msking the body—the male body, my
body—availsble to new meanings, new msanings which are
*after feminism.”

Barthes’'s body is one of his floating signifiers, it is
the floating signifier, the one in which all the others
meet. As Levi-Strauss defines it, the floating signifier is
“a value of indeterminate significance, which is itself
empty of meaning snd therefore able to receive any meaning”
(qtd. in Hi11 113). The conception of the body as a floating
signifier, when contrasted with the body Neumsn describes,
must sppear utopisn. Yet I think it deserves consideration,
in that it obliges Barthes to follow a certain ethic of
writing. Because the body’'s status as a floating signifier
is always to be renswed, Barthes, in writing his body, must
spend meenings rather than sccumulate them—or at least,
spend as rapidly as he accumulates. Writing is the
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expenditure which espties the body—as much as possible—of
socially-inscribed meanings and mekes it available,
receptive, to new meanings. Remsmbering Neuman once again, I
suspect that these new msanings are also social, and that
the receptive body will be susceptible to re-inscription by
the dominant discourses of patriarchy. The new meanings,
however, together with the body which receives them, will
have more historicity, more contemporaneity than their
predecessors. By the process of writing itself, by spending
its acquisitions, the body continually renews its
relationship with history. And I think this is an important
point, in so far as feminism and feminist process constitute
s significant portion of here-and-now history.

Is it possible to reveal the body’'s resi/stance to
inscription, its irreducible difference, by means of a
writing process which engages the body in the transition of
its meanings? I wonder 1f this other-body might be glimpsed,
like the body of an actor in the midst of an on-stage
costume change. But no, this provocative possibility is too
much to hope for. The body-in-writing’'s déshab/]le can never
be more than a relative state of undress. This body must
stage itself @:ﬁiiﬂ in language; 1t cannot write itself
out of language (where socially-constituted mesanings are
"always slready” inscribed). Yet it does fil1] out the
clothes. It gives each new costume something of its own
shepe. It is the l1inkage, the element of difference which,
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to each change; it is that which links, in Barthes’s case,
the text of A Lover’s Discourse with the text of Roland
Barthes or The Pleasure of the Text or, for that matter,
Mythologies. Precisely because meanings sre kept in a state
of flux, it becomes possible to distinguish them from the
body. Meanings begin to lose their natural appearance, begin
to reveal themselves as constructs which appear, and which
are altered or sbandoned, within an historical process.
Issues such as gender and bodily uniqueness or individuality
may, thereby, be clarified.

“The word's justification,” writes Barthes, "is less
its meaning than its placement. The word lives only as &
function of its context...” (The Rustle of Langusge 205). He
is concerned, here, specifically with the mana-word (a
floating signifier). As Barthes writes his body, it becomes
indistinguishable from its textual instances; “body® becomss
the mana-word, a word that is justified in terms of its
situstions. Contextual relation renders it more juste (wore
exact, more correct, more legitimate, more just). Given that
"body” is, for Barthes, the mans-word, | am tempted to
consider the body-in-writing in the light of these
propositions, and to suggest that it too is Justified by
placement and relation. Like the word, this body must engage
with its history, a history which “encumbers snd
constrains,® but "sometimes, on the contrary,...serves to
revivify® (Barthes 204). Similarly, it must discover and
define itself in relation to its others—other bodies, snd



108

more importantly perhaps, other bodies-in-writing. By
placing itself in confrontation with a history it esbodies
and with its others (others which embody a different
history, a different relation with history), the body may be
sble to assume its own becoming. A writing which is the
body’ s paradoxical production-as-expenditure could prove to
be, for men as for women, an enlivening, regenerative
process. And it may begin to "justify" the body’s relations,
by meking the writing body a site of historical change, by

message of the other.

So, I find myself now at the end of a writing which is,
in a certain sense, not yet a proper begimning. At best,
this writing is a preface. Yet it does begin to situate its
subject. It serves, however inefficiently, as a speech
lesson, and provides, hopefully, a point of contact. Who is
it for? For me, and for men who are in a similar situation,
for men, that is, who are “not too far along.® And for women
who might be interested in knowing where such men might be,
if for no other resson than the fact that such men sre, I
believe, quite numerous. And for my best frhnd

I’ve thought of her often while 1 m this text.
She is its preferred reader, the desired you in terms of
which the written I takes shepe. | am thinking of her now in
relation to a smel) painting which, at the end of a visit,
she gave ms to take away. Just briefly, 1 should describe
it.
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ilot a very cheery picture. In the centre, a figure
shaped like a humen body, but entirely bound up, bandaged,
mummi fied—s creature of indiscernible identity. By its
"fest,” an assortment of hats—party hats? Not sure. Gay
designs cover their surface, but their shape, in every case,
is the tall, pointed cone of the dunce-cap. The bound figure
is wearing one, but iwintﬂy—(wrwiﬂﬂy?)—m
its face, like a muzzle or like a mute besk. A humen figure,
as | said before, and yet a strangely songless and immobi le
bird.

I have an ssbivalent relation with this picture. Like
other gifts and keepsakes, it stands in for a presence but
confirms an sbsence. It affirms a bond of friendship, but
recalls separation and distance; it is a meeting place and a
barrier. Yet as I begin to consider it in the context of my
present concerns, | begin to think of it as an invitation
(or perhaps a challenge). It suggests a project. I remewber
that writing is, metaphorically, an unraveling. (Barthes
describes the word as a tangle, the body as a raveled
thing.) I see that the msmified figure offers a few loose
strands, 8 few stray ends that might be tugged on. Perhaps
this figure is a skein to be unraveled and woven, unrave led
and woven again. And perhaps the core, the essential spool
or spindle is never quite revealed. My friend’'s painting
poses the problem of the body bound. She might, 1 might,
tete up its unbinding, the unbinding and the weaving of its



110

Works Cited

Barthes, Roland. A Lover’s Discourse: Fragments. Trans.
Richard Howard. New York: Hill and Wang, 1978.

--. lgthologlcs. Trans. Annette Lavers. London: J. Cape,
1972.

--. The Pleasure of the Text. Trans. Richard Miller. New
York: Hill and Wang, 1975.

?ﬁaﬂ Barthes. Trans. Richard Howard. Hill and Wang,
1

--. The Rustle of Language. Trans. Richard Howard. New
York: Hill and Wang, 19886.

Gallzn “French Theory and the Seduction of Feminism.”
in Feminism. Eds. Alice Jardine, Paul Smith. New
York: NMethuen, 1987: 111-115.

Heath, Stephen. "Male Feminism.” Men In Feminism. Eds. Alice
Jardine, Paul Smith. New York: NMethuen, 1987: 1-32.

m"io%.ﬁ;" "Barthes’s Body." Paragraph 2.2 (1988),

Irigaray, Luce. Parler n‘est jamals neutre. Paris: Les
Editions de Minuit, 1985.

Irigaray, Luce. Ce Sexe qu/ n‘en est pas un. Paris: Les
Editions de Minuit, 1977.

Jardine, Alice. "NMen in Feminism: Odor di Uomo or Compagnons
de Route?" Men In Feminism. Eds. Alice Jardine, Pasu
Smith. New York: Methuen, 1987: 54-61,

Nelson, Cary. "Men, Feminism: The NMateriality of Discourse."
Nen In inism. Eds. Alice Jardine, Paul Smith. New
York: Methuen, 1987: 155-171.

Neumun , Shirl.y *’ An appesrance nlkiq in a forest the

sexes burn’ ; wt&iqm the construction of the
feminine roedus Lecture. Edmonton,
Alberta. 22 Jan., 1990.

Showalter, Elaine. “Critical Crouiﬁi-mi : Bale Feminists
and the Woman of the Year." Men In Feminisw. Eds. Alice
Jardine, Paul Smith. New York: Methusn, 1987: 116-132.

s-ith Paul. “llen in Feminiem: Men and Feminist T * Men
in Feminism. Eds. Alice Jardine, Paul Smith. New aﬂl-



11

Methuen, 1987: 33-40.



Vi. Conclusion
Once again, 1 find myself yearning for a French title,

some essays concerned with, and mede up of, pleasure;
concerning (some) attempts undertaken for, and characterized
by, pleasure; concerning (some) trials.... My thesis is a
writing, in essay form, on the essasy form. | seek to
understand textual pleasure by experiencing and producing
it. There is, in all of this, an cbvious faflure to
establish and maintain “critical distance.” Yet there are, 1

touched on in my introduction, and which I'd 1ike to expand
on here.

The essay is a particularly pertinent area of study,
for one positioned as 1 am within the scademic institution.
I aspire to the master’s degree, a degree above the
bachelor’s and below the doctor’s. I think of it, therefore,
not as the degree of the master, but as the degree of a
degree of mastery, the degree of limited mastery. It is
assumed that 1 have achieved a certain level of competence
within my field of study, but 1 am stil] very much a
student. | have the status of the bachelor (the
knight-aspirant or squire), but what I speak is not
doctrina: the knowledge I produce and put forward is still

caresr offers me, in a certain sense, the essayist’'s subject
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position: 1 am suthorized to speak a knowledge which is not
entire and self-sufficient, which requires the voice (the
vote) of another.

The essay as a pleasure-text begins there, with the
writer's need for a reader who confirms or challenges his
discourse. The authority of the writer and his text is not
constituted in advance. The writing requires a reader’'s
contribution. It is not fast food; nor is it the boss’s
Christmas banquet—a gorgecus spectacle offered to avid but
empty-handed subordinates, an opulent display designed to
overwhelm and intimidate. The essay is potiuck & deux: 1
bring what I got, you bring what you got, and we see if we
can meke a meal of fit.

Authority is becoming an issue here, so I'11 be
explicit: suthority is what you relinquish when you decide
to seeit and find textual plessure; textusl pleasure begins
with loss of mastery. (1 suppose these statements must sound
suspiciously axiomatic. But they do spesk my experience,
and, well, even the essayist feels sure from time to time.)
1 fee! inclined to Frenchify yet again: for the essayist "le
Je est enjeu.” The I, disseminated throughout the essayistic
text, is in play. It is a contingency. It is & wager in a
textual gambo!l involving subject, ocbject and other. The game
begins as | constitute myself in my spesch-act, in my
enunciation. My selfhood, whatever it was or mey have been
before, is now contemporary with this writing:

the subject of the speech-asct can never be

the same 8s the one who acted yesterday: the
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I of the discourse can no longer be the site

where a previously stored-up person s

innocently restored (Barthes 17).
I, subject, have an cbject. I can distinguish myself from my
object in so far as | speak and it does not. But I am in
discourse. To spesk or write the abject is not to stop
speaking or writing the subject. I become involved with the
cbject: it intrigues, it pleases, it charms me. It becomes
my ocbject; it becomes subject(ive) matter. I may strive to
disengage or disentangle myself, but, like the silent-screen
sd, more entangled. Quite

clown, 1 only become more engag
soon, 1 am utterly lost in the activity: no longer just In
the writing, I aw the writing. I am now a function of this
discourse, by which you know me, by which | know myself.
Yes, it is just here that you, playing Ollie to my Stanley,
come in. Perhaps you watch me for a bit. You frown, you
shrug. But then you become interested in the matter I'm
mixed up with; or you become interested in helping me
disentangie—I, after all, am clearly not mester of my
material. You decide to lend a hand.... But it /s a sticky
business, a very sticky business.

The silent clown is for me a p,irti@ui,iriy useful ﬂﬁj‘i

snd writer, for you and me, constitutes our susceptibility
to textual entanglement. The moment you or 1 touch the text,
we becoms involved; with touch we become contingent. Ve
begin to sesk thet bodily knowledge which might be called
grasp. 1 may even say that, for the essayist and his reeder,
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the verb "to know" has always a somewhat Biblical
inflection. Both desire an intimate confrontation with a

body of knowledge.

A question arises from all 1 have said: to what degree
do my own texts conform to my description of the essay? |
must say | re-read them with satisfaction and
dissatisfaction. 1 consider my address, my appeal to the
resder, and | remember something I once read on the jacket
of a Sinatra album: "What mekes Sinatra so special? He sings
for you, just for you." Montaigne, I think, achieves the
"Frank-effect,” and does so by means of candor. | may become
lost in the intricacies of his arguments: I may begin to
fee! inadequate, to feel that 1 am not the reader he
desires. But then he offers me some intimate confidence,
tells me, for instance, that he is a premature ejaculator:
“I have the failing of being too sudden® (111.5.671). Now I
know 1 am his reader, simply because 1 feel certain he would
not tell snyone else what he has told me. Woolf, too, Knows
how to address one particular person. She has the persuasive
touch. There is something in her tone which says, "It's just
youandm, you Know. We can do as we like.® When she tells
me what we do, what we desire, what we feel, I acquiesce.
Although 1 knew of no such doings, desirings and feelings a
moment before, 1 know them now.

But my question has to do with my writing. 1 don’t find
the "Frank-effect® there. 1 am, by nature, too cantsnkerous
and disputatious to do things Woolf's way. As for Nontaigne,
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his method attracts me more, but I have that distrust of the
personal which mekes me prefer talk of things to talk of
self. And I cannot use the figure—most pertinently, the

lingering Protestant distrust of the graven imege: it
embarrasses the disembodied purity of my abstract
conceptions.

1 do hope, however, that my essays offer an implicit
pledge: "Coms along with me, and I’'11 try to meke it fun.*
That is not the best an essayist can do, but it is adequate.
There is a skinny man on this side of the text. I don’t
offer a great deal of my body, but I don’'t have much of it I
can spare. Yet | do find that my prose becomes more fully
self-engaged as I progress from text to text.

As | examine "Une interrogation portée & mon plaisir:
The Essay as a Pleasure-Text,” I note that a foregrounding
of the speaking subject merks its beginning. I stage myself
struggling with my material, troubled by doubts,
speculations, questionings. Once I am on track, the textual
I becomes a rather discreet, largely uncbtrusive presence.
It reasserts itself toward the end of the essay, an

integer unsettled by Jjou/ssance. Here, too, | stage myself,
but not with a director’s confident control. The
introductory “scene,” while it is written in present tenses,
represents a situation which s in fact pssed composd. The
concluding confrontation with Barthes is more fmmediate. 1
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know, in sdvance, that I cannot discuss Barthes without
touching on jouissance, but {1t ts not until the real writing
moment that 1 discover the entanglement of the touch.

In "My Noby-Dick" the embodied self is much more in
evidence, and much more entangled in the textual weave. It
is interesting, however, that the foregrounded body of the
reader belongs to you more than to me. I am there with you,
as a companion and a guide. I am not a master, but I know
more. You are subject to surprises. You sre to be inftiated
to experiences—1ike cutting-in or trying-out—which I know
already. Yet 1 am troubled by unresolved uncertainties; the
residue of oil is still on my hands. Moreover—this is quite
disconcerting—I feel obliged to bring a child along with
me, and to sort out his experience in order to sort out my

This desire for the figure of the child manifests, I
suppose, my—our—Romantic heritage. Yet it is, more
pertinently, a troubled and troubling desire of the
post-Freudian age. WMy phrasing at certain moments may
disavow—1 refer to "the kid," or to "the child I once was"”
(a phrase which implies “the child 1 no longer am")—but 1
am nonetheless unable to distance myself effectively from my
childhood. (Interestingly, in my late teens ! developed the
habit, which sti11] endures, of referring to myself as “the
Kkid," a fact which begins to revesl the duplicity of my
textual construct.) “The most crucial aspect of

psychoanslysis,” writes Jecgueline Roee,
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is its insistence that childhood is

something in which we continue to be

o I Kl A

as something which we endlessly rework in

our attempt to build an imege of ocur own

history. (12)
The child, Rose’'s and my own, is never dutifully and
cbediently on the road to sdulthood; the figure of the child
cannot be subordinated to the journey metaphor. This
metaphor is, of course, very much in evidence in all aspects
of my whaling essay, but it fails to capture, control and
contain my childhood experience: the child is on the voyage,
my voyage. His insistent and independent presence recalls
*that there are aspects of our psychic 1ife which escape our
conscious control.” The child-shipmate challenges “the very
notions of identity, development and subjective cohesion”
(Rose 13). 1 am not one, nor {s the text I read. (And need I
recall that 1 resd the book he chose, for reasons of his
own.) As for the text ! write—to what degree is the child
produced also a producer? Such a question perturbs my
(supposedly) stable relationship with language: I no longer
have 8 sure handle on the integral I, the dependsble locus
where language is received and reproduced. | remember now,
the Chatty Cathy dol! (an ocbject of fascination in my
childish days) which lsimee) becomss. I see that language is
a site to which we return, endlessly, seeking the reassuring
repetition which we never find. lshmeel’'s tale is always the
same, but my experience of it never is. By adventure ends,

egein and agein, but it is never resolved. Each time ! am
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left adrift, lost at sea, amaiting yet another return.

“0f Digression® begins, not surprisingly, with an
invocation of the strangeness of words. Language, evidently,
has become a problem. But I try to let it play upon me while
I struggle to discern its intentions. The subject of this
essay has no child—at least not in the foreground. He has,
however, a body. And because this body is engaged with
languasge, the imeginary asserts itself. Like the Barthesian
Jouissance of the first essay, the imeginary is something
which, in an essay on digression, 1 feel I must touch on.
Like jouissance, like the child of the whaling adventure, it
is a textusl element 1 am unable to master. Yet | want to
believe that my imeginary is mine. I imagine it to be a
pesvish piecs of private property: 1 may not control {t,
given its extreme susceptibility to the tantalizations of
Janguage, but 1t belongs to me. I imegine it to be
individual, idiosyncratic, even a bit naughty—digressive
and transgressive.

My resding of Said’'s Oriental ism challenges my
proprietary notions. 1 have previously envisioned De
Quincey’'s Malay digression as the very bookish fantasy of a
very bookish, idiosyncratic fndividual. Upon reading Said,
however, 1 begin to see it ss an individual experience of a
cultural fantasy. Lamb’s experience of old china seems,
moreover, to confirm this re-envisioning. 1 reconsider,
therefore, my own docu-drams prostitution scene. 1
re-examine my digressive pursuit of the feminine trace.
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Luce Irigaray, whose work | have read in anticipation
of a planned "feminist essay,” comes to mind. From her |
have learned that the imaginary originates with “the
reciprocal integration of language and the body" (15, my
translation), a reciprocal integration which I have lost.
Language has become strange to me; I speak and write in the
Sywbolic. My imaginary is no longer mine: it has become the
place where culture writes itself upon me and marks me as
its om. In digression, I seek the language of my body but

the Symbolic.

My essay stages a quest for embodied language, for a
Word which is flesh. I err in a language maze sesaking
Ariadne’s thread. As Irigaray tells me, my “trace can only
be recovered in the speech of the other” (15). My best
friend, an cbject of digressive desire in "My Moby-Dick,"
has moved into the foreground in “0Of Digression.” I am on
the trai) of the feminine. I find, however, that my friend
retreats before my advances. My writing seeks her writing.
My writing seseks to rediscover or recuperate her presence,
but only serves to emphasize her sbsence.

In "Essaying Male Feminism" my desire for feminine
writing is rediscovered and modified. 1 experience Alice
Jardine as & spesking presence rather than a written
sbeence. I am moved to desire feminist speech. Yet I am
unable to produce even a reasonable male-inflected facsimile
of this spesch. | fail to find my trace in her spesch. In
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search of a writing which will prepare me for speech, I turn
to the papers of male-feminist lecturers collected in Men In
Feminism. 1 resd the feminist commentary and criticism of
male-feminist discourse. 1 sesk to discover my friend in the
enbodied, present speech of feminists like Alice Jardine and
Shirley Neuman, and in feminist writing. I try to find
myself in the discourse of male feminists like Stephen Heath
and Cary Nelson. By staging dialogue snd debata, 1 endeavor
to discover (and recover) a sense of immsdiate relation.

The essaying of male feminism explores s proposition: I
am a subject only in relation with an other. The proposition
is not new to me, but seems now more complex and problematic
than ever before. 1 see myself now as 8 gendered subject
looking toward a gendered other. The wel. of language spans
the space between us. Ve are both alresdy entangled, but we
are both web-spinners—at least potentially. "Essaying Bale
Feminism" does not teach me how to write the body, but it
does teach me the desire to do so.

Having reconsidered my writing, having reresd my texts
and rewrestled with them, I am most struck by my persistent
invocation of the feminine. My project begins with iaapf's
description of the essay as a pleasure-productive text. With
Woolf as my guide, 1 choose my essayists of pleasure:
Montaigne, Addison, Hazlitt, Lasb. She also mediates Roland
Barthes's relation with the earlier writers. Having examined
my pleasure-text "tradition,” 1 move on to my whaling essay.
"Ny Moby-Dick® is, admittedly, s msle-oriented esssying of a
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very male-oriented book. Yet even as I begin the essay, I
digress toward the feminine, toward the ex-girifriend who
has custody of “my erstwhile Nody-Dick,® toward my best
friend whose books | steal. Before I am through, Nom and Big
Sister must meke their appearances. In "0f Digression® my
friend begins to haunt my text. “You surround yourself with
women,” was one reader’'s response to "Essaying Male
Feminism.*

Have 1, 1 ask myself, constructed the essay of pleasure
ss s female-inflected form of writing? 1 began my project
with a desire to critique conventional, authoritative
criticism, by bringing pleasure to the critical text. The
plessure I bring is intimately associated with my experience
of femininity. Similarly, 1 have proposed to offer an
alternative to the critical stance which represents the
critical subject cutside and apart, exerting a penetrating
gaze upon his cbject. My alternative orientation, a
criticism "from the inside,” seems now to be peculiarly
feminine: knowledge is to be generated fraom within.
Certainly, I am not trying to say I have written as a women.
Yet | have attempted to discover and develop a subjective,
self-engaged relation with the pleasure-text. This relstion
has involved pleasure, desire, the active body, the loss of
mastery, the loss of self-mastery. My ¢w1m of the
plessure-text is 1ike my experience of the feminine; my
confrontation with the text affects me as my confrontation
with femininity doss. In a sense, my writing has taken shape



123

as a preliminary response to the challenge Alice Jardine
offers the contemporary male writer: I have begun to write
myself as s gendered, desiring subject, begun to say
something sbout my own sexuality.
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