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On April twentieth and twenty-first, the first Diacritics Symposium was held at Cornell 
on the theme Texts, Pretexts, Contexts. It was hoped that the proceedings would be pub- 
lished in book form, but unforeseen technicalities frustrated this project. The following 
three papers were considered to be representative by the editors of Diacritics and are here- 
with published in lieu, and as a summary, of the full acts of the event. 

21 

Paul de Man 

Semiology and Rhetoric 

To judge from various recent publications, the 
spirit of the times is not blowing in the direction of for- 
malist and intrinsic criticism. We may no longer be hear- 
ing too much about relevance but we keep hearing a 
great deal about reference, about the non-verbal "out- 
side" to which language refers, by which it is conditioned 
and upon which it acts. The stress falls not so much on 
the fictional status of literature - a property now per- 
haps somewhat too easily taken for granted - but on the 
interplay between these fictions and categories that are 
said to partake of reality, such as the self, man, society, 
"the artist, his culture and the human community," as 
one critic puts it. Hence the emphasis on hybrid texts 
considered to be partly literary and partly referential, on 
popular fictions deliberately aimed towards social and 
psychological gratification, on literary autobiography as 
a key to the understanding of the self, and so on. We 
speak as if, with the problems of literary form resolved 
once and forever, and with the techniques of structural 
analysis refined to near-perfection, we could now move 
"beyond formalism" towards the questions that really 
interest us and reap, at last, the fruits of the ascetic 
concentration on techniques that prepared us for this 
decisive step. With the internal law and order of litera- 
ture well policed, we can now confidently devote our- 
selves to the foreign affairs, the external politics of lit- 
erature. Not only do we feel able to do so, but we owe 
it to ourselves to take this step: our moral conscience 
would not allow us to do otherwise. Behind the as- 
surance that valid interpretation is possible, behind the 
recent interest in writing and reading as potentially ef- 
fective public speech acts, stands a highly respectable 
moral imperative that strives to reconcile the internal, 
formal, private structures of literary language with their 
external, referential and public effects. 

Paul de Man, who has analyzed, and been analyzed, in 
Diacritics, is Professor of comparative literature at Yale. 

I want, for the moment, to consider briefly this 
tendency in itself, as an undeniable and recurrent his- 
torical fact, without regard for its truth or falseness or 
for its value as desirable or pernicious. It is a fact that 
this sort of thing happens, again and again, in literary 
studies. On the one hand, literature cannot merely be 
received as a definite unit of referential meaning that 
can be decoded without leaving a residue. The code is 
unusually conspicuous, complex and enigmatic; it at- 
tracts an inordinate amount of attention to itself and 
this attention has to acquire the rigor of a method. The 
structural moment of concentration on the code for its 
own sake cannot be avoided and literature necessarily 
breeds its own formalism. Technical innovations in the 
methodical study of literature only occur when this kind 
of attention predominates. It can legitimately be said, 
for example, that, from a technical point of view, very 
little has happened in American criticism since the in- 
novative works of New Criticism. There certainly have 
been numerous excellent books of criticism since, but 
in none of them have the techniques of description and 
interpretation evolved beyond the techniques of close 
reading established in the thirties and the forties. For- 
malism, it seems, is an all-absorbing and tyrannical 
muse; the hope that one can be at the same time tech- 
nically original and discursively eloquent is not borne 
out by the history of literary criticism. 

On the other hand - and this is the real mystery 
- no literary formalism, no matter how accurate and 
enriching in its analytic powers, is ever allowed to come 
into being without seeming reductive. When form is con- 
sidered to be the external trappings of literary meaning 
or content, it seems superficial and expendable. The de- 
velopment of intrinsic, formalist criticism in the twentieth 
century has changed this model: form is now a sol- 
ipsistic category of self-reflection and the referential 
meaning is said to be extrinsic. The polarities of inside 
and outside have been reversed, but they are still the 
same polarities that are at play: internal meaning has 
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28 
become outside reference and the outer form has be- 
come the intrinsic structure. A new version of reduc- 
tiveness at once follows this reversal: formalism nowa- 
days is mostly described in an imagery of imprisonment 
and claustrophobia: the "prison house of language," "the 
impasse of formalist criticism," etc. Like the grand- 
mother in Proust's novel ceaselessly driving the young 
Marcel out into the garden, away from the unhealthy 
inwardness of his closeted reading, critics cry out for 
the fresh air of referential meaning. Thus, with the 
structure of the code so opaque, but the meaning so 
anxious to blot out the obstacle of form, no wonder 
that the reconciliation of form and meaning would be so 
attractive. The attraction of reconciliation is the elective 
breeding-ground of false models and metaphors; it ac- 
counts for the metaphorical model of literature as a 
kind of box that separates an inside from an outside, 
and the reader or critic as the person who opens the lid 
in order to release in the open what was secreted but 
inaccessible inside. It matters little whether we call the 
inside of the box the content or the form, the outside 
the meaning or the appearance. The recurrent debate 
opposing intrinsic to extrinsic criticism stands under the 
aegis of an inside/outside metaphor that is never being 
seriously questioned. 

Metaphors are much more tenacious than facts 
and I certainly don't expect to dislodge this age-old 
model in one short expository talk. I merely wish to 
speculate on a different set of terms, perhaps less sim- 
ple in their differential relationship than the strictly 
polar, binary opposition between inside and outside and 
therefore less likely to enter into the easy play of 
chiasmic reversals. I derive these terms (which are as 
old as the hills) pragmatically from the observation of 
developments and debates in recent critical methodology. 

One of the most controversial among these de- 
velopments coincides with a new approach to poetics 
or, as it is called in Germany, poetology, as a branch of 
general semiotics. In France, a semiology of literature 
comes about as the outcome of the long-deferred but all 
the more explosive encounter of the nimble French lit- 
erary mind with the category of form. Semiology, as 
opposed to semantics, is the science or study of signs 
as signifiers; it does not ask what words mean but how 
they mean. Unlike American New Criticism, which de- 
rived the internalization of form from the practice of 
highly self-conscious modern writers, French semiology 
turned to linguistics for its model and adopted Saussure 
and Jakobson rather than Val6ry or Proust for its mas- 
ters. By an awareness of the arbitrariness of the sign 
(Saussure) and of literature as an autotelic statement 
"focused on the way it is expressed" (Jakobson) the 
entire question of meaning can be bracketed, thus free- 
ing the critical discourse from the debilitating burden of 
paraphrase. The demystifying power of semiology, within 
the context of French historical and thematic criticism, 
has been considerable. It demonstrated that the percep- 
tion of the literary dimensions of language is largely 
obscured if one submits uncritically to the authority of 
reference. It also revealed how tenaciously this authority 
continues to assert itself in a variety of disguises, rang- 
ing from the crudest ideology to the most refined forms 
of aesthetic and ethical judgment. It especially explodes 
the myth of semantic correspondence between sign and 
referent, the wishful hope of having it both ways, of 
being, to paraphrase Marx in the German Ideology, a 
formalist critic in the morning and a communal moralist 
in the afternoon, of serving both the technique of form 
and the substance of meaning. The results, in the prac- 
tice of French criticism, have been as fruitful as they 
are irreversible. Perhaps for the first time since the late 
eighteenth century, French critics can come at least 
somewhat closer to the kind of linguistic awareness that 

never ceased to be operative in its poets and novelists 
and that forced all of them including Sainte Beuve to 
write their main works "contre Sainte Beuve." The dis- 
tance was never so considerable in England and the 
United States, which does not mean, however, that we 
may be able, in this country, to dispense with a pre- 
ventative semiological hygiene altogether. 

One of the most striking characteristics of literary 
semiology as it is practiced today, in France and else- 
where, is the use of grammatical (especially syntactical) 
structures conjointly with rhetorical structures, without 
apparent awareness of a possible discrepancy between 
them. In their literary analyses, Barthes, Genette, To- 
dorov, Greimas and their disciples all simplify and 
regress from Jakobson in letting grammar and rhetoric 
function in perfect continuity, and in passing from gram- 
matical to rhetorical structures without difficulty or in- 
terruption. Indeed, as the study of grammatical struc- 
tures is refined in contemporary theories of generative, 
transformational and distributive grammar, the study of 
tropes and of figures (which is how the term rhetoric is 
used throughout this paper, and not in the derived sense 
of comment or of eloquence or persuasion) becomes a 
mere extension of grammatical models, a particular 
subset of syntactical relations. In the recent Dictionnaire 
encyclopedique des sciences du langage, Ducrot and 
Todorov write that rhetoric has always been satisfied 
with a paradigmatic view over words (words substitut- 
ing for each other), without questioning their syntag- 
matic relationship (the contiguity of words to each 
other). There ought to be another perspective, com- 
plementary to the first, in which metaphor, for example, 
would not be defined as a substitution but as a particular 
type of combination. Research inspired by linguistics or, 
more narrowly, by syntactical studies, have begun to 
reveal this possibility - but it remains to be explored. 
Todorov, who calls one of his books a Grammar of the 
Decameron, rightly thinks of his own work and that of 
his associates as first explorations in the elaboration of 
a systematic grammar of literary modes, genres and also 
of literary figures. Perhaps the most perceptive work to 
come out of this school, Genette's studies of figural 
modes, can be shown to be assimilations of rhetorical 
transformations or combinations to syntactical, gram- 
matical patterns. Thus a recent study, now printed in 
Figures III and entitled Metaphor and Metonomy in 
Proust, shows the combined presence, in a wide and 
astute selection of passages, of paradigmatic, metaphor- 
ical figures with syntagmatic, metonymic structures. The 
combination of both is treated descriptively and non- 
dialectically without suffering the possibility of logical 
tensions. 

One can ask whether this reduction of figure to 
grammar is legitimate. The existence of grammatical 
structures, within and beyond the unit of the sentence, 
in literary texts is undeniable, and their description and 
classification are indispensable. The question remains if 
and how figures of rhetoric can be included in such a 
taxonomy. This question is at the core of the debate 
going on, in a wide variety of apparently unrelated 
forms, in contemporary poetics, but I do not plan to 
make clear the connection between this "real" problem 
and the countless pseudo-problems that agitate literary 
studies. The historical picture of contemporary criticism 
is too confused to make the mapping out of such a 
topography a useful exercise. Not only are these ques- 
tions mixed in and mixed up within particular groups 
or local trends, but they are often co-present, without 
apparent contradiction, within the work of a single 
author. 

Neither is the theory of the question suitable for 
quick expository treatment. To distinguish the epistemol- 
ogy of grammar from the epistemology of rhetoric is a 
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redoutable task. On an entirely naive level, we tend to 
conceive of grammatical systems as tending towards 
universality and as simply generative, i.e. as capable of 
deriving an infinity of versions from a single model 
(that may govern transformations as well as derivations) 
without the intervention of another model that would 
upset the first. We therefore think of the relationship be- 
tween grammar and logic, the passage from grammar to 
propositions, as being relatively un-problematic: no true 
propositions are conceivable in the absence of gram- 
matical consistency or of controlled deviation from a 
system of consistency no matter how complex. Grammar 
and logic stand to each other in a dyadic relationship 
of unsubverted support. In a logic of acts rather than of 
statements, as in Austin's theory of speech acts, that has 
had such a strong influence on recent American work in 
literary semiology, it is also possible to move between 
speech acts and grammar without difficulty. The per- 
formance of what is called illocutionary acts such as 
ordering, questioning, denying, assuming etc. within the 
language is congruent with the grammatical structures 
of syntax in the corresponding imperative, interrogative, 
negative, optative sentences. "The rules for illocutionary 
acts," writes Richard Ohman in a recent paper, "deter- 
mine whether performance of a given act is well-exe- 
cuted, in just the same way as grammatical rules deter- 
mine whether the product of a locutionary act--a 
sentence - is well formed [. . .]. But whereas the rules 
of grammar concern the relationships among sound, 
syntax, and meaning, the rules of illocutionary acts con- 
cern relationships among people" ("Speech, Literature, 
and the Space in between," New Literary History IV, 
No. 1 [Autumn 1972]; p. 50). And since rhetoric is then 
conceived exclusively as persuasion, as actual action 
upon others (and not as an intralinguistic figure or 
trope), the continuity between the illocutionary realm 
of grammar and the perlocutionary realm of rhetoric is 
self-evident. It becomes the basis for a new rhetoric that, 
exactly as is the case for Todorov and Genette, would 
also be a new grammar. 

Without engaging the substance of the question, it 
can be pointed out, without having to go beyond recent 
and American examples, and without calling upon the 
strength of an age-old tradition, that the continuity here 
assumed between grammar and rhetoric is not borne 
out by theoretical and philosophical speculation. Kenneth 
Burke mentions Deflection (which he compares struc- 
turally to Freudian displacement), defined as "any slight 
bias or even unintended error," as the rhetorical basis 
of language, and deflection is then conceived as a dialec- 
tical subversion of the consistent link between sign and 
meaning that operates within grammatical patterns; hence 
Burke's well-known insistence on the distinction between 
grammar and rhetoric. Charles Sanders Peirce who, with 
Nietzsche and Saussure, laid the philosophical founda- 
tion for modern semiology, stressed the distinction be- 
tween grammar and rhetoric in his celebrated and so 
suggestively unfathomable definition of the sign. He in- 
sists, as is well known, on the necessary presence of a 
third element, called the interpretant, within any rela- 
tionship that the sign entertains with its object. The sign 
is to be interpreted if we are to understand the idea it 
is to convey, and this is so because the sign is not the 
thing but a meaning derived from the thing by a process 
here called representation that is not simply generative, 
i.e. dependent on a univocal origin. The interpretation 
of the sign is not, for Peirce, a meaning but another 
sign; it is a reading, not a decodage, and this reading 
has, in its turn, to be interpreted into another sign, and 
so on ad infinitum. Peirce calls this process by means of 
which "one sign gives birth to another" pure rhetoric, 
as distinguished from pure grammar, which postulates 
the possibility of unproblematic, dyadic meaning and 

pure logic, which postulates the possibility of the uni- 
versal truth of meanings. Only if the sign engendered 
meaning in the same way that the object engenders the 
sign, that is, by representation, would there be no need 
to distinguish between grammar and rhetoric. 

These remarks should indicate at least the exist- 
ence and the difficulty of the question, a difficulty which 
puts its concise theoretical exposition beyond my powers. 
I must retreat therefore into a pragmatic discourse and 
try to illustrate the tension between grammar and rhet- 
oric in a few specific textual examples. Let me begin by 
considering what is perhaps the most commonly known 
instance of an apparent symbiosis between a gram- 
matical and a rhetorical structure, the so-called rhetor- 
ical question, in which the figure is conveyed directly by 
means of a syntactical device. I take the first example 
from the sub-literature of the mass media: asked by 
his wife whether he wants to have his bowling shoes 
laced over or laced under, Archie Bunker answers with 
a question: "What's the difference?" Being a reader of 
sublime simplicity, his wife replies by patiently explain- 
ing the difference between lacing over and lacing under, 
whatever this may be, but provokes only ire. "What's the 
difference" did not ask for difference but means instead 
"I don't give a damn what the difference is." The same 
grammatical pattern engenders two meanings that are 
mutually exclusive: the literal meaning asks for the 
concept (difference) whose existence is denied by the 
figurative meaning. As long as we are talking about 
bowling shoes, the consequences are relatively trivial; 
Archie Bunker, who is a great believer in the authority 
of origins (as long, of course, as they are the right 
origins) muddles along in a world where literal and 
figurative meanings get in each other's way, though not 
without discomforts. But suppose that it is a de-bunker 
rather than a "Bunker," and a de-bunker of the arche 
(or origin), an archie Debunker such as Nietzsche or 
Jacques Derrida for instance, who asks the question 
"What is the Difference" - and we cannot even tell 
from his grammar whether he "really" wants to know 
"what" difference is or is just telling us that we shouldn't 
even try to find out. Confronted with the question of the 
difference between grammar and rhetoric, grammar al- 
lows us to ask the question, but the sentence by means 
of which we ask it may deny the very possibility of ask- 
ing. For what is the use of asking, I ask, when we can- 
not even authoritatively decide whether a question asks 
or doesn't ask? 

The point is as follows. A perfectly clear syntac- 
tical paradigm (the question) engenders a sentence that 
has at least two meanings of which the one asserts and 
the other denies its own illocutionary mode. It is not so 
that there are simply two meanings, one literal and the 
other figural, and that we have to decide which one of 
these meanings is the right one in this particular situa- 
tion. The confusion can only be cleared up by the inter- 
vention of an extra-textual intention, such as Archie 
Bunker putting his wife straight; but the very anger he 
displays is indicative of more than impatience; it reveals 
his despair when confronted with a structure of linguistic 
meaning that he cannot control and that holds the dis- 
couraging prospect of an infinity of similar future con- 
fusions, all of them potentially catastrophic in their 
consequences. Nor is this intervention really a part of 
the mini-text constituted by the figure which holds our 
attention only as long as it remains suspended and un- 
resolved. I follow the usage of common speech in calling 
this semiological enigma "rhetorical." The grammatical 
model of the question becomes rhetorical not when we 
have, on the one hand, a literal meaning and on the 
other hand a figural meaning, but when it is impossible 
to decide by grammatical or other linguistic devices 
which of the two meanings (that can be entirely con- 
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30 
tradictory) prevails. Rhetoric radically suspends logic 
and opens up vertiginous possibilities of referential aber- 
ration. And although it would perhaps be somewhat 
more remote from common usage, I would not hesitate 
to equate the rhetorical, figural potentiality of language 
with literature itself. I could point to a great number of 
antecedents to this equation of literature with figure; the 
most recent reference would be to Monroe Beardsley's 
insistence in his contribution to the Essays to honor 
William Wimsatt, that literary language is characterized 
by being "distinctly above the norm in ratio of implicit 
(or, I would say rhetorical) to explicit meaning" (p. 37). 

Let me pursue the question of the rhetorical ques- 
tion through one more example. Yeats's poem "Among 
School Children," ends with the famous line: "How can 
we know the dancer from the dance?" Although there 
are some revealing inconsistencies within the com- 
mentaries, the line is usually interpreted as stating, with 
the increased emphasis of a rhetorical device, the po- 
tential unity between form and experience, between 
creator and creation. It could be said that it denies the 
discrepancy between the sign and the referent from 
which we started out. Many elements in the imagery 
and the dramatic development of the poem strengthen 
this traditional reading; without having to look any 
further than the immediately preceding lines, one finds 
powerful and consecrated images of the continuity from 
part to whole that makes synecdoche into the most 
seductive of metaphors: the organic beauty of the tree, 
stated in the parallel syntax of a similar rhetorical 
question, or the convergence, in the dance, of erotic 
desire with musical form: 

O chestnut tree, great rooted blossomer 
Are you the leaf, the blossom or the bole? 
O body swayed to music, O brightening glance 
How can we know the dancer from the dance? 

A more extended reading, always assuming that the 
final line is to be read as a rhetorical question, reveals 
that the thematic and rhetorical grammar of the poem 
yields a consistent reading that extends from the first 
line to the last and that can account for all the details 
in the text. It is equally possible, however, to read the 
last line literally rather than figuratively, as asking with 
some urgency the question we asked at the beginning of 
this talk within the context of contemporary criticism: 
not that sign and referent are so exquisitely fitted to 
each other that all difference between them is at times 
blotted out but, rather, since the two essentially dif- 
ferent elements, sign and meaning, are so intricately 
intertwined in the imagined "presence" that the poem 
addresses, how can we possibly make the distinctions 
that would shelter us from the error of identifying what 
cannot be identified? The clumsiness of the paraphrase 
reveals that it is not necessarily the literal reading which 
is simpler than the figurative one, as was the case in our 
first example; here, the figural reading, which assumes 
the question to be rhetorical is perhaps naive, whereas 
the literal reading leads to greater complication of theme 
and statement. For it turns out that the entire scheme 
set up by the first reading can be undermined, or de- 
constructed, in the terms of the second, in which the 
final line is read literally as meaning that, since the 
dancer and the dance are not the same, it might be use- 
ful, perhaps even desperately necessary - for the ques- 
tion can be given a ring of urgency, "Please tell me, 
how can I know the dancer from the dance" - to tell 
them apart. But this will replace the reading of each 
symbolic detail by a divergent interpretation. The one- 
ness of trunk, leaf and blossom, for example, that would 
have appealed to Goethe, would find itself replaced by 
the much less reassuring Tree of Life from the Mabi- 
nogion that appears in the poem "Vacillation," in which 

the fiery blossom and the earthly leaf are held together, 
as well as apart, by the crucified and castrated God 
Attis, of whose body it can hardly be said that it is 
"not bruised to pleasure soul." This hint should suffice 
to suggest that two entirely coherent but entirely in- 
compatible readings can be made to hinge on one line, 
whose grammatical structure is devoid of ambiguity, but 
whose rhetorical mode turns the mood as well as the 
mode of the entire poem upside down. Neither can we 
say, as was already the case in the first example, that 
the poem simply has two meanings that exist side by 
side. The two readings have to engage each other in 
direct confrontation, for the one reading is precisely the 
error denounced by the other and has to be undone by 
it. Nor can we in any way make a valid decision as to 
which of the readings can be given priority over the 
other; none can exist in the other's absence. There can 
be no dance without a dancer, no sign without a refer- 
ent. On the other hand, the authority of the meaning 
engendered by the grammatical structure is fully ob- 
scured by the duplicity of a figure that cries out for the 
differentiation that it conceals. 

Yeats' poem is not explicitly "about" rhetorical 
questions but about images or metaphors, and about the 
possibility of convergence between experiences of con- 
sciousness such as memory or emotions - what the 
poem calls passion, piety and affection - and entities 
accessible to the senses such as bodies, persons or icons. 
We return to the inside/outside model from which we 
started out and which the poem puts into question by 
means of a syntactical device (the question) made to 
operate on a grammatical as well as on a rhetorical 
level. The couple grammar/rhetoric, certainly not a 
binary opposition since they in no way exclude each 
other, disrupts and confuses the neat antithesis of the 
inside/outside pattern. We can transfer this scheme to 
the act of reading and interpretation. By reading we get, 
as we say, inside a text that was first something alien to 
us and which we now make our own by an act of un- 
derstanding. But this understanding becomes at once the 
representation of an extra-textual meaning; in Austin's 
terms, the illocutionary speech act becomes a perlocu- 
tionary actual act-in Frege's terms, Bedeutung be- 
comes Sinn. Our recurrent question is whether this trans- 
formation is semantically controlled along grammatical 
or along rhetorical lines. Does the metaphor of reading 
really unite outer meaning with inner understanding, 
action with reflection, into one single totality? The as- 
sertion is powerfully and suggestively made in a passage 
from Proust that describes the experience of reading as 
such a union. It describes the young Marcel, near the 
beginning of Combray, hiding in the closed space of his 
room in order to read. The example differs from the 
earlier ones in that we are not dealing with a gram- 
matical structure that also functions rhetorically but 
have instead the representation, the dramatization, in 
terms of the experience of a subject, of a rhetorical 
structure-just as, in many other passages, Proust drama- 
tizes tropes by means of landscapes or descriptions of 
objects. The figure here dramatized is that of metaphor, 
an inside/outside correspondence as represented by the 
act of reading. The reading scene is the culmination of 
a series of actions taking place in enclosed spaces and 
leading up to the "dark coolness" of Marcel's room. 

I had stretched out on my bed, with a book, in my 
room which sheltered, tremblingly, its transparent and 
fragile coolness against the afternoon sun, behind the 
almost closed blinds through which a glimmer of day- 
light had nevertheless managed to push its yellow wings, 
remaining motionless between the wood and the glass, in 
a corner, poised like a butterfly. It was hardly light 
enough to read, and the sensation of the light's splendor 
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was given me only by the noise of Camus [. .] ham- 
mering dusty crates; resounding in the sonorous atmos- 
phere that is peculiar to hot weather, they seemed to 
spark off scarlet stars; and also by the flies executing 
their little concert, the chamber music of summer: evoca- 
tive not in the manner of a human tune that, heard 
perchance during the summer, afterwards reminds you 
of it; it is connected to summer by a more necessary 
link: born from beautiful days, resurrecting only when 
they return, containing some of their essence, it does not 
only awaken their image in our memory; it guarantees 
their return, their actual, persistent, unmediated presence. 

The dark coolness of my room related to the full 
sunlight of the street as the shadow relates to the ray of 
light, that is to say it was just as luminous and it gave 
my imagination the total spectacle of the summer, 
whereas my senses, if I had been on a walk, could only 
have enjoyed it by fragments; it matched my repose 
which (thanks to the adventures told by my book and 
stirring my tranquillity) supported, like the quiet of a 
motionless hand in the middle of a running brook the 
shock and the motion of a torrent of activity. (Swann's 
Way. Paris: Pldiade, 1954; p. 83. Author's translation.) 

From the beginning of the passage, inwardness is 
valorized positively as something desirable that has to 
protect itself against the intrusion of outside forces, but 
that nevertheless has to borrow, as it were, some of its 
constitutive properties from the outside. A chain of 
binary properties is set up and antithetically differ- 
entiated in terms of the inside/outside polarity: prop- 
erties of coolness, darkness, repose, silence, imagination 
and totality, associated with inwardness, contrast with 
the heat, the light, the activity, the sounds, the senses 
and the fragmentation that govern the outside. By the 
act of reading, these static oppositions are put in motion, 
thus allowing for the play of substitutions by means of 
which the claim for totalization can be made. Thus, in 
a beautifully seductive effect of chiaroscuro, mediated 
by the metaphor of light as a poised butterfly, the inner 
room is convincingly said to acquire the amount of light 
necessary to reading. In the wake of this light, warmth 
can also enter the room, incarnate in the auditive syn- 
aesthesia of the various sounds. According to the nar- 
rator, these metaphorical substitutions and reversals 
render the presence of Summer in the room more com- 
plete than the actual experience of Summer in the out- 
side world could have done. The text achieves this syn- 
thesis and comments on it in normative terms, com- 
parable to the manner in which treatises of practical 
rhetorics recommend the use of one figure in preference 
to another in a given situation: here it is the substitutive 
totalization by metaphor which is said to be more effec- 
tive than the mere contiguity of metonymic association. 
As opposed to the random contingency of metonymy 
("par hasard"), the metaphor is linked to its proper 
meaning by, says Proust, the "necessary link" that leads 
to perfect synthesis. In the wake of this synthesis, the 
entire conceptual vocabulary of metaphysics enters the 
text: a terminology of generation, of transcendental 
necessity, of totality, of essence, of permanence and of 
unmediated presence. The passage acts out and asserts 
the priority of metaphor over metonymy in terms of the 
categories of metaphysics and with reference to the act 
of reading. 

The actual test of the truth of the assertion comes 
in the second paragraph when the absurd mathematical 
ratio set up at the beginning has to be verified by a 
further substitution. This time, what has to be ex- 
changed are not only the properties of light and dark, 
warm and cool, fragment and totality (part and whole), 
but the properties of action and repose. The full seduc- 
tion of the text can only come into being when the for- 

mal totalization of light and dark is completed by the 
transfer from rest to action that represents the extra- 
textual, referential moment. The text asserts the transfer 
in the concluding sentence: "The dark coolness of my 
room [. . .] supported, like the quiet of a motionless 
hand in the middle of a running brook, the shock and the 
motion of a torrent of activity." The verb "to support" 
here carries the full weight of uniting rest and action 
("repos et activite"), fiction and reality, as firmly as the 
base supports the column. The transfer, as is so often 
the case in Proust, is carried out by the liquid element 
of the running brook. The natural, representational con- 
notation of the passage is with coolness, so particularly 
attractive within the predominant summer-mood of the 
entire Recherche. But coolness, it will be remembered, 
is one of the characteristic properties of the "inside" 
world. It cannot therefore by itself transfer us into the 
opposite world of activity. The movement of the water 
evokes a freshness which in the binary logic of the pas- 
sage is associated with the inward, imaginary world of 
reading and fiction. In order to accede to action, it 
would be necessary to capture one of the properties be- 
longing to the opposite chain such as, for example, 
warmth. The mere "cool" action of fiction cannot suf- 
fice: it is necessary to reconcile the cool immobility of 
the hand with the heat of action if the claim made by 
the sentence is to stand up as true. This transfer is car- 
ried out, always within the same sentence, when it is 
said that repose supports "a torrent of activity." The ex- 
pression "torrent d'activitd" is not, or no longer, a met- 
aphor in French: it is a cliche, a dead, or sleeping 
metaphor that has lost the suggestive, connotative values 
contained in the word "torrent." It simply means "a 
great deal of activity," the amount of activity that is 
likely to agitate one to the point of getting hot. Heat is 
thus surreptitiously smuggled into the passage from a 
cold source, closing the ring of antithetical properties 
and allowing for their exchange and substitution: from 
the moment tranquility can be active and warm without 
losing its cool and its distinctive quality of repose, the 
fragmented experience of reality can become whole with- 
out losing its quality of being real. 

The transfer is made to seem convincing and 
seductive by the double play on the cliche "torrent of 
activity." The proximate, contiguous image of the brook 
awakens, as it were, the sleeping beauty of the dozing 
metaphor which, in its common use, had become the 
metonymic association of two words united by sheer 
habit and no longer by the inner necessity, the necessary 
link of a transcendental signification. "Torrent" func- 
tions in a double semantic register: in its reawakened 
literal meaning it relays the attribute of coolness that is 
actually part of the running water, whereas in its figural 
non-meaning it designates the quantity of activity con- 
notative of the contrary property of warmth. 

The rhetorical structure of this sentence is there- 
fore not simply metaphorical. It is at least doubly meto- 
nymic, first because the coupling of words, in a clich6, 
is not governed by the necessary link that reveals their 
potential identity but by the contingent habit of prox- 
imity; second, because the reawakening of the metaphor- 
ical term "torrent" is carried out by a statement that 
happens to be in the vicinity, but without there being 
any necessity for this proximity on the level of the 
referential meaning. The most striking thing is that this 
doubly metonymic structure is found in a text that also 
contains highly seductive and successful metaphors (as 
in the chiaroscuro effect of the beginning, or in the 
condensation of light in the butterfly image) and that 
explicitly asserts the superiority of metaphor over me- 
tonymy in terms of metaphysical categories. 

That these metaphysical categories do not remain 
unaffected by such a reading would become clear from 
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an inclusive reading of Proust's novel or would become 
even more explicit in a language-conscious philosopher 
such as Nietzsche who, as a philosopher, has to be con- 
cerned with the epistemological consequences of the 
kind of rhetorical seductions exemplified by the Proust 
passage. It can be shown that the systematic critique of 
the main categories of metaphysics undertaken by Nietz- 
sche in his late work, the critique of the concepts of 
causality, of the subject, of identity, of referential and 
revealed truth, etc. occurs along the same pattern of 
deconstruction that was operative in Proust's text; and 
it can also be shown that this pattern exactly corre- 
sponds to Nietzsche's description, in texts that precede 
The Will to Power by more than fifteen years, of the 
structure of the main rhetorical tropes. The key to this 
critique of metaphysics, which is itself a recurrent ges- 
ture throughout the history of thought, is the rhetorical 
model of the trope or, if one prefers to call it that, 
literature. It turns out that, in these innocent-looking 
didactic exercises we are in fact playing for very sizeable 
stakes. 

It is therefore all the more necessary to know 
what is linguistically involved in a rhetorically conscious 
reading of the type here undertaken on a brief frag- 
ment from a novel and extended by Nietzsche to the 
entire text of post-Hellenic thought. Our first examples 
dealing with the rhetorical questions were rhetorizations 
of grammar, figures generated by syntactical paradigms, 
whereas the Proust example could be better described 
as a grammatization of rhetoric. By passing from a 
paradigmatic structure based on substitution, such as 
metaphor, to a syntagmatic structure based on contingent 
association such as metonymy, the mechanical, repetitive 
aspect of grammatical forms is shown to be operative in 
a passage that seemed at first sight to celebrate the self- 
willed and autonomous inventiveness of a subject. Fig- 
ures are assumed to be inventions, the products of a 
highly particularized individual talent, whereas no one 
can claim credit for the programmed pattern of gram- 
mar. Yet, our reading of the Proust passage shows that 
precisely when the highest claims are being made for 
the unifying power of metaphor, these very images rely 
in fact on the deceptive use of semi-automatic gram- 
matical patterns. The de-construction of metaphor and 
of all rhetorical patterns such as mimesis, paranomasis 
or personification that use resemblance as a way to dis- 
guise differences, takes us back to the impersonal pre- 
cision of grammar and of a semiology derived from 
grammatical patterns. Such a deconstruction puts into 
question a whole series of concepts that underlie the 
value judgments of our critical discourse: the metaphors 
of primacy, of genetic history and, most notably, of the 
autonomous power to will of the self. 

There seems to be a difference, then, between what 
I called the rhetorization of grammar (as in the rhetor- 
ical question) and the grammatization of rhetoric, as in 
the de-constructive readings of the type sketched out 
in the passage from Proust. The former end up in in- 
determination, in a suspended uncertainty that was un- 
able to choose between two modes of reading, whereas 
the latter seems to reach a truth, albeit by the negative 
road of exposing an error, a false pretense. After the 
de-constructive reading of the Proust passage, we can 
no longer believe the assertion made in this passage 
about the intrinsic, metaphysical superiority of metaphor 
over metonymy. We seem to end up in a mood of nega- 
tive assurance that is highly productive of critical dis- 
course. The further text of Proust's novel, for example, 
responds perfectly to an extended application of this 
de-constructive pattern: not only can similar gestures be 
repeated throughout the novel, at all the crucial articula- 
tions or all passages where large aesthetic and metaphys- 
ical claims are being made--the scenes of involuntary 

memory, the workshop of Elstir, the septette of Vinteuil, 
the convergence of author and narrator at the end of 
the novel - but a vast thematic and semiotic network is 
revealed that structures the entire narrative and that 
remained invisible to a reader caught in naive metaphor- 
ical mystification. The whole of literature would respond 
in similar fashion, although the techniques and the 
patterns would have to vary considerably, of course, 
from author to author. But there is absolutely no rea- 
son why analyses of the kind here suggested for Proust 
would not to be applicable, with proper modifications of 
technique, to Milton or to Dante or to Holderlin. This 
will in fact be the task of literary criticism in the com- 
ing years. 

It would seem that we are saying that criticism is 
the deconstruction of literature, the reduction to the 
rigors of grammar of rhetorical mystifications. And if 
we hold up Nietzsche as the philosopher of such a 
critical deconstruction, then the literary critic would be- 
come the philosopher's ally in his struggle with the 
poets. Criticism and literature would separate around 
the epistemological axis that distinguishes grammar from 
rhetoric. It is easy enough to see that this apparent 
glorification of the critic-philosopher in the name of 
truth is in fact a glorification of the poet as the primary 
source of this truth; if truth is the recognition of the 
systematic character of a certain kind of error, then it 
would be fully dependent on the prior existence of this 
error. Philosophers of science like Bachelard or Wittgen- 
stein are notoriously dependent on the aberrations of 
the poets. We are back at our unanswered question: 
does the grammatization of rhetoric end up in negative 
certainty or does it, like the rhetorization of grammar, 
remain suspended in the ignorance of its own truth or 
falsehood? 

Two concluding remarks should suffice to answer 
the question. First of all, it is not true that Proust's text 
can simply be reduced to the mystified assertion (the 
superiority of metaphor over metonymy) that our read- 
ing deconstructs. The reading is not "our" reading, since 
it uses only the linguistic elements provided by the text 
itself; the distinction between author and reader is one 
of the false distinctions that the deconstruction makes 
evident. The deconstruction is not something we have 
added to the text but it constituted the text in the first 
place. A literary text simultaneously asserts and denies 
the authority of its own rhetorical mode and by reading 
the text as we did, we were only trying to come closer 
to being as rigorous a reader as the author had to be in 
order to write the sentence in the first place. Poetic 
writing is the most advanced and refined mode of de- 
construction; it may differ from critical or discursive 
writing in the economy of its articulation, but not in 
kind. 

But if we recognize the existence of the decon- 
structive moment as constitutive of all literary language, 
we have surreptitiously reintroduced the categories that 
this deconstruction was supposed to eliminate and that 
have merely been displaced. We have, for example, dis- 
placed the question of the self from the referent into 
the figure of the narrator, who then becomes the signifi! 
of the passage. It becomes again possible to ask such 
naive questions as what Proust, or Marcel's, motives 
may have been in thus manipulating language: was he 
fooling himself, or was he represented as fooling him- 
self and fooling us into believing that fiction and action 
are as easy to unite, by reading, as the passage asserts? 
The pathos of the entire section, which would have been 
more noticeable if the quotation had been a little more 
extended, the constant vacillation of the narrator be- 
tween guilt and well-being, invites such questions. They 
are absurd questions, of course, since the reconciliation 
of fact and fiction occurs itself as a mere assertion made 
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in a text, and is thus productive of more text at the 
moment when it asserts its decision to escape from 
textual confinement. But even if we free ourselves of all 
false questions of intent and rightfully reduce the nar- 
rator to the status of a mere grammatical pronoun, with- 
out which the deconstructive narrative could not come 
into being, this subject remains endowed with a function 
that is not grammatical but rhetorical, in that it gives 
voice, so to speak, to a grammatical syntagm. The term 
voice, even when used in a grammatical terminology 
as when we speak of the passive or interrogative voice 
is, of course, a metaphor inferring by analogy the in- 
tent of the subject from the structure of the predicate. 
In the case of the deconstructive discourse that we call 
literary, or rhetorical, or poetic, this creates a distinctive 
complication illustrated by the Proust passage. The de- 
constructive reading revealed a first paradox: the pas- 
sage valorizes metaphor as being the "right" literary 
figure, but then proceeds to constitute itself by means 
of the epistemologically incompatible figure of meton- 
ymy. The deconstructive critical discourse reveals the 
presence of this delusion and affirms it as the irreversible 
mode of its truth. It cannot pause there however. For 
if we then ask the obvious and simple next question, 
whether the rhetorical mode of the text in question is 
that of metaphor or metonymy, it is impossible to give 
an answer. Individual metaphors, such as the chiaroscuro 
effect or the butterfly, are shown to be subordinate fig- 
ures in a general clause whose syntax is metonymic; 
from this point of view, it seems that the rhetoric is 
superseded by a grammar that de-constructs it. But this 

metonymic clause has as its subject a voice whose re- 
lationship to this clause is again metaphorical. The nar- 
rator who tells us about the impossibility of metaphor 
is himself, or itself, a metaphor, the metaphor of a 
grammatical syntagm whose meaning is the denial of 
metaphor stated, by antiphrasis, as its priority. And this 
subject-metaphor is, in its turn, open to the kind of de- 
construction to the second degree, the rhetorical de- 
construction of psycholinguistics, in which the more 
advanced investigations of literature are presently en- 
gaged, against considerable resistance. 

We end up therefore, in the case of the rhetorical 
grammatization of semiology, just as in the grammatical 
rhetorization of illocutionary phrases, in the same state 
of suspended ignorance. Any question about the rhetor- 
ical mode of a literary text is always a rhetorical ques- 
tion which does not even know whether it is really 
questioning. The resulting pathos is an anxiety (or bliss, 
depending on one's momentary mood or individual 
temperament) of ignorance, not an anxiety of reference 
- as becomes thematically clear in Proust's novel when 
reading is dramatized, in the relationship between Marcel 
and Albertine, not as an emotive reaction to what lan- 
guage does, but as an emotive reaction to the impos- 
sibility of knowing what it might be up to. Literature 
as well as criticism - the difference between them being 
delusive - are condemned (or privileged) to be forever 
the most rigorous and, consequently, the most unreliable 
language in terms of which man names and modifies 
himself. 
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